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Abstract 
Earlier research has shown that the virtual world of Second Life is an environment, which fosters the emergence of social cap ital. 

The central finding of this study is the pertinence of emotional communication and information sharing in the emergence of social 

capital in SL, and consequently, the significance of emotional intelligence as a basis for successful social and informational exchange. 

The emergence of social capital in Second Life is deeply affected by the dialectic of the conflicting expectations and experiences of 

the environment. The emergence of social capital in Second Life may be described as a process of accumulation of emotional 

intelligence that forms a basis for the exploitation of available structural and relational affordances of social and information 

exchange. The study is based on qualitative analysis of open-ended data collected using a web survey of Second Life users. 

Keywords  
Information sharing, social capital, virtual worlds, Second Life 

1. Introduction 

Second Life (SL) is an online virtual world. It is a social venue for work, learning, education, entertainment and 

cooperation that reflects the activities and interests of its users (residents in SL terminology)[1]. The residents, rather 

than the company that maintains and develops the virtual world, have created the most of the content and are responsible 

for the activities taking place in the virtual world [2]. SL is a place where people with shared interests can meet, be and 

work together. It is a place where communities can emerge on the basis of these shared interests [1].  

Earlier research has shown that socialising is a major reason for participating in SL and that SL is an environment, 

which fosters the emergence of social capital [3]. At the same time, the earlier studies on information sharing and 

socialising in virtual worlds have suggested that these environments have several specific affordances and constraints 

not found in other types of digital environments. For instance, the multi-modality of communication (e.g. [4]) and 

possibility to interact with a three-dimensional environment [5] has been suggested to enhance social exchange [6] and 

consequently, processes of information use [7] and learning [8]. The accumulation of social capital is, however, a 

complex process. The present study discusses findings from an empirical study in SL looking closer at the subtleties of 

social capital and how it is linked to information sharing. Data (N=67) for the study was gathered using a web survey. 

The conception of social capital of this study is principally based on Bourdieu [9] and Putnam [10]. The analysis of the 

functioning and dimensions of social capital is based on the notion of the three dimensions of social capital introduced 
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by Nahapiet and Ghoshal [11] and how they are linked to information sharing according to the model of Widén-Wulff et 

al [12]. Finally, the study borrows the notions of affordance and constraint from the ecological approach of Gibson [13].  

The aim of this study is to examine the dynamics how the characteristics and functionality of SL are linked to the 

dimensions of social capital and what types of affordances and constraints they set for information sharing; i.e., what is 

the role of social capital in SL and in SL information sharing in particular. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Social capital and virtual worlds 

Social capital is built from the social relationship that an individual has and that gives access to the resources of these 

relationships, and the amount and quality of these resources [9]. Social capital as a resource is integrated in the people a 

person is connected to and the access to social capital is based on an expected reciprocity in a relationship when the 

donor expects to receive some return on their investment or through solidarity that derives from ones identification in 

some group. This could lead to positive outcomes such as access to information or more effective sharing of 

information. Seen as a purely individual resource, it is about getting help and support from other people, e.g. for solving 

problems, catching opportunities or accomplishing relevant goals [14]. Putnam [10] brought another viewpoint to the 

research of social capital when he defined social capital as “features of social organizations, such as networks, norms, 

and trust that facilitate action and cooperation for mutual benefit.”  

When studying social capital, different dimensions have been introduced in order to better map its benefits and 

outcomes [11]. The aim of the categorisation is to describe the social environment through structural, relational, and 

content dimensions, and to underline how these different dimensions support knowledge development and the 

achievement of personal and professional goals [12]. Network structures and the nature of the network ties can help 

actors to reach different kinds of benefits and goals. Social interactions in the structures function as channels for 

information flows. The underlying motives for sharing are stressed in the relational dimension. Trust is an important 

enabler to both motivating and using social technologies [15]. This is challenging in online environments because trust 

is usually built over a relatively long period of time [16]. The structural and relational dimensions are cornerstones for 

gaining social opportunities to develop shared meaning and collective knowledge, that is the content dimension of social 

capital [12].  

The mechanisms of how social capital works in a virtual environment are not always straightforward. Social capital 

has been studied in many kinds of virtual communities, such as virtual learning communities [17,18] and social 

networking sites [19]. According to Blanchard and Horan [20] social capital can increase in virtual communities that are 

based on existing physical communities. Putnam [21], whose extensive research showed a decline of social capital in the 

United States during the last decades of the 20th century, argues that the Internet may work to an opposite direction. 

According to Lin [22] “we are witnessing a revolutionary rise of social capital, as represented by cyber-networks.”  

Coleman [23] discusses social capital from a family and community point of view and underlines the need to 

substitute the earlier formal society with a voluntary and spontaneous social organisation, which can provide people 

with the social capital they need. This has been underlined through many of the success stories on the Web, e.g. 

Wikipedia, which are based on volunteerism and user created content. The same applies for SL, as everything from 

buildings to social groups and from vehicles to experiences is created by the users. In a study of players of the 

multiplayer online game World of Warcraft, it was shown that players formed different kinds of social networks in the 

game where rules, boundaries, and norms were formed [24]. The fact that SL incorporates elements that can be 

described as playful and game-like make comparisons between SL and online games useful. At the same time, even if 

some authors claim that SL is a “game”, its open-ended nature, lack of pre-written narrative and the relative lack of 

game-like rules that constrain interactions in ther virtual world (in contrast to more everyday life like constraints) 

suggest that direct analogies between games and SL should be made cautiously.  

The research conducted so far shows that social capital can emerge in virtual communities and more specifically, in 

virtual worlds, but further research is needed to get a clearer understanding of the phenomenon. The majority of earlier 

research has focussed on communities with a given frame of reference whether it is topic of interest or fantasy game, 

instead of new open-ended user-created virtual worlds with a clear emphasis on socialising like SL that have increased 

in popularity in recent years.  

When discussing the development of social capital and its effects on information sharing it is relevant also to look 

into different intelligences underlying these processes. The notion of social capital is closely connected to social 

intelligence. There is no consensus of the definition of the concept. On the basis of the literature review of Salovey and 
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Mayer [25] it is possible to conclude that social intelligence is about understanding people and understanding 

personality. Social intelligence is an ability to manage people, relations and different types of social contexts.  

Social intelligence consists of several subsets of intelligences. Emotional intelligence is a significant aspect of social 

intelligence that involves “the ability to monitor one’s own and others’ feelings and emotions, to discriminate among 

them and to use this information to guide one’s thinking and actions.” [25]. This means that emotional intelligence 

focuses one’s emotional states as well as others’, individually or in groups, supporting problem solving and regulating 

behaviour [25].  

The emotional aspect has been studied in connection to social capital in organizations and, for instance, Brooks & 

Nafukho [26] have looked into the relationship between social capital, emotional intelligence and human resource 

development. Their findings underline that emotional intelligence is a basis for social capital and that social capital 

shapes the opportunities to develop human resources and organizational performance. Organizations strive to engage 

employees who have high emotional intelligence, and advanced cognitive skills. These abilities contribute to the 

developing of social capital, and consequently, result in innovativeness and creativity [26,27].  

The emotional perspective appears particularly relevant in the context of information activities and social capital in 

SL. Riva et al. [28] have showed that virtual environments function as an affective media. Their affective nature has 

been explained by several factors including the sense of presence [28] and the playful and game-like characteristics of 

the environments [29, 30]. Emotional intelligence is put into play especially when an activity demands high levels of 

personal commitment and interpersonal trust. Füllbrunn et al. [31] found in an experiment that people trusted each other 

less in SL than outside of the virtual world, even if at the same time in SL, people behaved significantly more 

trustworthy than outside. Different kinds of emotions arise when people engage in collective action, especially in a new 

environment. Emotions like anxiety, fear and conflict of values arise as well as feelings of success and joy [27]. Social 

influence and motives like emotions affect one’s intensions to use social software [32]. Engaging in a virtual world 

demands both commitment and trust which at the same time are the main challenges in the context of studying 

information sharing and development of the relational dimension of social capital.   

2.2. Information sharing in virtual worlds 

People use multiple and multi-faceted strategies to find information in virtual worlds [7]. Besides purely task-oriented 

purposes, such as information seeking and sharing for problem solving, the people who visit virtual communities may as 

well go there for support, friendship and a sense of belongingness, i.e. for emotional information sharing [33,34]. 

Emotion communication has briefly been defined “as the recognition, expression and sharing of emotions or moods 

between two or more individuals” [35]. In fact, Barnes and Pressey [36] found that arousal, pleasure and individualism 

were particularly significant attributes for individuals to meet their goals in virtual environments. In a recent study by 

Webber [37] we can see that positive emotions are also connected to information encountering and e.g. enthusiasm is 

experienced when information is found. It is thus important to realize that individuals are clearly aiming at satisfying 

perceived real world needs, much of emotional origin, through their participation in virtual world settings [36]. 

McKenna and Bargh [38] point out that one apparent benefit of interacting and information sharing in virtual 

environments is that it may offer opportunities to people to try out new personality traits that they would ideally like to 

possess. Furthermore, virtual settings provide a useful interacting tool for those who are socially shy and reclusive to 

express themselves without any physically face-to-face constraints [38].  

Information sharing in virtual communities has also been proved a two-sided coin of calculation and enjoyment, as 

individuals contribute to virtual networks due to both purely goal-oriented, egoistic motives (e.g., they perceive it 

enhances their professional reputation) and altruistic motives (they simply like to help others without any hidden 

agenda) [39]. Virtual environments are, on the other hand, tempting places to behave in an uninhibited way, i.e. to 

display negative emotions, frustrations and aggressions [40]. The relative anonymity, as well as the relative absence of 

developed social norms, or any kind of social control, makes virtual encounters convenient for bullying and other forms 

of abusive and disruptive behaviour [35,41]. For some people, virtual environments may simply be perceived as safer 

contexts, especially for the communication of negative emotions and inappropriate behaviours [42].  

Although emotions, feelings and moods are intrinsic and fundamental properties of human beings, which influence 

both cognition, perception and behaviour [43,44], there has been relatively little research on the affective dimension of 

human information behaviour and use within the LIS field. The research of Kuhlthau constitutes the very notable 

exception. In her studies of users’ perspectives of the information seeking process she explicitly observed the 

significance of the affective aspects, along with the cognitive and physical aspects, of information behaviour and 

meaning construction [45,46,47]. In the slipstream of Kuhlthau’s pioneering work other empirical studies, conducted in 
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various contexts, have also found that emotion is a substantial component for understanding human information 

behaviour [48,49,50]. Concerning computer-mediated virtual environments like SL, a certain emotional outcome may 

furthermore well occur, namely device-induced frustration and anxiety, attributed to technical shortcomings (bugs, 

systems freezing or crashing, time consuming etc.) [51,52,53].  

In LIS research, information behaviour has traditionally been studied with the focus on people’s work tasks and 

within educational settings, or in terms of what could be called major life events, i.e. the research approach has mainly 

been explicitly instrumental. Thus, until recently there has been virtually nothing on information behaviour in leisure 

pursuits [54], and for most people joining and participating in SL are, at least in the beginning, a pure leisure activity. In 

the literature, it seems to be an implicit assumption that the meaning of leisure grows out of paid work [55,56,57,58]. 

According to Csikszentmihalyi [55] the opposite may likewise be true, though, when he argues that the most basic 

meaning of professional and other instrumental activities could as well be determined by reference to meanings 

developed in leisure settings rather than vice-versa. This is an important remark with regard to a primarily leisure 

activity like SL hence information sharing and meaning construction in SC add, at best, a bonus world of meaningful 

information and knowledge to the real one, where the professional life takes place.  

This blend of real and virtual life contexts have been underlined in several studies focusing on SL as a learning 

environment [59,60,37] where SL is seen as a novel and rich information ground with benefits connected to information 

needs, seeking and use and where new tools and learning techniques are identified on the basis of their accessibility, 

flexibility, and interactivity. New tools in SL also introduce new ways of thinking about real world information 

interactions. Webber [37] has explicitly studied how applicable information behaviour models derived from contexts 

outside SL can be applied to the SL environment. She could clearly identify the information seeking stages proposed by 

Ellis [61] such as browsing, monitoring, and purposive search. Most of the information in SL is encountered according 

to Erdelez [62] model of information encountering. Webber [37] shows a very broad picture of information behaviour in 

SL and proposes a blended model of information behaviour where effective use of a variety of channels, sources, and 

techniques are underlined, and where people are moving between digital and offline contexts. 

3. Material and methods 

The data was gathered using a web survey. The respondents form a convenience sample (N=67) recruited using email 

invitations posted on slrl@list.academ-x.com and educators@secondlife.com mailing lists, personally to Finnish SL 

users, personally recruiting informants from randomly chosen areas in SL and using instant messages sent within SL to 

personal contacts of the authors.  

The full questionnaire consisted of a set of 74 questions. The present article focuses on the part of the questionnaire 

that consisted five open ended questions (negative and positive experience in SL, earning in SL, activities, general 

observations) and 11 questions about demographics (age, gender, income level, housing and living, language, education) 

and SL usage (hours per week, duration of membership, type of SL account, SL gender). The questions are partially 

based on earlier surveys on social capital by Bullen and Onyx [63] and Nood and Attema [64], and SL use by NMC and 

EDUCAUSE [65] and Holmberg and Huvila [66,67]. A quantitative analysis of the remaining material has been 

published earlier in [3].  

Following the premises of qualitative web surveys [68], the answers to the open-ended questions were analysed 

qualitatively using the constant comparative method [69] and close reading [70] of the utterances expressed by the 

respondents. The model of the three dimensions of social capital (relational, structural and content) of Nahapiet and 

Ghoshal [11] was used as a frame of reference in the categorisation. The initial analysis was conducted by one and 

reviewed independently by three researchers. Finally, a negative case analysis [71] was conducted to increase the 

validity of the coding. 

The presence of the three dimensions of social capital of Nahapiet and Ghoshal [11] could be discerned clearly in the 

analysis of the answers. The Table 1 contains a summary of the analysis with positive and negative factors of the 

dimensions of social capital. 
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Table 1. Dimensions of social capital in Second Life (SL) (n=mentions). 

Relational (n=66) Structural (n=33) Content (n=32) 
+ (n=29) - (n=37) + (n=17) - (n=16) + (n=30) - (n=2) 

For roleplaying (2)  Griefing, bullying 

(13)  

Global network (7)  Takes too much 

time (1)  

Expertise (1)  Frustration (1)  

Meeting new 

friends (7)  

(Relationships 

with) suspicious 

motives (6)  

Conference, 

symposium (5)  

Few people (2)  Learning outcomes 

(3)  

Lost time (1)  

Meeting new 

relations (2)  

Dishonesty (1)  RL and SL 

connected 

(meeting RL people 

in SL and RL) (1)  

Avatar 

management (1)  

Exchanging ideas (1)   

Meeting 

friendly/supportive/

helpful people (7)  

Violence, 

aggression (5)  

Environment for 

setting up a 

meeting place(1)  

Search problems 

(1)  

Best practices (1)   

Meeting RL friends 

(2)  

Abusive behaviour 

(2)  

Venue for meeting 

people (2)  

Lag (1)  Tutoring (1)   

Meeting people 

known from other 

soc media (1)  

Addictive (1)  (Educational i.e. 

topic specific) 

Network (1)  

Tech problems (5)  Education/teaching 

(2)  

 

Meeting old friends 

(1)  

People with bad 

values (2)  

 Navigational 

problems (1)  

Meeting compatible 

people (3)  

 

Meeting new 

people (3)  

Mistrust (1)   Bad interface (3)  Excitement (1)   

Helping people to 

connect/meeting 

people (1)  

Humanities bad 

side also in SL (1)  

 Difficult functions 

(1)  

Meeting friends (1)   

Meeting interesting 

people (1)  

Stalking (1)    Free items (1)   

Stimulating sex 

encounters (1)  

RL stigma 

associated with 

online relations (1)  

  CoP (same goals) (6)   

Doing things with 

friends (1)  

Immature 

behaviour (1)  

  Exhibition (1)   

 Sexual assault (1)    Research, testing, 

learning (8)  

 

 Relationship 

problems (1)  

 

   

4. Analysis 

The presence of the three dimensions of social capital of Nahapiet and Ghoshal [11] could be discerned clearly in the 

analysis of the answers. The Table 1 contains a summary of the analysis with positive and negative factors of the 

dimensions of social capital with the number of occurences of each factor in the material given in parentheses.  

The structural dimension is present in that SL functions as a global channel for communication and a framework for 

general and topic specific activity. A respondent described as a positive experience “[m]eeting people I have interacted 

with via other distant means - online groups, videoconference - in a convenient and affordable way.” (R63). Multiple 

respondents described SL also as an aesthetically pleasing environment: “the world created is often aesthetically 

pleasing” (R62) and that there are “nice places/sites around the world” (R29). SL provides residents also with an 

infrastructure of tools for socialisation and information exchange that the respondents considered as useful (e.g., R34). 

SL is a ’place’, or a “permanent location” according to respondent R19, where activity takes place and the respondents 

made a clear distinction from the activity outside SL, or in Real Life (RL) (e.g., R28). The world itself contains a further 

level of locality. Themed ’sims’ (simulators) i.e. areas (e.g., R2, 34, R41) and places like bars, offices (R29), museums 

(R22), galleries (R58), sandboxes (R19) are “places” or “sites” (R29) within SL. The virtual world offers similarly a 
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framework for coordination and timing by imposing a synchronous environment with a common reference time (Pacific 

Time, UTC-7/8). SL functions equally as a frame of reference in a broader scale. The most frequently mentioned 

positive aspect of structural dimension is the globality (7 specific mentions, see Table 1) of the network leveraged by SL 

(e.g. R1, R2, R24, R48). There are emerging patterns how to solve problems with trust and relationships and conflicts. 

Further, SL offers a framework for social organisation in form of groups, inworld events and meetings (5 mentions on 

for instance “conference” or “symposium”, and 3 on “venue” or “environment” for meeting people/setting up a meeting 

place, see Table 1). Respondents mentioned events such as classes (R52), art gallery openings (R58), supporting 

communities (R28), tours, activities (e.g. scuba diving) (R4), business meetings (R48), demonstrations, live music 

events, product release parties (R72) and roleplay sessions (e.g., R5, R17).  

In addition, the economic system provides a structural element for interactions in SL. Money is a structural enabler 

for both economic and social exchange. With money, it is possible to construct meeting places (R29), purchase virtual 

commodities like clothing (R75) and jewellery (R71) and, for instance, to use services offered by other residents (R35). 

In addition, the economic system provides a framework for activities in SL. Searching for freebies (free items) (e.g., 

R15, R60) and earning money by, for instance, building (e.g., R40, R49), camping (e.g., R5, R25) or participating 

surveys (e.g., R10, R22) structure activity in the virtual world. At the same time, the existence of paid premium 

accounts and the possibility to purchase Linden Dollars (an internal SL currency) using a real credit card creates a point 

of convergence between RL and SL. There seems to be a clear difference between three predominant modes of 

economic participation and non-participation by those who primarily earn their Linden Dollars in SL, those who rely on 

their premium account stipend and those without income or expenses.  

Even if SL was portrayed as primarily enabling infrastructure, respondents complained about technical problems (5 

specific mentions), slowness (lag in SL terminology), and the difficulty of navigating, searching and using the client 

software (altogether 8 complaints, e.g. “bad interface”, “avatar management”, see Table 1). Individual respondents 

reacted also to the small number of people (2) they had met in SL and the fact that SL use takes too much time (1). 

Altogether, the positive (17) and negative (16) responses concerning the structural dimension of social capital in SL 

were close to even (see Table 1).  

The relational dimension of social capital can be seen in the opportunities for social interactions, trust relations and 

occasions when assumed trust has been broken, self-identification to mainstream and marginal groups and communities 

and by the closure created by the otherness of the virtual world from the real life experiences and surroundings of the 

users. Multiple respondents described how SL enables them to meet new people (7 responses on e.g. “meeting new 

friends” and 2 on “meeting new relations”, see Table 1), old friends and people they know (or are aware of) from other 

contexts, making friends and building relationships (7 responses emphasized “meeting friendly/supportive/helpful 

people”). Many respondents expressed their appreciation of the friendliness and the behaviour of other residents by 

stating, for instance, that “[p]eople have been friendly” and “VERY decent” (R56). Respondent R19 compared SL to 

other types of virtual environments and hailed the peer-interaction in SL as something unique.  

It appears that the participation in SL is very much a question of identities. Some residents choose to mix their real 

life identities with their SL identities (e.g., R2, R50) while other residents are very clear about the difference of the two 

or more (if one person has different avatars, e.g. for work and time off, e.g., R23) different identities. One respondent 

described how she consciously altered the external identity of the avatar by changing her avatar to be less attractive so 

that she would feel safer (R55). The most typical way of identifying with an avatar was to see it as a SL Me (a version 

of me) (e.g., R19, R54, R64) or Me in SL (myself being in SL) (e.g., R65, R66, R28). One respondent indicated, 

however, that he had created a very different type of avatar than he was himself and anticipated spending happy time “as 

we travel SL together” (R6) suggesting of a friendship rather than self-identification with an avatar.  

The relational dimension was expressed also by an attachment to the environment. The respondent R48 described 

negative experiences about a “feeling that I should keep going back into [S]econd [L]ife even though I have some real 

life stuff to do. I don’t like feeling obliged to go back in world”. In contrast to the high levels of attachment, some 

respondents described their sense of aimlessness (e.g., R56) and addictiveness (1) of the environment. The most of the 

negative experiences were not related to the environment, but to the unpleasant behaviour of other residents. Griefing 

(SL term for intimidation) or bullying (13 responses), relationships with suspicious motives (6 responses), violence or 

aggression (5 responses) and other forms of perceived disrespect or misbehaviour were frequently mentioned (see Table 

1). One informant described also how RL stigma (R28) had affected her online socialisation in SL.  

Even if many of the informants emphasised the distinctness of SL environment, some respondents noted that the 

evolution of the relational dimension of social capital has influenced the formation of their social capital in RL. “I have 

found that, while I have always been curious about others in Real Life, I now have the courage and confidence to strike 
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up a conversation with those that are VERY different from me... I’m more trusting in real life that these “unique” 

individuals will not harm me and will talk with me!” (R28).  

Besides identity and identification, the relational dimension has also an informational focus. The respondents 

recorded best practices and learning outcomes (e.g., R5, R45) but also learning as an activity with an intrinsic value as 

positive experiences of their participation in SL (e.g., R2, R38, R65, R66). Learning outcomes and learning pertain to 

the mastering of both SL specific skills (e.g., use of SL for R53, R2; sword play in SL for R38) and learning in the 

broader context of everyday life (e.g., R38, R66). In the relational dimension of social capital in SL the negative (37) 

responses outnumbered the positive (29) ones, mainly due to the frequent occurrence of “humanities bad side also in 

SL”, as one respondent puts it. The analysis also revealed that by far the most responses (66 compared to 33 in the 

structural dimension and 32 in the content dimension, see Table 1), as well as the most lengthy – and quite naturally 

most emotional – comments, were to be found in the relational dimension.  

The content dimension of social capital is present in the outcomes of socialising and interactions in SL. The 

respondents describe several typical aspects of the content dimension in their responses: common experiences, shared 

goals, distinctive language and information exchange. The recurrence of common themes in the responses and accounts 

of how people work together (e.g., R28) and help each other to learn and use SL (e.g., R62, R64) indicate of the 

prevalence of common experiences and shared goals (6 responses pointed e.g. out “same goals” in a CoP context). 

Educational outcomes were mentioned frequently (8 responses on research/testing/learning, 3 specifically on learning 

outcomes and 2 on education/teaching, see Table 1). The development of SL specific language is apparent in how the 

residents (a SL term itself) use terms such as SL (for SL, e.g., “My first land deal in SL [..]” (R8]), RL (Real life, e.g., 

“RL stigma associated with [..]” (R28)) or griefing (annoying behaviour, e.g. “I have seen various issues of griefing [..]” 

(R15)). There are mechanisms and norms for behaviour regulation although this emerged as a somewhat problematic 

area, because there is a lot of evidence of clashes between expected RL and encountered SL behaviour. Conflicts can be 

managed inworld by filing reports, barring people from areas and by direct community action.  

The responses contain also a wealth of evidence of multimodal exchange of information. Multimodality pertains to 

the variety of emotional, verbal and material modes of exchange as well as to the convergence of SL and RL 

information exchange (R3). Residents help each other to solve problems about SL in SL (R2) and help their SL friends 

in RL (R22). Respondents describe how they have asked for help and answered questions, exchanged ideas (R27) had 

“clever conversations” (R48), learned (e.g., R2, R5, R38), were able to test and do research (R4, R77) and, for instance, 

improved their social skills (R72). The reports of abuse or scam to Linden Lab are also a form of socially regulated 

information exchange in SL (e.g., R64, R77).  

In the context of SL, it is also apparent that such modes of socialisation as fighting (R78), dancing (e.g., R12, R53), 

ice-skating and sword fighting (R38), romance (R2), sex (as a “provocative and stimulating” experience, R9), 

experiencing (R40) or “interacting” with a site (R27), excitement (e.g., R20) creating things for others (R33) and 

purchasing and exchanging virtual objects (e.g., R56, R65) represent forms emotional and (digitally) material 

information exchange. The same point of view is applicable to RL contexts, but in the context of SL, the informational 

underpinnings of all interactions (whether, for instance, emotional or commodity related) are accentuated by the very 

explicit mediatedness of the shared context of socialisation. Besides functioning as direct forms of information 

exchange, the respondents described also how, for instance, dancing, facilitated communication and information 

exchange in comparison to a conventional meeting (R12). In spite of the prevalence of negative social encounters, only 

two respondents described negative outcomes of their use of SL. One respondent described her frustration to SL (R38) 

and another one complained of the loss of time (R5). On the other hand, in no fewer than 30 responses were several 

positive, mostly educational, outcomes emphasized (see Table 1). 

5. Discussion 

There are some apparent limitations with the present study. The empirical material is a relatively small convenience 

sample that does not allow us to make broad generalisations. The general remarks of the (online) survey method 

(including measurement errors) [72], the retrospective and snapshot-like nature of the collected data, and quantitative 

versus qualitative approaches apply to this study. Instead of focusing on depth, the survey results aim at mapping broad 

patterns that can be elaborated further in future qualitative and quantitative studies. The survey was focused at the 

present even if it apparent, as one of the informants specifically commented (R18), that the temporal dimension and 

changes are highly significant in the emergence of social capital. In spite of limitations, the research data provides a rich 

material for the analysis of the dimensions of social capital and the relation of social capital and information sharing in 

SL and a useful addition to the relatively large corpus of qualitative studies.  
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The analysis shows that SL is a rich environment for social and informational exchange with diverse outcomes. 

Emotion communication [35] may be seen as a partial informational and social outcome of the exchange per se, but the 

prevalence of emotional cues in the responses suggest of the significance of the role of emotions in information sharing 

and use in SL. Huvila et al. [3] made similar observation of the significance of “fun” as a form of knowledge exchange 

in a study of Google Lively. The implicit and explicit comparisons to RL encounters were often accompanied by 

adjectives like “exciting” (R20, R23), “fun and interesting” (R12) or “provocative and stimulating” (R9). In spite of the 

generally positive emotions, social and informational exchange in SL could also be, for instance, “annoying” (R9). A 

part of the emotional interestingness of the environment is obviously related to the experience of surprise and the 

“gamut” (R40) of people and places. The technology of SL was an especially typical source of negative emotions, or in 

terms of Mentis [51], device-induced frustration. Another negative outcome briefly discussed, for instance by Boellstorf 

[1, 126-127], quitting SL, was absent from the present material.  

In spite of its richness, the present material does not provide definite answers to the question of the specific reasons for 

the accentuated role of emotional communication in SL. However, it complements earlier studies based on qualitative 

data gathering methods by presenting an overview of a larger population within which quantitative differences in the 

patterns of social capital have been observed in an earlier study [3]. Future studies with larger representative populations 

and qualitative research with a focus on specific populations and, for instance, contextual and longitudinal aspects of 

information sharing interactions are needed to provide additional evidence. Methodologically, it would be advisable to 

use a breadth of relevant retrospective and prospective research methods and approaches including large-scale surveys 

of representative populations of the residents of different virtual worlds, analyses of the records of actual written and 

oral communication, and, for instance, indepth ethnographic studies of social and informational practices to capture not 

only the premises but also the dynamics of these interactions. The alternation of interrelated positive and negative 

experiences of social exchange in SL may be seen as an indicator of the emerging nature of social and emotional 

intelligence in the context of SL. The most of the respondents describe highly positive and negative encounters with 

other people in SL. Whereas the environment was perceived by the majority of respondents to be aesthetically pleasing, 

it seems that in social exchange, a significant source of positive and negative experiences is a sense of surprise. The 

experience, negative or positive, had been completely opposite or radically different from the expected quality of the 

encounter. The observation seems to apply to both structural (e.g., dancing as a “more fun and interesting” (R12) form 

of social exchange) and relational aspects (serendipitous meeting of interesting people) of the encounters. The 

difficulties of being emotionally intelligent depend on the mediated nature of SL. The structural dimensions of SL give 

very different types of cues of emotional states and expectations than RL. At the same time, however, SL has distinct 

structural affordances (in Gibsonian [13] terms) that are helpful in developing a functioning zone of convergence for 

socialising. SL is a distinct, relatively neutral international ’place’ that has apparently attracted people with similar 

interests and motives (as social software in general according to [32]) pertaining to such topics as education, learning, 

research, socialising and, for instance, sexual encounters even if sex is perceived as a controversial motive by the 

majority of the respondents. Similarly to the observations of Brooks and Nafukho [26], the present findings support the 

idea that emotional intelligence forms a basis for social capital, and the emotional intelligence related opportunities and 

constraints are directly related to its emergence.  

In addition to the significance of possessing necessary emotional and cognitive skills [26,27], in SL, it seems to be 

important that an individual has developed a certain degree of practical mastery of the structure and emotional 

intelligence in the context of its relational affordances. They seem to function as a necessary prerequisite of being able 

to capitalise content (outcomes) from the social and informational exchange. SL still lacks some of the cues that make 

people aware of that what is familiar and non-familiar in the RL. SL has particular (digital) material and social 

affordances and constraints for social exchange [13], but the necessary social and emotional intelligence [25,26] for 

understanding the social milieu and developing trust within its confines are still evolving as suggested earlier by 

Füllbrunn et al. [31]. The analysis of the relational dimension of social capital showed the emergence of shared goals, 

common language and forms of expected behaviour, but in contrast to the World of Warcraft [24] and some other virtual 

communities [73], SL as a whole, has not turned (nor is there indications that it would be turning) to a community of 

strong rules and vigorous ritualistic behaviour even if such communities exist within its confines [74]. The relatively 

slow emergence of the relational opportunities of socialising is not surprising, as this has been shown to take time [16]. 

Similarly to the findings of Hall and Widén-Wulff [15], the occasional lack of trust seems to hamper information 

sharing in SL, too. Many respondents had negative experiences of encounters and communication with other avatars. 

People expect to get help from other avatars who are perhaps unwilling or unable to help (R68). People may experience 

that some avatars approach each other in too intimate ways (R28), are being “nasty” (R29), do not accept a no as an 

answer or have incompatible expectations of, for instance, the motives of inviting people to a bar (having a chat versus 
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having a bar fight, R16). Even if many of these incidents may be seen as rather universally negative, it is clear that in 

several cases the participants have not been able to share information about their contexts and expectations. The 

outcome of the initially unpleasant bar fight, that a respondent became a good friend with his opponent suggest of the 

lack of a common frame of reference, but at the same time, of the possibility to overcome indifferences, create trust, 

obtain social capital and consequently, to share information.  

Many residents use SL to keep in touch with their real life acquaintances and to meet people they would like to meet 

in real life (e.g., R14). Some people are trying to be as transparent as possible in SL about their real life identity (e.g.,  

R17). In general, however, the attitude of many residents seems to be that RL and SL are two separate contexts and in 

the latter, the significant about you is your SL presence instead of that who you are in RL. As McKenna and Bargh [38] 

suggest of the Internet, SL, as a specific context within its confines, offers opportunities for trying new personality traits 

and provides a venue of expression, free of the social and emotional constraints of the physically based reality. At the 

same time, the prevalence of bullying and other forms of unwanted behaviour confirms earlier observations made in 

other types of virtual environments. The likelihood of anonymity as a significant reason for abusive behaviour 

[35,41,42] is supported by the fact that the most of the bullies remain incognito.  

In spite of the relative anonymity (or pseudonymity) of the residents, SL is not disconnected from the RL. Even if 

there is no correlation between the levels of social capital in SL and RL [3], its emergence in the two environments is 

influenced by the presence of the other. Residents have conflicting expectations of how to behave and what to expect of 

the others and their behaviour. As the description of how a respondent made her avatar more unattractive to avoid 

harassment shows, the behaviour in SL is linked to the cultural assumptions and behavioural patterns derived from the 

RL that are projected to the avatars’ SL behaviour. This translation may cause negative emotional experiences and 

outcomes of social and informational exchange. When the emotional underpinnings of the social and informational 

exchange were reasonably balanced, the structural and relational dimensions of social capital contributed to the 

emergence of positive outcomes i.e. content. A respondent, who is atheist in RL, was happy to meet a foreign atheist in 

SL (R54). At the same time, SL seems to be capable of fostering an emergence of serendipitous communities of interest. 

People meet interesting people and get interested in variety of unfamiliar topics such as foreign politics or wine (R28). 

In spite of the variety of expressions of communality and otherness, SL is mostly interpreted as one ’place’ instead of 

being a similarly heterogeneous context as the RL. For the most of the respondents, SL was a distinct “SL” (e.g., R14, 

R17, R54), rather than “a microcosm of all that is humanity and human experience, both good and bad” as one 

respondent (R56) put it. The paradox of the detachment of RL and SL and their simultaneous partial convergence is, as 

Barnes and Pressey [36] underline, the fact that the both evolve because the individual users are aiming to satisfy their 

perceived real world needs. As respondent R3 notes, “[i]t is not all about SL. RL sharing is important.” The needs, 

whether related to sharing or to other aspects of the daily life, are not exclusive to RL or SL, but as the diversity of the 

outcomes of social exchange shows, they represent an amalgam of the both worlds. For some goals, SL can be 

instrumental, but as the responses demonstrate, learning and interacting in SL has become a real world goal for the 

respondents who described their positive experiences of learning to act in SL.  

Besides the confluence of SL and RL goals, another point of convergence of the outcomes of social exchange in SL 

is their dual affinity to (non-instrumental) leisurely and (instrumental) work or serious leisure related activities. The 

positive emotional response of the experiences of being able to meet international colleagues, people who the 

respondents had heard of but never met, inspiration, learning about and through SL and the emergence of gradual albeit 

economically mostly insignificant earning of money signal of the possibility of a shift from leisurely to non-leisurely as 

Csikszentmihalyi [55] suggests. Instead of functioning as a purely leisurely or professional arena of informational 

exchange, SL functions as a convergent space that provides affordances for various degrees of the both. In this sense, SL 

seems to provide an interesting laboratory space for everyday life information research that would encompass both work 

and leisurely sides of our daily pursuits in the spirit of Goffman [75] rather than, for instance, Savolainen [76]. 

6. Conclusions 

The central finding of the present study is the pertinence of emotional communication and information sharing in the 

emergence of social capital in SL, and consequently, the significance of emotional intelligence as a basis for successful 

social and informational exchange and vice versa. In spite of the lack of correlation between the level of social capital in 

SL and RL, its emergence in the virtual world is deeply affected by the dialectic of the conflicting expectations and 

experiences of the environment. The emergence of social capital in SL may be described as a process of accumulation of 

emotional intelligence that forms a basis for the exploitation of available structural and relational affordances of social 

and information exchange. Emotional intelligence is guiding ones actions and is therefore an important part and premise 
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of a successful development of social capital. Looking into the emotional aspect brings additional insights to 

understanding the information practices that emerge in SL. Measuring the relationship between emotional intelligence, 

social capital, and information practices is a major challenge. However, an awareness of the mechanisms of the 

accumulation and functioning of social capital is an important accomplishment to start with that should be discussed in 

more detail that future qualitative and quantitative studies (based on relevant, both prospective and retrospective, 

approaches) of information sharing and its relation to emotions in the context of virtual worlds.  
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