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Abstract 

Virtual World environments provide libraries with an opportunity to overcome many of the challenges 

faced by traditional online library interfaces, add some of the benefits of physical environments in a 

virtual space, and draw on some of the engaging features of online video game systems. 

This research project begins to unpack and explore the benefits and challenges of virtual world 

libraries, using a qualitative methodological approach. This has involving in-depth interviews with a 

range of users and librarians in Second Life, a popular Virtual World.  

The comments of research participants and my own observations reveal several important questions 

to be considered in the design of virtual world libraries in the future. These can be summarised into 

three areas that designers can focus on: Social Networking, Navigation and Discovery, and Usability 

and Interactivity. 

I have some degree of success in suggesting ways that video game design strategies can be applied 

to improving these three areas in virtual world libraries, and also am able to suggest directions for 

future research into virtual world library development strategies.
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Introduction 

Virtual World Libraries: Challenges & Strategies 

Virtual World environments provide libraries with an opportunity to overcome many of the challenges 

faced by traditional online library interfaces, add some of the benefits of physical environments in a 

virtual space, and draw on some of the engaging features of online video game systems. 

This research project attempts to begin to unpack and explore these three areas, using a qualitative 

methodological approach. This has involved a preliminary study of libraries being developed in 

Second Life, a popular Virtual World. 

This project aims to produce a set of useful guidelines for the future design of libraries in virtual 

worlds, building on feedback from the research participants in concert with video game design 

principles, and the personal observations of the researcher. 
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Literature Review 

Challenges for Libraries Online 

The way that libraries are viewed has changed over the past two decades. In recent LIM literature, 

there is a distinct awareness that libraries can no longer be defined as places where items are 

collected and ‘held’. Instead libraries are now seen more as being 'portals' that aggregate and provide 

value-added services for library subscriptions to materials held externally (Graubard & LeClerc 1998). 

Additionally, access to these materials and services are made accessible to a far broader user-base 

via online access. The growing numbers of 'virtual patrons' that use these 'virtual collections' have 

emerged in concert with the development of distance learning initiatives in universities and schools 

(Moyo 2004) and from increasing personal familiarity on the part of library patrons with Internet 

technologies and environments. 

Research into the changing trends of library patrons has noted (Lombardi 2000) that the focus of 

users is primarily centred on access to library material instead of on the location in which it is stored. 

In a 2002 study, Denise Troll Covey discovered that "users want libraries to offer a seamless 

presentation of collections and services regardless of where, by whom, or in what format they are 

managed. [They] want technologies that enable them to bring these materials together into synthetic 

wholes for particular purposes" (Marcum 2003). This has been a common emerging theme in 

academic research over the past few years (also see Anderson 2002, Bertot 2003).  In addition, 

Lesley Moyo's research into Penn State University students showed that users wanted fast, wide-

ranging access to full text resources. Significantly, users wanted to be able to use library resources by 

themselves, and at any time that suited them, and to be able to ask questions of a virtual librarian 

immediately, if they should face any difficulties (Moyo 2004). 

While users were comfortable and eager to make use of online, aggregated library resources, Moyo's 

study also showed that these users nonetheless still required the same levels of guidance and 

instruction when searching these resources. This point has been emphasised in a number of other 

papers (see Burke 2002, Desai & Graves, 2006). This issue, then, presents one of the key challenges 
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for libraries operating services in an online environment. In many ways, the need to support users 

working with online research tools is even greater than their brick and mortar counterparts. Online 

libraries also face the challenge of familiarizing users with the tools they are using, as well as with the 

particulars of scholarly research methods. 

It is additionally important to remember (as Moyo suggests) that virtual patrons, while there may be a 

temptation to view them as a homogenous group, are in fact each rooted in their own personal 

contexts and locations which may affect the provision of library services and their experiences of the 

library - whether from a technological, or a cultural, standpoint. 

Several writers have pointed out the challenges that the online environment creates for social and 

community interactions in the library. Many have pointed to the potential of online social software 

tools as a way to facilitate the development of online communities around library services (Huwe, 

2006). Of particular note is Marcum's (2003, p 639) suggestion that research be done into the use of 

the library "as both a physical and virtual place" to identify "social interactions which are essential to 

the mission and values of a library, and investigate ways to support these interactions in the digital 

library environment". 

Game Design and Massively Multiplayer Games 

In their foundational book on Game Design, Rules of Play, Salen & Zimmerman (2004) describe the 

aim of game design as "the creation of meaningful play" (p33). They argue that meaningful play 

emerges from the combination of the actions and choices of players, the system of the game, and the 

wider context in which the game exists.  Central to this idea is the concept (drawn from theories of 

semiology) that the elements that make up the game do not in themselves have intrinsic meaning, but 

rather are interpreted by players in terms of their surrounding systems. Salen and Zimmerman define 

these 'surrounding systems' as being a combination of Formal (the direct rules of the games), 

Experiential (the experience of playing the game), or Cultural (players make sense of the game based 

on the world around them) elements. It is important to be aware that the art of game design involves 

not only the assemblage of a technological product but also a keen awareness of the way that the end 

product might be received and made sense of by its audience. The majority of the literature on Game 

Design refrains from approaching games from a complex conceptual standpoint in the manner that 

Salen and Zimmerman do. Instead, most texts focus on the actual process of designing a game and 
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the discussion of traditional elements that usually go into a finished game product such as Gameplay, 

Narrative, Character Development and Game Balance (such as Bateman and Boon, 2006, Freeman, 

2004, and Koster 2004). Salen and Zimmerman are in fact quite aware of this in their work. They 

write: "The definition of 'game' that helps a game designer to create a new genre of commercial 

product will be very different from a definition that helps a sociologist to construct a new research 

problem about player behaviour". Their second book, The Game Studies Reader (2006), attempts to 

give to both groups the opportunity to look "at their own work through the definitions of the other". 

Arriving at an exact definition of Massively Multiplayer Online games (MMOs) can typically require the 

treacherous negotiation of the numerous sub-genres of this style of game. To facilitate an introductory 

description such as this one, I have in the past found veteran game designer Raph Koster's broad 

definition of a Virtual World to be one of the most useful in that it conveys the key elements which are 

generally common to all MMO games. Koster considers a virtual world to be: "a spatially based 

depiction of a somewhat persistent virtual environment, which can be experienced by numerous 

participants at once, who are represented within the space by avatars". Koster's definition entails what 

I consider to be the three most important aspects of MMOs: the game world is based on a virtual 

spatial metaphor, that this environment is persistent (always-on), and that it supports co-present 

avatars. The definition also refrains from including any kind of description of the kinds of gameplay 

that might occur in this system, leaving it open for combination with any of the various kinds that might 

exist in an MMO, or for it to potentially be a space that focuses just on socialization or communication. 

Games provide environments that can enable users to practice vital learning skills. James Paul Gee 

(2006) suggests that games allow players to experience a meaningful environment composed from a 

wide range of media formats that enables them to engage with problems and consider the complex 

design of both imagined worlds and social relationships. Gee considers that games are environments 

that potentially allow players to practice "active learning" in a way that can cause them to evolve skill 

in: 

• recognizing and deploying the different meanings of the game's various elements within 

specific contexts in the game system, 

• understanding what patterns or behaviours the game's design allows, 
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• thinking reflexively about the game as a designed object; "a complex system of interrelated 

parts meant to engage and even manipulate" (p256), 

• engaging with others who are also familiar with the game in order to (re)negotiate or explore 

the meanings of the game's elements. 

 

The development of skills like these means that well designed 'non-serious' games themselves can be 

environments that encourage the development of useful, potentially transferable skills and confidence. 

Additionally, more 'serious' games and game-like environments that are designed in order to help the 

player acquire skills or understanding in a particular subject could allow learners to gain a situated 

understanding of the production and negotiation of objects, systems, and rules existing in that subject. 

Online games provide collaborative spaces where participants help each other, both directly and 

indirectly, to learn to use the game system, and to accomplish objectives within the game. Another 

feature of game environments that has drawn academic interest is the growth of online 'communities 

of practice', in particular around massively multiplayer online games (MMOs). Posing arguments 

similar to the broader theories put forward by Gee, Constance Steinkhuler suggests that the process 

of learning in any specialist topic involves a progression towards increasing participation in a 

'community of practice'. Through several excellent research papers and her dissertation (2005, 2006, 

2006b), Steinkhuler shows how the players of MMOs work together to solve problems in the game 

and to teach newcomers the required behaviours and skills to function effectively in the game world 

and wider community. 

Lisa Galarneau is another important scholar that contributes to this discussion. Describing player 

behaviour in MMOs she writes: "groups of players comprised of individuals from around the world 

emerge in an entirely decentralised and self-organised way, engaging in group pursuits and assisting 

each other to learn how the game world functions, or even co-producing the game world in a 

negotiated dance with developers" (2005). What's more, says Galarneau "the gameplay mechanics 

are generally such that true mastery of the game can only be achieved by working collaboratively with 

other players". Galarneau and Steinkhuler agree that multiplayer online games are worthwhile objects 

of study due to the fact that these communities of learning are emerging spontaneously, or "in 

naturally occurring contexts" (Steinkuehler 2004). 
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Gaming communities of practice are not only places where experienced users give direct help to 

newcomers. Galarneau also argues that there is the opportunity for individuals involved at the fringes 

of these communities to learn by observing and mirroring the behaviours and lessons of others. 

Library and Information Management experts have begun to look to virtual world environments as one 

possibility for enhancing online library and information services. John Kirriemuir (2005) points out a 

number of ways that digital information services and online games are similar. Kirriemuir compares 

the data processing functions of games and digital libraries suggesting that digital libraries might learn 

from the techniques that online games use to handle vast amounts of changing data. Also, digital 

libraries and online games both often provide their users with an exploration metaphor. Users of 

digital libraries and online games alike are both on a ‘knowledge quest’ (a term coined by Walt 

Scacchi, cited in Doshi, 2006) of some kind. 

Ameet Doshi (2006) also sees games as a way to build community and engagement in libraries. 

Games are an opportunity to “engage students in an environment that is relevant to their world view” 

(p. 16) in a way that encourages interaction between librarians and patrons. Doshi suggests that 

libraries could attempt to make their own games to interact with students, simultaneously creating 

valuable partnerships with computer science or engineering departments. 

Librarians already working in Virtual World libraries in Second Life have experienced the possibilities 

outlined by the writers mentioned above first hand. In a recent interview, Rhonda Trueman (an 

academic librarian) describes Second Life as “much more than a game”. She continues: 

“It is an active, growing, learning environment. Gamers are learners. They may learn in non-traditional 

ways, but there is a depth to education through Second Life that may exceed traditional learning. The 

learning experience in second life can be immersive, collaborative, and creative. When students 

participate in a learning environment which is familiar and comfortable, gaming, online gaming, and 

virtual reality, they learn by exploring, by working together, by making mistakes and rectifying them, 

by coming up with creative and innovative solutions, and most importantly by putting theory into 

practice” (2007, p86). 
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Problem Statement 

This research uncovers some of the issues and challenges surrounding the design of a Virtual World 

Library, and proposes how these issues might be overcome or minimised through the application of 

game design strategies. 

Online interfaces to library systems and services h ave become commonplace. 

Libraries deal with a growing number of users who may never step foot in the library building but 

instead use the library's resources via the Internet. These distributed and diverse virtual users have 

needs that, while they also occur in traditional library settings, require a different set of responses in a 

virtual environment. Additionally, the realm of the virtual library creates user needs that are unique to 

this space, and so require a unique set of responses from librarians/information managers. 

Information management professionals have become aw are of the challenges of providing 

library services online. 

The important role that the library plays as a physical location in the process of information seeking is 

increasingly visible. The library is more than just a place for housing resources, it is a place for people 

to collaborate, socialise, and seek assistance. As access to library materials is provided through 

online database subscriptions, the role of the library to facilitate and create a supportive environment 

to assist patrons in accessing material is becoming all the more important. Despite their method of 

access, users could still benefit from bibliographic instruction sessions, reference interviews, and 

assistance using the library systems. In this environment, it is crucial that contemporary libraries pay 

close attention to the design of their online systems - both to make them intuitive to use, and also to 

provide instruction and support to users in making good use of the material the library provides 

access to. Many libraries have been experimenting with methods of augmenting their online interface, 

such as providing real-time reference services to patrons via instant messaging. 

Libraries are exploring the use of Virtual Worlds a s library interfaces. 

Reference services by instant messaging is just one way that libraries have been seeking to provide a 

greater depth of service to their virtual patrons. Some libraries are also experimenting with providing 
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library services in Virtual Worlds. MMOs (Massively Multiplayer Online games) have gained attention 

among social science researchers and others interested in virtual environments for learning and 

collaboration. MMOs are recognised for having naturally forming communities of practice - made up of 

players of the game who support each other and teach newcomers how to be effective when playing 

the game - a function that could be beneficially translated to library services by the adoption of Virtual 

Worlds by librarians. Additionally, MMOs have attractive, easy to use interfaces that make it 

entertaining and simple to keep track of often very complex sets of information. Features of Virtual 

Worlds, such as these could be utilised by librarians in order to overcome the challenges they 

encounter in providing information to users. 

There is a need for research that examines the key issues for the design of Virtual World 

libraries. 

In response to this contemporary climate of change in library services, this research seeks to explore 

the design challenges and issues that arise in the implementation of a virtual world library. While it will 

be possible to extrapolate such challenges as faced by traditional online libraries into the context of 

virtual world libraries, there is a clear need for first hand research into these issues which takes into 

account the experiences of actual users. A lack of literature that specifically examines libraries in 

virtual worlds means that libraries seeking to design a virtual world presence have a limited 

foundation from which to begin. As more libraries begin to provide services within virtual worlds they 

will be modelling their online interfaces on techniques already in use in virtual worlds and online 

games. There are presently no formal studies that speak to the benefits of online game environments 

for libraries. There are also no studies that consider which elements of virtual interactive 

environments might be most useful for the design of online spaces for library users. There is a need 

for research and guidelines to be developed to support the development of these kinds of information 

services. Research of this nature could serve to educate virtual library designers, and encourage new 

innovations in this new area. 
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Methodology 

Second Life and Second Life Librarians 

In an attempt to discover key issues and challenges for the design of virtual world libraries, as 

experienced by both librarians and library patrons, I decided to examine the only currently existing 

example of a virtual world environment in which library services are being implemented. A number of 

librarians from around the world have been experimenting with offering library services through the 

multi-user virtual environment "Second Life".  

Launched in 2003, Second Life was created by a US organisation (based in San Francisco, 

California) called Linden Labs. The most well known library group in Second Life, the Alliance Library 

System, has been active in this virtual world since April 2006. The “almost 40” islands (a common 

name for distinct areas of virtual land) owned by this group, upon which library buildings and services 

have been set up, are staffed and supported by volunteer librarians from all around the world . 

According to Lori Bell, who manages the Second Life Library project, about 5,000 visitors come to the 

library every day (Bell, 2007). 

While Second Life represents the only contemporary example of a library service being attempted in a 

virtual world there are also several other reasons why Second Life makes for a particularly interesting 

and worthwhile research case for studying the experiences of virtual library patrons and librarians. 

Diverse Environment 

The virtual world of Second Life is a very diverse environment. Its approximately 1.5 million active 

'residents' participate in a variety of different activities. Second Life is home to the offices of both 

virtual and real world businesses, and is also a place where people meet to socialize. There are 

places in the world where games can be played, including both games that allow you to gamble for 

money in the in-game currency and others which are just for fun. It is important to note that the 

various library services in Second Life do not exist in a vacuum. In addition to bringing with them the 
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complexity of their real lives, users who visit the library may have very different backgrounds, interests 

and goals within the virtual world as well.  

Participatory Users 

Linden Labs, the creators of the Second Life virtual world, describe it as a "world created and 

imagined by its residents". The different sites of activity in Second Life exist because this virtual world 

allows users to create their own content. Practically everything in Second Life has been created using 

the toolset that is available in-world, which creates an atmosphere and climate of exchange and 

openness in relation to the ongoing construction and modification of the environments. Content is 

created in real time in the world, in front of anyone who happens to be nearby, readily facilitating 

collaboration on in-world projects. In conducting interviews in Second Life, I hoped that, as a result of 

these opportunities to be involved creatively in the development of Second Life places and activities, 

residents would have gained an increased awareness of the importance of giving critical feedback. I 

hoped that they would be more forthcoming concerning their thoughts and ideas about improving the 

space because the culture of Second Life places a strong emphasis on user involvement in the 

design, creation and improvement of the world.   

Academic interest 

The ability afforded to residents to build their own environments and objects has resulted in a 

significant amount of academic interest, particularly from distance education experts. As a result, 

Second Life is already home to a sizable community of people who are interested in the development 

of tools to facilitate the use of Second Life as a teaching and learning environment, as well as 

incorporating existing tools for this purpose into the virtual world. As these groups already have a 

head start on developing tools of an educational focus, I hoped to interview some of them to learn 

their particular perspective on library environments for virtual worlds. 

Barriers to entry 

It is important to note that, while Second Life is described by its creators as a world in which anyone 

can make their creative dreams come true, there are nonetheless significant barriers to entry into the 

various kinds of activities available in this exciting environment. At the most basic level, would-be 

residents of Second Life must have access to a credit card (for identification purposes), be at least 

eighteen years old, have a high speed internet connection, and an above-average specification 
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computer. It is clear that this immediately limits involvement in Second Life to a significantly narrow 

demographic. 

To go beyond being a casual 'tourist' or 'visitor' in Second Life; to own land and begin to create one’s 

own objects in the world requires both financial assets and a reasonable amount of technical skill. 

Advanced scripting of objects require builders to spend a considerable amount of time learning the 

Linden Scripting Language that interfaces with the virtual world environment, and the application of 

often complex computer programming concepts to this language. One of the strengths of Second Life 

is that it makes transparent and accessible many of the complex elements that go into the 

development of virtual world environments. However, this also can create a confusing, and 

sometimes incomplete, environment for new and technologically inexperienced users. 

It is important to highlight these specific elements so as to recall that Second Life represents only one 

kind of virtual world environment that a library might be involved in. A library might decide to set up its 

own virtual environment with the sole purpose of hosting a virtual library, or they might decide to build 

a virtual library within a different existing virtual world. As virtual environments become increasingly 

popular with a wide range of different demographics, the kinds of places a library might find a home 

are growing. One of the early questions in designing a new virtual world library will certainly be 

deciding where best to locate it in order to serve the clients identified for the library.  

Expected responses 

Due to the small size of this project, I decided that I should limit my initial focus to only one library 'sim' 

(a term which is Second Life jargon for "simulation", and which is used to refer to an set area of space 

within a larger ‘island’ of land) in Second Life. I selected the sim known as Info Island, as it is the most 

well known library space and is generally the place that people think first of when speaking about 

Second Life Libraries. I also hoped that it would be the most well trafficked, providing a greater 

number of library participants from which to draw interviewees.  

In my research I wished to gain a snapshot of how users engaged with this virtual library environment 

and their interactions with others in the space. I wanted to learn about the role that the virtual library in 

Second Life played in their day-to-day use of the world, what elements of the environment they found 
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useful, and what could be improved. I hoped in particular to elicit information about any difficulties 

they faced while using the libraries on Info Island. 

I felt that using qualitative interviews would provide me with a way to gain as much feedback as 

possible from my participants, allowing them to set the pace and direction of our discussion, without 

pushing too much of my own ideas on them. I hoped that the use of a qualitative interview method 

would allow patterns of problems and practices to emerge on their own, and that I would be able to 

follow these leads as they occurred. Cresswell (2003) suggests that the exploratory nature of 

qualitative research is useful when "the researcher does not know the important variables to 

examine... because the topic is new, the topic has never been addressed with a certain sample of 

group of people, or existing theories do not apply with the particular sample or group under study" 

(p.22). In the case of this research project, I felt that all of these categories applied. 

Guiding Qualitative Question Schedule 

Qualitative research interviews usually start with an outline of possible question topics to be 

discussed, and yet remain open enough to allow participants to influence the flow of the conversation. 

For this reason, one of my initial steps in preparing for my interviews was to create a question 

schedule to guide interview discussion.  

The questions in this outline are outlined below. The full question schedule appears in Appendix 2, 

where it can be seen that I was very open with participants about the kind of information I was 

seeking: 

Section A: Background Information 

This section covered background information about the participant's use of Second Life and the Info 

Island Library environment. These questions were important because participants’ use of Second Life 

Libraries occurs within the wider context of their everyday life, and I suspected that their responses 

would be influenced by their previous experiences with other kinds of libraries: 

• Tell me about yourself? (What is your age and occupation? How do you otherwise use 

Second Life? Why did you join Second Life?) 

• What is the nature of your involvement in Second Life Library? (What made you decide to use 

the library? Are you a user, a librarian, a builder?) 
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• What sorts of libraries do you normally use outside of Second Life? (How do you mostly 

access these libraries - online or in person?) 

Section B: Description of Use 

This section of the interview aimed to gain an understanding of how participants had interacted with 

the library. The focus of these questions was on participants’ initial or general impressions of Second 

Life Library. I hoped that describing their expectations and impressions would encourage research 

participants to critique the environment through comparisons with their ideal vision of a virtual library 

space: 

• Describe, in general, your use of the library. (How long have you been using it? Has your use 

changed over time? Which of the Info Island libraries have you used?) 

• What were your first impressions of the Second Life Library? (How did you hear about it? 

What did you expect it would be like?) 

• Describe the nature of your visits. (How often do you visit? How long do you tend to stay? Do 

you visit with a particular goal in mind, or just to browse? Have you logged into Second Life 

just to visit the library, or does your visit occur as part of other Second Life activities?) 

Section C: Description of Specific Experiences 

This section asked participants to recall and comment on a recent visit to Info Island. I aimed to gain a 

snapshot of their experiences in the sim with an eye to revealing how library users make sense of 

their surroundings, familiarized themselves with what the library had to offer, and interacted with 

others present in the environment: 

• Can you tell me about your most recent visit to the library? 

o Did you have a particular reason for visiting Info Island? 

o How did you arrive? 

o What did you see when you arrived?  

o Where did you go first? (How did you know where to go? Where there specific points 

of reference or indicators that you used to guide your progress?) 

o Were you with anyone when you arrived? Did you engage with anyone once you got 

to the library? 
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o What did you interact with during your visit? (Did you use any services in particular? 

Did anyone assist you? Did you assist anyone else who was visiting the library?) 

o Did you spend any time wandering around, or did you go straight to what you wanted 

to see or do? Was it easy to find what you wanted? Was your visit a success? 

• Can you describe any problems encountered during your visit? (How did these affect your 

experience?) 

• Are there any particular events that happened during any of your visits to the Second Life 

Library that stand out to you as memorable or indicative of your library experiences? 

Section D: Evaluation of Experiences 

This section sought to provide participants with an opportunity to give critical feedback about their 

Second Life Library experiences. I was interested in hearing about both elements of the virtual world 

environment participants found to be useful as well as those that did not work well: 

• Overall, what do you think are the strengths and weaknesses of this online library 

environment? (Which libraries do you most often use and why? What particular aspects of 

these libraries support your needs and interests? What changes would you make to the 

Second Life Library? What areas / features of the library do you feel need improvement?) 

• How does it compare to your experience of physical libraries? How does it compare to other 

online libraries? 

• How does it compare to your experience of other online environments? (Such as online 

games, chat rooms, forums, social software, and so on.) 

• Do you have any other comments you'd like to make about the Second Life Library? (What do 

you think your future use of the library will be? Would you recommend it to others?) 

Selection of participants 

As mentioned earlier, Second Life is made up of a very diverse population of users. In deciding who I 

would recruit as participants in my research interviews, my primary selection criteria was that they had 

visited the Second Life Libraries on Info Island at some point. Beyond this, I hoped most of all to hear 

from a range of different people. Being aware of the many different perspectives involved in this 

situation, I wanted to gain information from different kinds of participants in the environment, in the 
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hopes of learning from one group information which the other group might be unaware of, or reluctant 

to divulge:  

• I was interested in recruiting casual visitors to the library but also regular visitors as well.   

• I hoped to speak to librarians who had volunteered to staff the library, and also those who 

worked in other libraries in Second Life and the real world but who held opinions about Info 

Island. 

• I also wanted to hear from established residents with Second Life building experience, as well 

as from people who were quite new to Second Life and virtual world environments. 

• Depending on their level of engagement with the environment, users and builders alike might 

have quite different perspectives on how the library was doing, and may have quite different 

service needs to each other. 

Due to my decision to request that participants provide me only with information they chose to reveal 

to me about themselves, and due to the fact that the interviews were conducted virtually, in my 

recruitment of participants it was necessary to accept the information that participants gave me about 

themselves without question. For example, one person I recruited while visiting Info Island initially 

presented themselves to me as being of a certain gender. It was only after confirming the legitimacy 

of my Human Ethics documentation that this person revealed to me that they were in fact of the 

opposite gender to what they had originally stated. While this incident did not impact my research at 

all, it highlights the way that, in some cases, I could not be entirely sure of what I was being told about 

a person's background or personal information, if they chose not to be honest with me. 

Recruiting Participants 

The process of discovering and recruiting potential research participants was perhaps the most 

difficult and time-consuming part of this project. Most of my recruiting was done online. Firstly, I 

recruited via the World Wide Web, using websites and usergroups. Additionally, I also recruited within 

Second Life itself, either in person or through the use of in-world objects. Finally, I recruited though 

word-of-mouth and networking. 

In preparation for recruitment, I prepared an Information Sheet (see Appendix 2), requesting 

participants for my interviews along with my question schedule outlining the kinds of questions that I 
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expected to be covered my interviews. The information sheet outlined information such as the 

expected length of the interviews, the purpose for which interview content would be used, and the 

right of the participant to withdraw from the research at any time. 

Web-based recruiting 

I began the process of recruiting research participants by posting on various usergroups that I knew 

Second Life librarians were involved in. I posted a shorter version of my information sheet, asking that 

if they would be interested in participating in the interviews, but also if they knew of any second life 

users who would be interested as well. 

I also posted a similar message on my personal weblog, linking to PDF copies of my information 

sheet and question schedule. 

Recruiting through usergroups and my website yielded very few results. In total, I believe only one 

person responded through these method. By contrast, what was far more effective was talking to 

people within Second Life, recruiting those people I actually met in the virtual world itself. 

Second Life recruiting 

About half way through the recruitment process, I made a sign in Second Life that my avatar was able 

to carry with him. I used the tools available in Second Life to craft a flag that he could wear on his 

back (See image 1 in Appendix 1). Using a simple script, I programmed this flag to deliver my 

information sheet to anyone who clicked on it. This information was presented in the form of a simple 

‘notecard’ which the interested person could then carry around with them in their avatar’s inventory. 

This had full reproductions of both the information sheet and question schedule. 

Using Second Life in this way, it was very easy to provide would-be participants with a lot of 

information about my project very quickly. I also built other, more static, signs and some friends of 

mine agreed to place these signs on their sims in Second Life, meaning that I had advertising located 

in various parts of the virtual world (See image 2 in Appendix 1). I had several responses from people 

who had seen these signs and decided to contact me. 

Word of mouth and introductions 

I think it is interesting that, although the most amount of recruiting I did was on library-related sites, I 

have had proportionally less success recruiting from these areas. I found it was far more successful to 



Virtual World Libraries: Challenges & Strategies  Timothy Greig 

 22/74  

use word-of-mouth and chance meetings to recruit my participants. In several cases, people I 

interviewed recommended that I contact another of their friends, who they felt would have interesting 

things to contribute. I found that having this introduction made it much easier to get a willing 

participant. 

Recruitment in person 

Towards the end of my allotted interview period, I had still not managed to recruit and interview the 

full ten people I had been aiming for. Attending the Gaming, Learning and Libraries conference in 

Chicago helped me to get the final three people I needed. The conference had a significant number of 

attendees who were involved in Second Life, and I was able to recruit some of those people who I 

had met in person. 

Making contact 

In arranging to meet with people I had received expression of interest from, I had to take into account 

their real-world locations, and the difference in time between Second Life, their location, and my own 

location. Many interviews had me getting up early in the morning to meet with people who were online 

in the afternoon of the previous day. I believe that the time difference was quite an impacting factor on 

my research, meaning that it was not always easy to be online when the bulk of Second Life Library 

users were online. I found that Saturday and Sunday afternoons in New Zealand (Friday and 

Saturday nights in most of America) provided the most people, however I was disappointed that I 

could not be available on Sunday afternoon Second Life time when many meetings and gatherings of 

librarians were held (as this was Monday morning for me). 

The research interviews 

Once I had successfully arranged a time that was convenient for the participant involved (and 

possible for me to attend!), my research interviews were held one on one within Second Life, via 

instant message between avatars. 

My initial plan was to record audio of my conversation with each research participant, via a voice over 

internet protocol service such as Skype or MSN. However, when I suggested this to participants, my 

first interviewees expressed a preference to hold the interviews within second life, using our avatars. 
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After this, I began suggesting this option to participants, and all of them elected to use this method 

instead of VOIP. 

This had both advantages and disadvantages. For one thing, I was not required to transcribe 

everything that had been said after the interview. However, at the same time, this method also limited 

the amount of information I could get from people I spoke to, based on how fast they were able to 

type and how well they were able to express themselves. As I had already specified a one hour limit 

for the interview, I felt it best to try to stick to this despite the change in interview format. In hindsight, 

speaking in text chat potentially was a more comfortable environment for participants, being used to 

talking this way within Second Life and online already. 

Limitations to research results and feedback 

Participants’ responses to research questions were not always what I hoped for. Particularly in cases 

where I was seeking feedback on the actual experiences of participants and details of any difficulties 

navigating the environment participants seemed more eager to debate whether libraries had a useful 

role to play in Second Life, or to justify why they themselves chose to visit Info Island. These 

discussions instead required me to adjust my research focus and explore the issues raised by the 

participants themselves. Within the issues they raised, design challenges and advantages for the 

development of virtual world libraries can be seen, but I feel that these are not quite at the level of 

technical detail I had hoped for. 

As a result, much of the discussion of this research report centres on social and community design 

aspects which were able to be more readily interpreted from this feedback. In some cases, where I 

have felt it to be appropriate, I have supplemented this with my own observations of the Info Island 

space.   

Embarking on this research I was keenly aware that, while Second Life provides one interesting 

example of a virtual world library under construction, the examples it produces should be viewed 

critically to see how they might fit into other kinds of virtual world environments in the future. Due to 

the fact that Second Life is only one kind of virtual world, and respondents aren't indicative of people 

in general, demographically, the small number of participants contributing to this report can only be 
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indicative of potential issues. Accordingly, this study should be seen as only a guide to future 

research. 
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Research 

Participant Background  

The nine people I interviewed to for this research, while being by no means a complete 

representation, go some way towards representing the diverse range of people involved in Second 

Life Libraries. 

Over two thirds could be described as users of Second Life Libraries. They described obtaining some 

value for themselves personally out of visiting the virtual library space, and had visited the space of 

their own accord (not just for work). However, this role as a library user or visitor was, for just about all 

participants, discussed alongside other roles within the wider Second Life community, or as 

complementary to a more participatory involvement in Second Life Libraries themselves. 

In fact, a number of those who were Librarians in real life, a subset of my interviewees which I had 

presumed would be the most likely to have only visited the virtual library and very few other locations 

in Second Life, emphasised that they were in fact more interested in exploring the spaces outside of 

Info Island than they were in hanging around the libraries.  

Several times I was told by librarians that they would advise other librarian newcomers to "get off Info 

Island" in order to obtain a more well rounded understanding of the community they were serving. 

One third of participants identified themselves as builders of in-world content. All of these builders had 

contributed to the development of library content in some way. Two of builders mentioned that despite 

now having done a significant amount of building work elsewhere, some of their earliest opportunities 

to experiment with building content in Second Life had occurred on Second Life Library related 

projects. For example, Isa, a participant currently involved in developing spaces in Second Life for 

distance education, mentioned: “The only way I could see to build anything permanent here was to 

have it in a sim that was going to stay around a while, and I wanted that educational bent, so I 

volunteered to help on the first Info Island as a volunteer builder”. 
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Just over half of the participants were librarians in real life. There was an equal balance between 

Public Librarians and University Librarians, and, in addition, a single library consultant in this group.  

Participants also varied as to how comfortable they were with various new technologies, and the skills 

needed to use Second Life. On the one hand I spoke with a respondent whose employer had 

recommended he investigate Second Life Libraries as an emerging issue for their profession. Having 

no experiences in virtual environments and limited technological skills this required him to learn 

everything. At the other end of the spectrum was another participant, who was already an 

experienced citizen of other virtual worlds, she described being able to easily apply knowledge gained 

from navigating these similar environments to this new situation. 

The important point that is illustrated by these comments is that, much like visitors to libraries in the 

real world, users of Second Life Library come to the library from a wide range of backgrounds. 

Research Question 1: What are the benefits of virtu al world libraries for users? 

Second Life Library is a ‘safe haven’ set apart from the rest of Second Life, evoking familiar library 

metaphors to create a space where people interested in learning and knowledge can congregate. The 

virtual space serves as a focal point for the nurturing of networks of individuals (both librarians and 

others) who can help each other pursue their information needs. 

The three dimensional environment allows individuals and information to be organised spatially, and 

creates the possibility for more interactive and engaging content and tools. 

Second Life Library provides a friendly, accepting place for new Second Life Residents to 

become accustomed to this new world. 

Due to the diverse range of users and content in Second Life, new residents can often be quite 

overwhelmed upon entering the world for the first time. It can often take new Second Life users a 

significant amount of time to acclimatise themselves to the conventions of the environment and to 

understand the customs and traditions of the community. The virtual environment makes it easy for 

those who might otherwise be shy in face-to-face encounters to approach easily recognised librarian 

helpers with their questions. 

The comments of my research participants revealed that, in such an environment as this, the library 

provides an open and welcoming place from which to gain information and experience and courage to 
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venture out into the wider world. In an unfamiliar world, the recognizable representations of 

librarianship may evoke a sense of security and boost the confidence of users to ask questions of the 

staff on duty (as opposed to asking other users who may ridicule them for asking seemingly obvious 

questions). 

"I'm [a] friendly, helpful... reference librarian... they see someone who will help them... 

FRIEND!!! LOL. A few on them are still IMing me months later but most drop me once they 

make connections and start getting around on their own" 

"SL librarians are much friendlier than real life" ... "I could never bring myself to hang around 

a 'real' reference librarian's desk... and a real library would never permit it anyway" 

Somewhat to my surprise, a number of participants considered this kind of support for new users to 

be a core function of the library’s duties within the world. Much the same as a public library in the real 

world provides information to users to help them live their day to day lives; respondents felt the 

Second Life library should provide support and training to users to help them live their ‘Second Lives’.  

"I tried to help librarians be able to answer those types of reference questions" ... "so that 

people would come back later if they wanted books, and other things" ... "Libraries are seen 

as a source of information" ... "that's a good thing to be seen as" ... "but when we don't have 

the information they want people go elsewhere" ... "in many ways we reinforce that libraries 

aren’t relevant when we can't tell them how to find a sim or where to buy clothes" ... "it’s a fine 

line even real librarians struggle with :)" 

New Second Life users might benefit from informal instruction by reference staff on how to 

manoeuvre their avatar through the world, or help with taking their first steps in building. More 

experienced users I spoke with also reported stopping by the library to keep up to date with what was 

going in Second Life. One such regular said: 

“Probably every day I'll drop by the main SLL. I generally stay for half an hour. Maybe talking 

with the on duty librarian or greeter.” 
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The library, in particular the reference desk and the staff manning it, was seen by participants as a 

place that they could come to seek information about upcoming events in Second Life.  

A few of the research respondents spoke about how they initially had difficulty finding out about 

interesting events using the built-in Second Life search engine, but that they trusted both the displays 

in the library space, and the advice of the librarians as a more effective discovery tool. The displays 

around the library’s reference desk are changed frequently to show information about library and 

education related events and resources that are available in Second Life.  

The Info Island team of volunteers strive to have r eference librarians and greeters to staff the 

reference desk as much as possible.  

At a recent conference on Second Life Library, Lori Bell reported that the reference desk is being 

staffed for around 80 hours a week. This has created an environment in the sim where visitors know 

they can usually expect to meet someone official who is there to answer their information seeking 

questions (See image 3 in Appendix 1).  

This can often seem a welcome contrast to the uncertainty they may feel about encountering a range 

of different places and people in other Second Life spaces.  

“When I want civilised conversation that doesn't revolve about some guy wanting "phone sex" 

then SLL is the place I go." ... "And why I'm there so often." 

Librarians on duty in Second Life Library are clearly designated with the words “On Duty Librarian” 

floating over their head in front of their name. This name is displayed due to the fact that they belong 

to the librarians group. 

Second Life Library exists within a wider network o f experts.  Second Life Library patrons are 

able to make use of their friends list and the abil ity to create groups in Second Life to form 

their own reference support team. 

Several users talked about how they found the wider community of Second Life library visitors a 

useful tool for finding answers to questions they might have. 

This was due to the fact that other visitors to the sim shared their goals of finding and talking about 

information and research topics: 
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"The residents who visit there seem to do so with a purpose; finding information." 

These users considered it to be a distinct advantage of Second Life that they could draw upon their 

friends list as well as on the official librarian experts they met at the library reference desk. One 

participant, in particular, emphasised that while he relied on librarians in his early days getting started 

in Second Life, he found more value now in an extended network of friends he had built up: 

"In terms of using the libraries for information where SL is concerned I used them a little at a 

time for resources" ... "scripts" ... "educational builds to go and see etc" ... "but found the 

people here were a better resource" ... "If I have a scripting problem that I can’t solve with 

web resources I then go to my Friends list" ... "There's folks in there that can find answers for 

me quicker than the librarians”. 

This research respondent stressed that it was important to remember that this kind of network worked 

both ways. While he might gain useful information from people on his friends list, failure to contribute 

in turn on subjects he was himself an expert on could result in others being less likely to help him in 

the future. 

In Second Life, users are able to communicate in several ways using the interface: 

• Users may talk to each other face to face, when their avatars are within a short distance of 

each other. 

• Over more extensive distances, or if they wish to have a one-to-one conversation, users can 

make use of personal messaging. 

• When multiple users have joined a group, they are able to talk in a chat room style 

environment, where each user sees all the messages typed by other users in the group. 

• Group administrators can also send out bulletin messages to the whole group. 

It is clear that one strong advantage of having a library in a virtual world environment which includes 

robust grouping and communication tools is that users are able to draw on much more elaborate 

networks of support when approaching their information needs. 

The library serves as a tool to bring together users with the same goals – finding and distributing 

information – and potentially allows them to connect to each other and communicate in a high tech 

environment. This unofficial semi-social network helps to fill in the gaps of librarians’ knowledge on a 
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subject. The library itself plays a crucial role in the formation of this network as a space which helps 

like-minded information-seekers to encounter each other and form these networks. 

One research participant, described for me a search for information that made use of this network. 

She was seeking information about displaying Swedish characters in text conversations in Second 

Life using an Apple computer. Having searched for web resources, and the Second Life website, she 

decided to ask at the library: 

"The duty librarian and greeter didn't know. All Windoze users. But a regular visitor did." 

While this library user had her question answered, she also described gaining additional value from 

the encounter: 

"And then [our conversation] degenerated into a philosophical discussion of Chomsky and his 

theory of deep structure." 

Expert information seekers in Second Life use a combination of library resources, reference support 

from virtual librarians, and their own social support networks to find solutions to their information 

needs. 

I feel that a common issue for librarianship in an online environment (and in a physical one) is putting 

people in touch with someone who can help them, or who has knowledge about their interests. In 

websites we traditionally build FAQs and guides to help users with their problems, but these are 

usually required to be sufficiently broad as to cover a range of possible user inquires. In the case of 

Second Life Library, there is the potential for these semi-social networks of users and librarians to be 

more effective at getting results for users. 

The virtual space of Second Life Library is used as  a way to organise people and display 

information. 

The spatial metaphor used in Second Life library provides a familiar and readily accessible reference 

point for people navigating in this space. In the real world, people are accustomed to finding objects 

grouped together in certain locations, with those locations being associated with the tasks that occur 

in them. A kitchen, for example, is a carefully orchestrated physical space where food objects are 

brought into proximity with tools for preparing a meal, other objects which provide instructions (such 
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as cookbooks), and technology that allows the food to be cooked or mixed. The virtual space of 

Second Life allows the library space to be focused in a similar way, allowing the assemblage of 

objects related to a certain subject in a particular physical location in the world. 

The layout and appearance of the different Info Island buildings represent different subject areas. 

The info island space is broken up into 15 different areas (some of which are buildings and some just 

zones of space) that represent certain subject areas for which resources have been created on Info 

Island. Many of these areas have been constructed in ways that seem to reflect their content to 

passer bys. 

The most common form of these subject area spaces is as tall buildings. Most of these structures 

mimic real world buildings by having some kind of door or entrance at the base of the building, a roof 

overhead, and multiple stories. The architectural style of these buildings often seems to reflect the 

kinds of material that might be found inside. The Science Fiction Library, for example, resembles 

some kind of space craft hovering above Info Island. Its blue glass windows and metallic walls have a 

futuristic feel. The Genealogy library building, by contrast, is of wood and stone construction. It has 

black and white family portraits on the walls and a cosy fire burning in the foyer. (See image 4 in 

Appendix 1) 

Several research respondents questioned why most buildings in Second Life should follow so closely 

the models of real life buildings. With no weather in Second Life or need for physical security, having 

doors and roofs seemed to them to be quite redundant.  

Many buildings in second life have glass roofs, which allow users to see up into the (largely empty) 

sky. This glass could be removed, or could allow users to move through it, and instead become an 

entry point to the building. 

In fact, several spaces in second life library did move away from this traditional style. Peace Park is 

one interesting example (See image 5 in Appendix 1). As the name suggests, this subject space 

takes the form of a garden as opposed to a building. On the one hand, this choice reflects the nature 

of the area as a space for religious information; one where people could come to reflect in tranquillity 

on the nature of religious belief. Additionally, the garden is much more accessible by users who 

choose to travel by air. It is easy to arrive, and easy to leave. 
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Towering buildings visible in the distance encourage users to move out and explore the space. 

I found that I was drawn to explore the tall buildings on Info Island that I could see easily from my 

starting point at the reference desk. The transparent walls of the Library Gallery were interesting, 

because I could see through to exhibitions inside, and was drawn to take a closer look. Seeing an 

interesting-looking building in the distance roused my curiosity and encouraged me to explore.  

For users who already know where they wish to travel to, a map is located at the entry point of Info 

Island, which helps users get an idea of the layout of the island, and provides them with a quick 

access point to jump directly to particular spaces if they don’t want to walk or fly to that location there. 

This means that, even if users are uncertain about the location of a building, they can still get there. 

The virtual three dimensional environment of SL can also be leveraged to represent concepts in ways 

which are quite different to how they are usually able to be displayed in traditional media formats.  

As one participant noted, when asked for thoughts on the strengths of the virtual environment: 

"3-D environment.... a guy explained the 4th dimension to me one night using a hypercube. It 

was one of the most amazing experiences of my life... I literally walked around it and suddenly 

had a "grasp" of what science books had never been able to make clear for me". 

Research participants’ comments showed that they felt that virtual world environments held a lot of 

promise for conveying information; the three dimensional element of second Life, coupled with the 

fact that anyone could develop their own content, was a very important feature of this virtual world. 

"building/creating/imagination... it's all there in SL if one takes the time to observe, practice, 

and learn.... and take chances" – Interviews 

Users were particularly interested in interactive creations in Second Life. Several people mentioned 

the same interactive art exhibition as an example of one exciting innovation they had seen: 

"And I think it was when that Daruma Picnic art exhibition was up because I remember taking 

someone over there to see that. ... It was the interactive piece where you walked through the 

discs and they generated sound." – Interviews  
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No role for Second Life Libraries 

In addition to the number of affirming things people had to say about the Second Life Library space, a 

few of the librarians I spoke felt that there was no real need for libraries for the particular groups of 

users they represented. 

One participant, who was from a university library, said that those students who would be in Second 

Life wouldn't need any help getting started there. This echoes the idea that Second Life Library should 

be a place where those new to SL learn about using the world itself.  

"Our students who are in SL don't need us.”... "They are very tech savvy, so don't need 

general SL help.”... "I don't think it would occur to them to look for research support w/in SL... 

at a ‘library’” 

"I know that SOME of our students/faculty are in SL.”... "But for them, it is just one more facet 

of new media that they may look at...   that's the sense that I get.”... "And there are 

student/faculty who are technically savvy, working in new media, but consider SL 

insignificant.”... "And there are those who think it’s for old folks!”... "And there are those who 

don't like technology at all. None of these groups are likely to seek "library services" in SL!!!!" 
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Conclusion. 

Users had a number of positive things to say about Second Life Library. It seems that, even in a 

virtual environment, libraries are able to convey a sense of professionalism and reliability that brings 

people to them for answers. The virtual space of Info Island has been defined in the minds of its users 

as a place to be associated with knowledge and research, and as such, supports the development of 

a wider network of people who are interested in this. As TW says: 

"It's a nice place to meet people who have some interest in knowledge". 

 

The responses of users and librarians to this research question prompt three main questions about 

Virtual World Library design: 

• How could virtual world design better assist users in coming together to form 

unofficial semi-social networks?  

• How can a virtual library space increase the ease w ith which users can identify 

different virtual areas in which resources for vari ous subjects are kept?  

• Finally, in what ways could virtual world libraries  increase interactivity in their 

environments? 
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Research Question 2: What are the difficulties pres ented by virtual world 

libraries for users? 

Acclimatization 

There was considerable agreement concerning a key difficulty for users entering Second Life for the 

first time. Most participants felt that their first few days learning to use Second Life had been quite 

difficult and that they had been discovering how to use a rather complex interface, in an unfamiliar 

environment. This was reflected in their comments suggesting that one of the strengths of second life 

library was that it was a place where new Second Life residents could learn how to use the space in a 

safe and supportive environment. 

The only real vocal exception to this was one young librarian, who felt that she had been able to 

become quite comfortable with using Second Life “within hours”. She attributed this in part to her own 

past experiences playing massively multiplayer online games (in particular, World of Warcraft) as well 

as a consequence of her willingness to experiment with the limitations of the world. I also found 

Second Life relatively easy to use, I am not sure if this was a result of my own experience playing 

other online games and moving in virtual space (I have myself played World of Warcraft) or just my 

experience with computer software in general. 

"Games and computers in general helped, but also an attitude to just try everything" ... "it’s 

my normal approach to technology, and I spent a lot of time teaching the librarians to just play 

with things and push the limits". 

This user’s attitude of experimentation was raised by another participant as a suggestion he gives to 

other new residents: 

"I work two hours a week at the reference greeting area on Info Island.... an eye opener 

experience on how effective our collections/services are.  Often we get newbies... first or 

second day/week.  They are, like I was, frustrated and yet still very curious.  My primary 

suggestion is to 'touch everything.'  Often they do not know that left/right clicking on things 

often gets results". 
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Experimentation fits in well with the Second Life ethos – the world is fluid and shifting, participants 

might have more success if they became comfortable with experimentation, prototyping, and ready 

change. 

Learning the interface 

Second Life library faces an issue common to many video games – the challenge of ensuring that 

users have a similar level of competency when they reach your system. To this end, Second Life has 

a ‘newbie area’ which aims to teach new users how to use the interface, and to perform key functions 

that will be essential for navigating the environment.  

"I made the mistake of landing in the newbie centre and immediately [teleporting] to Info 

Island so the first hour was spent learning how to walk.  Some kind person showed me how to 

chat and encouraged me to left click on things... including a door i could not open but kept 

banging my head against" ... "I was frustrated and yet fascinated" ..."and should have stayed 

on the newbie island and learned a view things before going to Info". 

The experiences in Second Life that this participant describes were some time ago; currently Second 

Life requires that all new users pass a series of tests as a way of ensuring that residents entering the 

world for the first time have at least a basic set of skills. Until they have passed these tests new users 

are confined to the “Newbie Island” and cannot venture out into Second Life. 

Despite this attempt to standardise user abilities, participants noted that Second Life is: 

“...not always an easy place to learn the ropes using guidelines and such.  The SL web site is 

hard to use and now much of it is restricted to paying members." 

As the participant’s original example of his own experiences suggests, providing someone to teach 

users how to use the interface first hand is a good starting point. Additionally, virtual world library 

designers will need to find a balance between having a user interface that is familiar and intuitive to 

their users, and providing suitable ways for users to practice and become proficient with its use. 

To give users a means to interact with the world around them, the interface draws on common control 

schemes used in computer games (where players use the keyboard and mouse to move through the 
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world), and also on common computer software navigation methods (where users employ the 

keyboard and mouse to enter information and access menus). 

Second Life bears a lot of similarities to computer games in the way that users move their avatars 

through the world. The user’s avatar is represented in front of them embodied in the world, much like 

most third person perspective video games. There is also the option to zoom the viewpoint in to first 

person view, similar to first person shooter games. Just like both of these kinds of video games, users 

manoeuvre their avatars through the virtual world by using either the arrow keys or the WASD keys 

on their computer keyboard.  

Additionally, many of the ways that a user interacts with the interface is built on similar concepts as 

used in ordinary computer applications. Just like Microsoft Windows or Mac OSX, users left click on 

an object in the environment to activate or select it, or right click (or option click, in the case of an 

Mac) on it in order to access more advanced functions. Similar to using other applications, like 

Microsoft Word or Adobe Photoshop, there are drop down menus along the top of the screen, 

allowing users to access various advanced commands to change their status or location in the world. 

By building on existing control methods means that users are more likely to be able to apply what they 

already know in beginning to understand how to use this new interface. One builder discussed the 

development of interactive objects within Second Life in a similar fashion. While criticising the design 

of a commonly used object in Second Life Library, the “LibMon” (a tool that allows users to navigate 

through linked resources in a similar way to selecting options on an automated phone line), he 

concluded: 

“Sometimes it's preferable to have a consistent, if suboptimal, method”. 

Library Navigation 

“Navigation is difficult because, on top of the usual real-world challenges, user-creation is 

incredibly dynamic. Landmarks vanish, people move to new locations, and stores change 

inventory with much greater frequency than the real world. Easy –to-use tools result in 

ephemeral builds that would be worth visiting if there were a way to find them. Parties, 

protests, and other gatherings happen on a whim as people’s paths cross”  

(Ordrejka, 2005 p.75). 
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This quote from Cory Ondrejka emphasises why Second Life Library might be seen as an important 

part of the wider Second Life community, as a place that directs users to current events happening in 

the world. However, there are also various navigation issues described by users with regard to 

moving between the various spaces in Second Life Library: 

Entering an unfamiliar environment for the first time, it is quite easy for users to get lost. One 

participant described typical problems for new users he encounters during his reference desk shift: 

"’Where am I?’   LOL... They are very confused about place.  Night/Day are a pain for them.  

They either have no idea how to use the search engine (even though it's part of the 

Orientation Island learning process) or they use it without understanding how it works" 

Attempts have been made to make the different parts of Info Island discoverable and accessible, 

there is a large map at the reference desk area that users can interact with that highlights the 

locations of certain buildings, and click on these locations to teleport directly there (See image 7 in 

Appendix 1). However this map is not immediately visible amidst the clutter of other signs and other 

objects at the reference desk. To me, at least, it was not immediately apparent what the sign did, or 

that it was an important navigation tool for Info Island. Better placement of the sign, and perhaps 

some sort of hint that it is an interactive teleporter, would have made this sign far more useful. 

While users can teleport directly to libraries with the help of the map, in most cases finding their way 

back is not nearly as easy. There is usually no “return trip” teleporter to return them to the central 

reference desk area, or to jump them directly to another library of their choice. The user might be able 

to teleport back to the reference desk using the original landmark they used to teleport into Info Island 

in the first place; however this requires them to search through their inventory for this (and 

necessitates that they picked up or created a landmark in the first place!). 

Comments by one research subject reflected this issue, describing her need to augment navigational 

tools provided in the environment with her own landmarks:  

"Oh yes! I've used the signs [to teleport]." "I also have a TON of landmarks!" 
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While the ability for users to move within virtual space is a potentially positive feature of virtual world 

libraries, designers need to take care to present a method for travelling around this space that is 

consistent, relatively simple to use, and easily noticed. 

Discovering points and people of interest 

Describing his first impressions of Second Life, one user reported that he was: 

“a little confused everything was so spread out and the only place there was anyone live was 

at the reference desk"  

For users entering the space for the first time, ensuring they discover the most important areas of the 

space is important. Where do other people congregate? Where can they go to look at resources and 

information? 

While there is one central entry point to Info Island, with tools to aid navigation to other parts of the 

Island but also to other parts of second life, the designers of the library cannot be certain that users 

will always enter the library from this point. One research participant described an occasion where 

she flew from a nearby island into the Info Island space. Additionally, the ability for users to place their 

own landmarks wherever they like potentially allows them to return each time to Info Island via these 

landmarks, instead of using the recognised entry point. 

The entry point of Info Island (the ‘Reference Desk’) is surrounded by signs which advertise other 

education events and other libraries, and allow teleport access to these locations, or pass notecards 

with more details on to the user. Visible buildings in the distance, surrounding the reference desk 

serve to encourage the visitor to explore the surrounding area, and go to investigate what is in the 

distance. 
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Paths are another method of leading users through space, particularly in an environment where users 

may have a range of ways that they might move through space. There were paths connecting various 

library buildings, but nothing linking the reference desk to the buildings. On the one hand, for a visitor 

arriving at the library via the central entry point, this enhances the feeling of the reference desk as 

central in the space and encircled by the other buildings. However, for a library visitor arriving from 

some other direction, the lack of paths leading to it create uncertainty as to whether it is an important 

feature in the space, considering that so many important buildings have pathways leading up to them. 
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Conclusion 

The Second Life interface plays a crucial role in users’ ability to interact with each other and with the 

virtual world around them. In many cases, the individuals on duty at Info Island have helped to fill in 

the gaps for users to help them learn to use the interface, and navigate the Second Life environment.  

While the complexities of the interface are largely outside of the hands of Info Island librarians in this 

case, it is useful to think about questions raised here for the development of other virtual world 

libraries in the future. 

• How can a virtual world library be designed to limi t the impact of an unfamiliar 

interface? 

• In what ways can virtual world libraries be designe d to improve user navigation to aid 

discovery? 
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What are the advantages of virtual world libraries for librarians? 

Fast Prototyping & trial services 

One important advantage of Second Life for librarians developing services, particularly in Second Life, 

(but also even for those considering real world projects as well) is that the relatively low cost of 

developing a new project in means that it is an easy process to quickly prototype new ideas in-world.  

Second Life allows any user with the permission to build in a sim to create new content for the world 

using a relatively simple 3D modelling tool that has been built right into the Second Life interface. The 

librarian or builder simply opens a tab in their interface and begins to drop simple shapes into the 

world. These “primitive objects” (prims) can be stretched and resized, linked together, or programmed 

to act in certain ways. The Second Life interface also includes access to a scripting language (the 

Linden Scripting Language) which can imbue objects with all kinds of actions. 

This method of development is in contrast to that used in creating typical three-dimensional persistent 

world environments. In video game development, designers usually need to work in a completely 

separate toolset application in order to create any new content for the environment.  

Some game development companies have produced toolsets for their designers that are designed to 

cut down on the time it takes to produce game levels and events. 

The primary drawback of toolsets of this kind is that they are designed to work with the existing assets 

of the game, and do not allow the creation of completely new game objects themselves. Instead, the 

level designer assembles the various pieces of content already available into a complete story or 

environment, deciding where she will place a door or a sword, chosen from a range of different doors 

and swords on offer within the toolset. If the designer were to require a completely new model of door, 

she would need to create this in yet another external application designed for art creation. 

In Second Life, the assets which a builder has to create content are much more abstract, being made 

up of tubes, spheres, cubes, and so on. With a little creativity and practice, there is practically no limit 

to what can be built. 
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The ease with which new content can be created in Second Life provides various advantages for 

librarians developing a virtual world service. In the absence of specifically library-related content in 

Second Life, Librarians have been able to learn how to develop their own original content for their 

Second Life projects. A lot of work on Second Life Library has been done by previously inexperienced 

librarians who simply wanted to make something happen. 

The ready accessibility of the toolset from anywhere in the world has the potential to allow librarians 

to respond quickly and with fluidity to patron requests, remaining open to future change. 

In my interview with him, one Second Life Library builder commented:  

"Sometimes it's just a matter of using what you have and getting things up and running now, 

rather than taking weeks to get everything perfect" ... "though with SL, it's usually not that 

hard to change them later". 

Due to the fact that everything on Second Life Library is created in-world, this means that multiple 

people can collaborate together on a project, working on the same thing at once.  

Additionally, new content is delivered to Second Life users as soon as it is beheld. By contrast, with 

most online computer and video games, content which determines how something in a game will 

appear is pre-installed on the user’s computer, as part of a client application. This means that for new 

content to be available in the game, the user must download a “patch” for their client application, 

adding this content.  

In Second Life everything the user sees is downloaded to their machine, so there is no real need for 

patching for new content (because, in essence, the user is constantly patching as they explore the 

world!). The distinct advantage of this for librarians is again that it creates the possibility for rapid 

response to user suggestions and allows for rapid prototyping.  

As a consequence, Second Life has also developed something of an air of being “always under 

construction”. On the one hand, this has the advantage of making users (especially long term users) 

more tolerant of elements of the world that aren’t working properly, or still being finished. However, 

conversely it also creates the disadvantage of users having an expectation that things won’t always 



Virtual World Libraries: Challenges & Strategies  Timothy Greig 

 44/74  

work, and as a result being quite quick to go on to something else if what they are engaging with 

ceases to function. 

Ultimately, I feel that virtual world library environments have the potential advantage of being creative 

spaces which allow for the fast testing and implementation of new ideas for services and tools. The 

cost of trialling something new is much less than in the real world. I believe that a community of online 

users who are used to an experimental environment are also more likely to respond positively to 

experimentation on the part of the library, giving feedback to staff about new initiatives. 

New users, teaching, & learning techniques.  

One of the areas where librarians could experiment with new (fast prototyped) projects: The creative 

and virtual space of Second Life provides librarians with a distinct opportunity to find better ways to 

teach and present library content in an interactive fashion. However, some of my research 

participants noted that, at present, the library space seemed to them to be falling short of the potential 

presented by the space.  

While, as mentioned earlier, the familiar elements of library buildings and reference desks are 

somewhat comforting and are metaphors that are readily accessible to most users, there is still a real 

opportunity for library services to go beyond simple replication of real world library activities, and 

develop alternatives that maximise the virtual environment. 

In particular, research respondents focused on ideas for giving presentations or instructions sessions 

in Second Life. 

"Every presentation I've been to here has used slides in some way... the mirror of 

PowerPoint" ... "The RL way of doing it" ... "So we can do anything in here really" "why just 

2D slides" 

One participant in particular felt that Second Life presented an opportunity for educators like himself 

(and librarians as well) to push these boundaries. 

"So I’ve created a slideshow with 3D slides" ... "or at least 3D objects" ... "that sync with a 

slideshow" ... "so instead of just changing 2D images you can change 3D objects". 
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He considered that something like this could be used for scene changes in a play, or perhaps to 

instantly roll out new areas for classes. Another research participant’s comments were similar: 

"[Second Life] creates a stand in for face to face interaction ... it allows you to play and 

interact with models ... it archives chat transcript ... you can import multimedia ... it’s not 

perfect or reliable ... but it has forced me to improve my teaching style to ... a more interactive 

one" 

Other respondents spoke about how they had organised group events and presentations, and the 

particular challenges they faced doing this: 

"We're going to do a workshop at the end of the month for a group of local faculty." "We've 

held a couple of sessions in Second Life for this current set of workshops, but..." "Other 

workshops have been more ABOUT Second Life for people who have never been on and 

have barely heard of it." 

"Oh- the in-world workshops... Last time we got everyone to right place! I was pleased - 

but..." "They had a hard time following all the chat threads!  And they were faculty!”... "We 

didn't plan that carefully enough.  They got confused." 

Most librarian respondents who weren’t working on Info Island, but were instead involved in their own 

projects were still coming up with ideas about how they could provide services for their users: 

"So far the biggest interest in developing something is.. .". "our College of Public Health." ... 

"They'd like to play virtual hospital and stuff like that ;)”...  "There's a medical library that's a 

separate library that serves them - but.." ... "I told them that I'd be happy to be their SL 

librarian." ... "Right now mostly I send them things I find about health info on SL" ... "Not sure 

if they'll end up buying their own island or what" ... "[I will be] helping mentor their students in 

use of SL -and telling them how to use our real life libraries" "and of course this is a great 

place to do some bonding with distance learners - and their faculty." 
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Opportunity for outreach by librarians into the wid er SL community. 

Several participants emphasised the opportunity available to librarians working in Second Life to 

engage with the wider Second Life community. Librarians I spoke to hoped that working in Second 

Life would provide them with an opportunity to learn more about their patrons. 

“There was a lot of fear among some in leaving Info Island... I did it quickly... ignored what I 

wasn't interested in, avoided the griefers and met a lot of nice people... learned" ... "I'd say... 

Get off of Info and look around" ... "experience the rest of SL too" ...."as in library school.. 

'Know your community'". 

One person I interviewed in particular felt that librarians could make an impact by embedding 

themselves in the spaces where their users were, she spoke about her experiences in a community 

she spent time in: 

"the cool thing is..." "they all know I am a librarian" ... "and ask me reference questions, RL 

ones, off duty!" ... "so going around in world with "librarian" over my head has been incredible 

outreach and a platform to talk about libraries and copyright and books" ... "we have a 

monthly book group here too" ... "and one thing I've brought to it, is" ... "posting a link to 

reviews, author websites and read-alikes on our online forum" ... "just like I might for a RL 

book club" ... "thing is..." "these folks though they appreciate what I do and my profession" 

"they (mostly) have no desire to have their book club get taken over by a library" ... "its not 

relevant" ... "they want the ownership". 

Networking 

Some librarians weren’t interested in running services in second life for their own clients. Instead, they 

saw the benefit of the virtual world environment as a communications tool that could help them 

network with other library professionals.  

"I myself (and my library colleagues who are in SL) do not use the SL libraries at all." ... "We 

hang out with librarians in SL.”... "I love meeting librarians from other countries.”... "...talking 

about the future of technology" ... "...about the POTENTIAL of SL" ... "...about educational 

technology and gaming and... etc.”... "But I don’t "use' the libraries in SL." ... "What we (my 
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colleagues and I) are really interested in most, is how some artists are using SL as a 

medium.”... "We also have tried to form a loose group in SL of art librarians." - RkV 

"Well, this is NOT a place that I come to read - and there's not much point in launching out to 

the web from here for me personally.”... "even looking for info ABOUT SL is problematic for 

me inworld - but...”... "the librarians have GREAT ideas!  I like the idea of the book talks...”... 

"Some of the ‘continuing education’ talks have been useful.”... "I like getting together with 

other professionals to hear what they are thinking about.”... – IP 
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Conclusion 

Second Life provides an excellent space for librarians from many different backgrounds, disciplines, 

countries, and types of libraries to come together and try new ideas in a space that is very forgiving of 

“work-in-progress”.  

While this may be something that is somewhat unique to Second Life, the questions raised by the 

comments of librarians here are still worth thinking about for the design of other virtual world libraries: 

• How can virtual world libraries better assist libra rians in meeting their colleagues and 

other professionals? 

• How can virtual world libraries be designed to allo w librarians to prototype and 

collaborate on creating new library services within  the space?
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What are the main challenges for librarians? 

Reaching & impacting virtual patrons. 

An important issue for creating a successful virtual world library is creating an environment in which 

users feel comfortable and welcome to ask questions and approach librarians seeking help. The 

virtual world librarians working in Second Life on Info Island pointed out that they tried to create this 

kind of environment through their interactions with patrons. 

"I go out of my way to greet visitors first... Especially at the reference area.... "Hello [###].  

Welcome to Info Island.  If you have questions feel free to ask.""  - Interviews. 

Even something as simple as greeting each person who arrives into the sim personally can help that 

user to feel comfortable in the space and more likely to engage with library staff.  

One participant also mentioned the importance of attention to detail when interacting with patrons.  

"Some are repeat visitors... they don't need to hear the speech more than once" ... “after a 

while i remember their names" 

The Second Life interface allows users and librarians alike to add notes about characters they meet in 

the world. This potentially is a useful tool for librarians to keep track of those they’ve met before. 

While none of my research respondents mentioned any techniques employed by librarians to do this, 

meeting their patrons in a digital environment should allow them to keep track of quite detailed 

statistics about library visitors. 

The effects of the considerable effort currently made by Info Island librarians is visible in the earlier 

responses by users who commented that they felt they could expect to meet people at Info Island who 

were friendly, helpful and interested in them. 

To create this visibility, the librarians working on Info Island congregate around the reference desk 

and notice board area, which serves as the main entry point into SLL when a user teleports into the 

sim for the first time. However, this can often mean that the rest of the library space is mostly empty, 

with most users who aren’t actively looking for something instead gravitating back to the Reference 
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Desk to hang around. To combat this, especially during busy periods, other Info Island volunteers run 

tours to show people around the library, encouraging people to explore the space. 

Having a clear and somewhat controlled entry point provides an opportunity to control the earliest 

experiences had by a library user. A visitor can decide to ‘bookmark’ another location on Info Island 

later on, but most new visitors to Info Island are funnelled through to the main Info Island entry point. 

The reference desk on Info Island, in addition to aiding discovery and visibility of library resources, 

also provides a focal point for the activities of virtual librarians, making it a place where visitors can 

have some certainty that they will find someone who is interested in helping them. 

User friendly design 

An important challenge for librarians designing in Second Life is making library resources and spaces 

easy to use.  

Accessible Areas 

At a recent conference on Gaming in Libraries, Jeremy Kemp from the San Jose State University 

School of Library and Information Science outlined three user types that can be found in Second Life: 

Monkeys, Birds, & Spirits. These were identified by the way they engaged with the environment. 

• Monkeys: walk on the ground, are more comfortable with concrete representations 

resembling real-world structures, and use staircases or teleporters to get up to the next level 

of two storied buildings. Designing library spaces for Monkeys requires open internal spaces 

with doors and functional staircases or ramps. 

• Birds: By contrast, these users like to fly everywhere, and want open roofs so that they can 

land easily, and platforms from which they can gain a view of the surrounding area. 

• Spirits: These are the most dramatically different of the three user types. Often leaving their 

avatars behind, they make use of the ability provided by Second Life to move the in-world 

camera around, happy with abstract representations of objects and information in the world. 

These three user types emphasise the challenge for designers of virtual worlds. With different users 

having different approaches and competencies, designing spaces which are accessible and fun for 

many different types of people can be quite difficult (See image 6 in Appendix 1). 
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Several research participants expressed their own desires for specific enhancements to the structures 

created in Second Life: 

Some called for more specific changes that would be useful to them as they navigated the library –  

"No second floors unless you can teleport to 'em" 

Others suggested that librarians should be designing spaces which didn’t resemble at all the spaces 

in the real world. 

“We all have these ongoing conversations in SL... I'm sure you do too...”... "about WHY are 

we building houses, sitting in chairs..." "We don’t NEED houses or chairs in SL" ... "But there 

is psychological comfort in doing so" 

Displaying resources within the space 

A significant challenge for the design of virtual world libraries is with regard to the display of resources 

within the space. There are a number of common strategies used on Info Island, and in Second Life in 

general, for the display of different kinds of information:  

• “Notecards” are small text files which can be passed around from user to user (I used a 

notecard to contain my Information Sheet for this research project). Notecards are often 

embedded into objects in the world, so that when people click on the object a card is 

delivered to them. In Info Island, notecards are commonly used for welcoming or introductory 

information, or to provide outlining information that users can take away with them. Notecards 

can also contain links that deliver objects to the user when clicked on, and are consequently a 

useful way to provide contextual information for these objects. 

• It is also possible to create a billboard or a sign and cover this with a texture that has an 

image of a sign. This is used, for example, to create an advertisement for another part of the 

library that might be displayed at the information desk. Again, clicking on a sign can trigger 

the delivery of an item to the user, such as a landmark link to another location in Second Life, 

or a notecard containing information. 

• It is also common for links to take users out of Second Life and onto the World Wide Web. 

Clicking on a web-link (which is usually associated with an object of some kind) in Second 
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Life launches the user’s default web browser on their computer and directs them to the 

appropriate website.  

A popular element in Info Island which takes advantage of this ability is the “LibMon” (Library Monitor) 

which is usually an object that looks like a computer which, when clicked, creates a basic interface 

which allows users to select which web-link they would like to launch on their computer. 

One research subject was critical of the way that LibMons were designed. He felt that they should be 

less complicated to use, but felt that, due to the fact that many people were familiar with their use, 

they were still an effective tool within the context of the world.  

“[LibMons are] very well done under the hood, but the interface could stand a fair bit of neatening up, 

but they're all over the place here and once you understand how to use them they aren't bad, so 

rather than making my own, I use the existing ones. [They’re] familiar to most users, so you don't 

have to take the time training people to use your own. 

However, this participant still felt that there was a lack of people with the skills to design easy-to-use 

interfaces for common Second Life tools. 

"Very few of the people designing tools in SL know how to think about interface design" and 

"never heard of KISS" [Keep It Simple, Stupid].  

"[There are] just too many geeks designing things".  

Technical design considerations. 

An important challenge for the design of virtual world environments is the technical limitations of the 

platform upon which the world is being designed. Due to the fact that all content created in Second 

Life must be downloaded to users’ computers over the internet before they can view it, designers in 

Second Life have needed to discover ways to minimise the amount of data transfer required to render 

the spaces they want users to travel through. 

One builder, for example, discussed with me how, in creating one of the library spaces he was 

involved in, he re-used different parts of the same texture file, so as to only require users to download 

one texture, which could then be used to represent a range of different surfaces. This would allow the 

environment of the area he had been working on to load faster for library visitors. 
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Linden Labs also put a limitation on the number of primitive objects a Sim may have on it at any one 

time. This is to ensure that the servers responsible for an area of space in Second Life are not 

overloaded. In some cases, this requires that Second Life designers limit the intricacies of their 

creations, so as not to go over this limit. Because this ‘prim limit’ also includes the prims that avatars 

may have on their person, a space with a large number of prims may reach full capacity when there 

are a too many users visiting at once. 

"Well one problem we had at the library a lot was having too much stuff/prims" ... "it would 

impair people’s ability to visit our sims" 

This user’s comment alludes to the aforementioned issue. As areas become more popular and well-

trafficked, Second Life designers must find creative ways to keep their prim count down or risk having 

the system turn potential patrons away.  

This is a challenge that is not likely to be limited just to Second Life. The tension between technology 

limitations and design features is a commonly negotiated issue in the development of virtual worlds.  

Teamwork 

Virtual world library managers must also grapple with the organisation of distributed, virtual teams. 

One valuable strength of the Second Life Library project is that the Alliance Library System is able to 

rely on the volunteer support of a range of different people from around the United States, and the 

world at large. A virtual world library needs various tools to make this distributed endeavour possible. 

In Second Life, librarians have leveraged the existing tools in the SL interface in particular grouping 

tools to keep track of what the team is doing, as well as making use of tools outside of Second Life as 

well. 

The Second Life Library team makes constant use of their Google Group message board when 

information about upcoming events and calls for volunteers and participants are regularly posted.  

While the librarians I spoke to were not particularly verbose on this matter there is some suggestion 

that there are tools being used to collectively keep track of knowledge that librarians on duty might 

need to know, and also a project to keep statistics of interactions with library patrons.  
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One user did complain that they felt that some team members failed to get recognition from the 

leaders of the team for their work. Understandably, Second Life, and this exciting new project, is a 

task that it is quite easy to spend a lot of time on. The amount of time that volunteers spend is not 

always apparent. Additionally, it is difficult to draw the line between what is being done as “work” and 

what in turn is “experimenting in a fun virtual world”. 

Engaging patrons 

Participants felt that the environments of Second Life provided a more exciting and interesting 

location for their teaching or presentation sessions, and helped users feel more like exploring the 

library in general. 

"People get bored if you entire presentation is just blocks of text" ... "I made a 3-D brain 

model that users could click on for my teen brain/behaviour session" ... "and that challenged 

me as a new builder & scripter, too" 

When asked why there was a need to provide more interactive environments for their patrons, 

librarians felt that it was in part due to different audiences they were encountering in Second Life: 

"i think it's because students who have grown up with gaming & tech ... are used to 

interactivity ... if we don't engage them, we lose them" 

They also felt it was due to the nature of the environment: 

“well, I LOVE health info island!" ... "the gazebo, the mountains" ... "much less formal than the 

open air theatre" 

"[Real Life] concepts don't really transfer to here”; "well... or with the same results" 

"Whatever the library/information "space" in SL... it should be fun... intellectually and 

otherwise." 

Conclusion 

A key challenge for virtual world librarians is the design of spaces that are accessible and engaging 

for a wide range of users.  As has been mentioned, this can involve dealing with both technical and 

design elements in an attempt to create a seamless and fun experience for users. The fact that 
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Second Life is a space that is often changing and being edited by its creators means that there are 

greater opportunities for users’ immersion in the world to be disrupted and for the environment to 

seem ‘difficult’ instead of ‘fun’. It may be possible in a different kind of virtual world designed solely to 

host library services to more accurately control and design the user experience. In both cases, it is 

important to consider the following two questions: 

• How can virtual world libraries be designed to impa ct and engage patrons, creating a 

positive user experience? 

• How can virtual world libraries be made accessible to a wide range of users? 
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Recommendations 

At the end of each research question, I outlined several questions for the design of virtual world 

libraries drawn from the comments of research participants. These questions can be grouped together 

to suggest three overall themes that could be enhanced and developed in the future design of library 

services in virtual worlds. 

Social Networking 

• How could virtual world design better assist users in coming together to form 

unofficial semi-social networks?  

• How can virtual world libraries better assist libra rians in meeting their colleagues and 

other professionals? 

• How can virtual world libraries be better designed to allow librarians to prototype and 

collaborate on creating new library services within  the space? 

Navigation and discovery 

• How can a virtual library space increase the ease w ith which users can identify 

different virtual areas in which resources for vari ous subjects are kept?  

• In what ways can virtual world libraries be designe d to improve user navigation to aid 

discovery? 

• How can virtual world libraries be designed to impa ct and engage patrons, creating a 

positive user experience? 

Usability and Interactivity 

• How can virtual world libraries be designed to limi t the impact of an unfamiliar 

interface? 

• How can virtual world libraries be made accessible to a wide range of users? 

• In what ways could virtual world libraries increase  interactivity in their environments? 
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The scope of this research is not such that a full and detailed treatment of these questions is possible; 

however this does serve to identify areas for further research and development of theories by virtual 

world library designers. Over the next few pages I shall attempt to explore these areas in light of some 

game design theories and practices, and describe strategies which I have identified as relevant. 

Early on in their book “Fundamentals of Game Design”, Earnest Adams and Andrew Rollings argue 

for a method of game design they call “Player-centric”. Their definition of this design method is that: 

“the designer envisions a representative player of the game the designer wants to create, 

then accepts two key obligations to that player: 

• The duty to entertain: A game’s primary function is to entertain the player, and it is the 

designer’s obligation to create a game that does so. Other motivations are secondary. 

• The duty to empathize: To design a game that entertains the player, the designer 

must imagine that he is the player and must build the game to meet the player’s 

desires and preferences for entertainment” (Adams & Rollings, 2007, p 38). 

Of course, in the case of building a virtual world library, the player’s idea of the environment’s primary 

function is likely to be much more complicated than “to entertain”. Instead, I think it is the second duty 

“to empathize” that is the important one to consider here. 

This second obligation is interesting because, in a way, much of this research has been concerned 

with finding out what the desires or preferences of the “players” of Second Life Library are. Through 

my research I’ve learned that players want to be able to find and communicate with each other, that 

they want to be able to locate things in the environment that interest them, and so on. Adam and 

Rollings’ suggestion is: 

“learn to think like your intended players, whoever they may be: little girls, old men, busy 

mothers, and so on. You cannot assume that players will like what you like. Rather you must 

learn to design for what they like” (p39) 

This is excellent advice, and encourages me that my research is worthwhile, in finding out more about 

the preferences of Second Life users, I am on my way towards designing better virtual world libraries. 

This user-centric approach also suggests that we should try to find out even more about our users as 
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we design. By understand those who use this virtual world, we can better design services and 

environments that suit them specifically. 

Social Networking 

Users spoke about wanting to connect with others in the virtual world library space, and of how 

friendships and contacts they had made while visiting the library were also useful for reaching their 

information seeking goals. Consequently, a good strategy for future virtual world design would be to 

create environments that encourage users to get together and meet each other.  

It is a common feature in online multiplayer games for users to form groups or teams to complete 

tasks. Richard Bartle, a game designer who created one of the very first virtual worlds (“MUD1”), and 

who has contributed design ideas to a great number of multiplayer online titles suggests that virtual 

world designers should look at how they partition space in order to facilitate the ‘clustering’ together of 

users. In his book on Virtual World Design, Bartle (2004) describes how encouraging users to work 

together has benefits for gameplay, and considers the recommendations of an architect, Peter 

Anders, concerning the design of text based virtual worlds to promote socialisation. 

Anders’ comments are good advice that encourages care when implement teleportation and maps in 

a place like Second Life. According to Bartle (2004), to better facilitate encounters between players, 

Anders recommends that virtual worlds: 

• Restrict teleporting, 

• Make all private rooms link into the general space, 

• Have multiple entrance points for multiple hangouts. 

Anders strategy here, it appears, is to create more points at which the paths of users cross, 

increasing the chances that they may interact with each other. Teleportation encourages participants 

to skip large amounts of space in which they could encounter other people. While the goals of virtual 

world libraries are to make users experiences as quick and efficient as possible, this can potentially 

be a useful strategy for their design as well, particularly in light of feedback from respondents that 

suggests that social interaction between users is an important benefit of a library in a virtual world. 
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For example, while implementing a teleportation system that allows users to move quickly and directly 

between one library area and another might be useful, it would be worth considering how changing 

this to force users to return to a central gathering point first might impact on how frequently users 

encounter each other.  

Having a tiered system of teleportation nodes might encourage clustering of users at teleportation 

nodes for particular subjects, helping users to find other who are interested in similar topics to 

themselves. This would be similar to the way that, in online role playing games, users cluster around 

towns near to where quests or challenges are located, and are as a consequence able to form 

adventuring groups with individuals who share their goals. 

Virtual world library designers should also make users feel welcome to stop and wait to meet others at 

these nodes. This could be done by adding comfortable chairs for avatars to sit on, and by providing 

subject-related reading material to help users not to get bored while waiting, and to promote 

discussion amongst small groups. 

Navigation and discovery 

A well designed virtual world library should draw attention to sites of interest for users. As mentioned 

earlier, a clear signs or maps at entry points can be one effective way to give users a quick 

understanding of what are key locations in the area they are entering. Additionally, the way that the 

virtual space is laid out can increase user awareness of their surroundings and aid exploration. 

A recent observational study by Chris Collins and Nancy Jennings of Cincinnati University looks at 

best practices for the design of virtual campuses in Second Life. Collins and Jennings (2007, p 81) 

recommend greeting signs and footpaths as tools for helping users understand the space they are 

visiting. 

Sidewalks or footpaths, while originally designed for foot traffic, seem particularly useful for people 

navigating through Second Life from the air. Libraries could use footpaths to connect branch libraries, 

providing a guide for users to follow. 

In their book 21st Century Game Design, Chris Bateman and Richard Boon suggest two strategies 

called “Breadcrumbing” and “Funnelling” as design techniques to encourage video game players to 

move through the game towards specific objectives. If we consider that “game objectives” in this case 
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could be replaced by “important locations in the virtual library” these two concepts are potentially 

useful when thinking about planning these spaces. According to Bateman and Boon, breadcrumbing 

“describes the art of laying a distinct trail for the player to follow. This might be physical, as with a line 

of pickups leading to an important environment feature, or might take place in the narrative layer of 

the game, with [characters] within the game clearly directing the player along the spine of the game 

progression” (p 211). In a virtual library environment, breadcrumbing might be created through placing 

interesting objects at regular intervals down a path to encourage a library user to keep exploring. 

These might take the form of signs that advertise the kinds of resources that a user might find at the 

end of their journey. Breadcrumbing is generally designed to keep players travelling along their 

current path in a game once they have initially embarked upon it. It is particularly useful if in its 

implementation it confirms to the player that they are heading the right way. 

Funnelling is described as “giving clues and hints that, if followed, lead back to the game spine”. This 

technique is particularly useful if players have “spent a long time involved with nonprogression related 

activities” they can still find out what they should be doing next. While virtual world libraries are 

unlikely to have the same clear cut goals as games do, having elements in place in the game world to 

funnel users towards particular sites of interest can be useful to help users not to feel lost. 

In a virtual world library, a funnelling tool could be a signpost pointing out the direction of a 

destination, but it could also be created by the construction of the library areas. For example, 

important starting locations could be raised above the rest of the virtual landscape to make them easy 

to find.  

In summary, Bateman and Boon state: “If a game has a structure complex enough to allow the player 

to get lost or stuck, or drift from the game spine for long periods of time (and a game doesn’t have to 

be very complex for this to be possible), help is a required element. Breadcrumbing and funnelling are 

powerful tools in the quest to negate player frustration” (p212). 

Usability and Interactivity 

A strong recurring theme among research respondents was the general difficulty that most of them 

experienced learning to use the Second Life interface for the first time. In many cases, users who 

were new to Second Life were able to get by and acquire knowledge about the interface through 
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spending time with other experienced users and learning from them. In the case of Info Island, these 

were invariably librarians who were on duty in the space. However, in other iterations of virtual world 

libraries, and as these kinds of interfaces grow in popularity, virtual librarians may not always be there 

to help their users out. Designers of virtual world library interfaces need to devise strategies for 

helping users to learn to use the interface and become comfortable moving through the environment 

and interactive with things around them. Video games are well known for having complex interfaces, 

and frequently have to teach players who are playing by themselves how to use these interfaces. It 

was my hope that I would be able to learn about the techniques used in video games to apply to the 

situation of virtual world library design. 

Novak and Saunders describe the interface of a game as “anything that helps the player interact with 

the game”, including controllers, menus, even other characters (2007, p3). Adams and Rollings 

describe interfaces as something which  

“mediates between the core mechanics of the game and the player. It takes the challenges that 

are generated by the core mechanics (driving a racing car, for example) and turns them into 

graphics on the screen and sound from the speakers. It also turns the player’s button-presses and 

joystick movements on the keyboard into actions within the context of the world”. 

This is a key element of game interfaces that make them similar to virtual world interfaces. The 

actions of the users are embodied within the world. A well designed interface seeks to break down the 

‘disconnect’ between interacting with the interface and interacting with the world itself. When an 

interface is doing its job correctly: 

“[the player] no longer has to think, “I must press button A to apply the brakes.” Instead she 

thinks, “Brakes!” and presses button A automatically.” 

Much like video games, the natural design of Second Life (and indeed Second Life Library, too) 

makes liberal use of metaphors and a “virtual world” to hide much of the extra information going on in 

the environment from the user. Much of the appeal of Second Life is that it presents previously 

“boring” material (like text documents, or web links) in attractive and familiar ways. Just like a video 

game, Second Life provides a fun experience to its users. 
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Adams and Rollings provide several good general guidelines for designing a good “user experience” 

in video games, and I have selected a few of these which can potentially be applied to virtual world 

library design. 

Be consistent:  “your game should be operationally as well as stylistically consistent”. This reminds 

me of the comment that one of the research participants made about Library Monitors (LibMons) 

being less than ideal in their design, but located everywhere and familiar to many people so they were 

preferred by library users. 

Give good feedback:  Adams and Rollings suggest that even buttons in a game world that are at that 

time inactive should still produce some sort of notification to the player that they have been acted 

upon. The user should always know clearly when they are able to interact with something in the world, 

or when they have done something. This is a very important concept for virtual world libraries. Users 

need to see clearly what objects in the virtual library they can interact with, and what things are just 

there for decoration. Focusing on consistent methods to symbolise interactive elements (as 

mentioned in the first point) is one way that this can be achieved. 

Don’t strain the player’s short term memory:  Adams and Rollings encourage game designers to 

provide ways for players’ current status and progress to be displayed where they can find it easily. 

They say (and as my research results suggest also) that players want to know at all times the 

answers to questions like: “Where am I?”, “What am I actually doing right now?”, “What challenges am 

I facing?”, “What should I do next?” In virtual world library environments, designers should create 

tools to help users remember what they are looking for and where they are going. In Second Life, the 

flexibility of the world means that designers could create something even as sophisticated as a “library 

robot”, or perhaps an additional interface layer, which stays with the user and provides directional and 

contextual library information. 

Provide shortcuts for experienced players:  We can see this in action already in Info Island, where 

experienced visitors to the library space create their own “collections” of landmarks to help them 

navigate the library space more efficiently. 
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Conclusion 

The research employed a qualitative methodology, or what in game development circles might be 

able to be considered a ‘player-centric design approach’, to learn more about the experiences and 

preferences of virtual world library users and librarians. 

The existing virtual world library chosen for this research, the Second Life library on Info Island, while 

having many elements that were unique to the particular environment and tools, nonetheless enabled 

me to raise some important questions for the design of virtual world libraries in the future. 

Future attempts at virtual world libraries should seek to harness the virtual environment to encourage 

patrons and librarians to form semi-social networks of support. They should make it easy for users to 

know where they are in the environment and where things are they might be interested in. Virtual 

world library designers in the future should look at how  

It wasn’t as easy as I had hoped to connect virtual world libraries and video game design ideas 

together to address these issues. There is a reasonable amount of difference between virtual worlds 

like Second Life (or indeed any that would serve as an effective library environment) and video 

games. As Adams and Rollings (2007) warn: 

“Games are different because the player’s actions are not supposed to be as efficient as 

possible; they are obstructed by the challenges of the game. Most games also hide 

information from the player, revealing it only as the player advances. A game’s user interface 

is supposed to entertain as well as to facilitate.”  

Many discussions of game design by practitioners and theorists focused on balancing rule and game 

systems, which Second Life lacks. Nonetheless, this distinction “to entertain” means that game 

designers have arguably spent more time than software designers honing down the craft of creating 

virtual environments which are easy to use and sustain their users interests for long periods of time. I 

did find that discussions on creating polished user experiences for games were quite useful 
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comparisons. However, I do feel that further research could explore other directions as well as game 

development. 

On 14 October Alliance Library System held the grand opening of a new addition to their library 

system. Called “Info International” and located right next to the original Info Island, the reference desk 

is to be re-located into this new space making it the new main entry point for the library. It would be 

interesting to begin future research by comparing how this new reference desk is organised by 

contrast to the old one on Info Island. How does moving the reference desk to this new location 

impact on the way the library is used? Will some library buildings get less use now that they are 

further away from the central point? 

As Second Life library continues to grow, and more libraries and subject areas are added, keeping the 

library easy to navigate will become increasingly vital. Future research could take into account other 

disciplines such as software design, interaction design, and e-learning. It would be especially useful to 

extend the scope of this research project through using online surveys as well as interviews. It would 

also be beneficial to combine multiple ‘modes’ of interview, to include face-to-face interviews along 

with online discussions, and audio VOIP conversations. 
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Appendix 1: Images 
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 (3) 
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 (4) 

Note the contrast between the Genealogy Library’s b rick and wood to the left, the garden of 

Peace Park, and the futuristic Science Fiction Libr ary in the distance.  

 (5) 



Virtual World Libraries: Challenges & Strategies  Timothy Greig 

 70/74  

 (6) 

 (7)



Virtual World Libraries: Challenges & Strategies  Timothy Greig 

 71/74  

 

Appendix 2: Research Material 

This section contains the text of the Information Sheet and Question Schedule that I provided to users 

outlining my research project. 

 

Virtual World Libraries: Challenges & Strategies 

Research Interview – Information Sheet 

My name is Timothy Greig. I am a student in the Masters of Library and Information Studies (MLIS) 

program at the School of Information Management at Victoria University of Wellington. I am 

undertaking a research project to consider the issues and challenges surrounding the design of a 

Virtual World Library, and propose how these issues might be overcome or minimized through the 

application of game design strategies. 

As part of my research, I am looking at existing libraries in the virtual world of Second Life. I would like 

to interview people who are users of the Info Island ‘sim’ in Second Life, in order to gain knowledge 

and information about their experiences as users and, in some cases, designers of this new library 

space. I am primarily interested in interviewing those who have visited the Second Life Library 2.0, as 

focusing on this single building will enable me to access more detail on how people are using the 

space. However, I am also interested hearing about people’s experiences in other library buildings on 

the Info Island sim. 

Research interviews will be conducted via Skype, or another Instant Messenger of your choice, and 

will take approximately one hour. Prior to the interview you will be given a list of some of the questions 

that we will be discussing, in order to give you an indication of the type of information that is being 

sought. 

This interview will be recorded, with sections later being turned into transcripts which will be used to 

inform the final report of this project. Your identity will be confidential to my supervisors and myself. 

The results will be present in aggregated form so that individual people cannot be identified. Following 
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the interview, you will have the opportunity to review the sections of your information that may be 

included in the research. Your responses will be kept secure via passworded files on my computer. 

This raw data will be kept for a period of 2 years after my project is completed, after which it will be 

deleted.  

The information gathered through these interviews will be used to inform my final MLIS research 

project. This research may be published at a later date in professional or academic journals or 

presented at a conference.  I will also make available a copy of the research project on my website. 

You may check the progress of this research by visiting my blog at timothygreig.com, and are 

welcome to email or message me at any stage following the interview to query or contribute further to 

the project. You may withdraw from the project without explanation at any time until the start of the 

analysis of data on 9 August 2007. If you withdraw from the project, any data you have provided will 

be destroyed. 

Victoria University of Wellington requires ethical approval for all research involving human 

participants, and this project has been approved by the School of Information Management Human 

Ethics Committee. 

If you have any questions about this project, you can contact me via instant messenger or email at 

timothy.greig@gmail.com. My supervisor for this project is Brenda Chawner, who can be contacted at 

brenda.chawner@vuw.ac.nz 



Virtual World Libraries: Challenges & Strategies  Timothy Greig 

 73/74  

 

Virtual World Libraries: Challenges & Strategies 

Research Interview – Question Schedule 

Thank you for your willingness to participate in this research project. This Question Schedule broadly 
outlines the kinds of questions that you will be asked during your research interview. Please feel free 
to think about your answers beforehand. If you have any questions at all, please feel free to contact 
me via email or instant message. 

Before we can begin discussing the questions listed below, I am required to ask you if you have read 
the Information Sheet associated with the research, and if you agree to what is outlined there. Please 
make sure you have read through the sheet before you participate! 

Section A: Background Information 

This section will cover background information about the participant's use of Second Life and the Info 
Island Library environment. These questions are important because your use of Second Life Libraries 
occurs within the wider context of your everyday life, and previous experiences you have had with 
other kinds of libraries. 

• Tell me about yourself? (What is your age and occupation? How do you otherwise use 
Second Life? Why did you join Second Life?) 

• What is the nature of your involvement in Second Life Library? (What made you decide to use 
the library? Are you a user, a librarian, a builder?) 

• What sorts of libraries do you normally use outside of Second Life? (How do you mostly 
access these libraries - online or in person?) 

Section B: Description of Use 

This section of the interview aims to gain an understanding of how  library users have interacted with 
the library. The focus of these questions is on your initial or general impressions of Second Life 
Library. 

• Describe, in general, your use of the library. (How long have you been using it? Has your use 
changed over time? Which of the Info Island Libraries have you used?) 

• What were your first impressions of the Second Life Library? (How did you hear about it? 
What did you expect it would be like?) 

• Describe the nature of your visits. (How often do you visit? How long do you tend to stay? Do 
you visit with a particular goal in mind, or just to browse? Have you logged into Second Life 
just to visit the library, or does your visit occur as part of other Second Life activities?) 

Section C: Description of Specific Experiences 

This section asks that you recall and consider a recent visit to the library. I aim to gain a snapshot of 
your experiences in the library environment with an eye to revealing how library users make sense of 
their surroundings, gain familiarity with what the library has to offer, and interact with others present in 
the environment with them. 

Can you tell me about your most recent visit to the library? 

• Did you have a particular reason for visiting Info Island? 
• How did you arrive? 
• What did you see when you arrived? 
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• Where did you go first? (How did you know where to go? Where there specific points of 
reference or indicators that you used to guide your progress?) 

• Were you with anyone when you arrived?  
• Did you engage with anyone once you got to the library?  
• What did you interact with during your visit? (Did you use any services in particular? Did 

anyone assist you? Did you assist anyone else who was visiting the library?) 
• Did you spend any time wandering around, or did you go straight to what you wanted to 

see or do?  
• Was it easy to find what you wanted?  
• Was your visit a success? 
• Can you describe any problems encountered during your visit? (How did these effect your 

experience?) 

Are there any particular events that happened during any of your visits to the Second Life Library that 
stand out to you as memorable or indicative of your library experiences? 

Section D: Evaluation of Experiences 

This section is your opportunity to give critical feedback about your Second Life Library experiences. I 
am interested in what elements of the virtual world environment you find to be effective as well as 
those that do not work so well. 

• Overall, what do you think are the strengths and weaknesses of this online library 
environment? (Which libraries do you most often use and why? What particular aspects of 
these libraries support your needs and interests? What changes would you make to the 
Second Life Library? What areas / features of the library do you feel need improvement?) 

• How does it compare to your experience of physical libraries? How does it compare to other 
online libraries? 

• How does it compare to your experience of other online environments? (Such as online 
games, chat rooms, forums, social software, and so on.) 

• Do you have any other comments you'd like to make about the Second Life Library? (What do 
you think your future use of the library will be? Would you recommend it to others?) 


