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Student resource 7: Virtual communities

There are increasing numbers of anthropologists who are 
applying sociological research methods to virtual worlds. 
Denise Carter (2005) has conducted fieldwork in one particular 
virtual community known as Cybercity. Cybercity is a virtual 
community that had over 1, 062, 072 registered users 
when the study was conducted in June 2004. It has all the 
characteristics of a normal city. Carter spent three and a half 
years in her fieldwork from September 1999. 

Carter visited the community at least once every day, using 
participant observation as her main research method along 
with questionnaires, including open and closed questions 
and offline semi-structured interviews. Carter also met four 
informants faceto- face. Her objective was to understand 
Cybercity culture and to understand the nature and meaning 
of relationships that exist there. More specifically Carter 
wanted to know the answers to the following questions:

•	What	kinds	of	relationships	are	formed	online?

• Do	relationships	formed	online	migrate	to	other	social
settings?

• How	are	real	life	and	virtual	life	interwoven	in	terms	of	lived
experiences?

Carter was also interested in exploring friendship and to what 
extent online social relationships result in trustworthiness and 
authenticity.

Carter concluded that, for many people, cyberspace is just 
another place to meet people. Interestingly, she suggests 
that people in Cybercity are investing as much effort in 
maintaining relationships in cyberspace as in other social 
spaces. She suggests that cyberspace results in the widening 
and strengthening of social networks and relationships, rather 
than weakening them. Denise found out that friendship is 
a complex interaction between trust, intimacy, disclosure 
and time as complex relationships develop. People do in fact 
move friendships offline; she found out that relationships that 
begin online rarely stay there. She argues that cyberspace is 
becoming increasingly embedded in people’s everyday lives. 
As such, Carter concludes that distance no longer extinguishes 
friendships, since friends are now able to communicate in the 
virtual world. 

This study highlights the increasingly important role that 
technology has in mediating relationships, and demonstrates 
how technology enables geographically remote individuals 
to transcend distance and establish or maintain relationships 
in ways never imagined before. As such, boundaries between 
different social ties are being broken down and reconstructed.
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Millions of people around the world today spend large 
portions	of	their	lives	in	online	virtual	worlds.	Second	Life	
is one of the largest of these virtual worlds. The residents 
of	Second	Life	create	communities,	buy	property	and	build	
homes, go to concerts, meet in bars, attend weddings and 
religious services, buy and sell virtual goods and services, find 
friendship, fall in love and all of this is experienced through 
a computer screen. Second life acts as an extension of 
relationships carried out in people’s offline lives. 

Tom Boellstorff, conducted more than two years of fieldwork 
(from	June	2004	to	January	2007)	in	Second	Life,	living	
among and observing its residents in exactly the same way 
sociologists and anthropologists have traditionally done 
to learn about cultures and social groups in the so-called 
real	world.	His	home	and	office	in	Second	Life	was	called	
Ethnographia. He conducted his research as the avatar Tom 
Bukowski. He used participant observation and interviews 
all inside the virtual world. He explored a range of issues 
including gender, ethnicity, sex, money, conflict and antisocial 
behavior, the construction of place and time, and identity. 
Boellstroff shows how virtual worlds can change ideas 
about people’s identity and society. However there were 
some concerns about this virtual world. Belgian police have 
“patrolled”	the	virtual	world	of	Second	Life	since	2007,	after	a	
user reported being raped in the game. 

Questions:

1. What were the research methods used by Carter and
Boelstorff?

2. How are relationships online similar to relationships
offline?

3. What are the advantages of establishing relationships and
communicating in a virtual world?

4. What are some of the potential disadvantages of
establishing and communicating in a virtual world?

5. What challenges do sociologists face in understanding
virtual reality? (Think about the practical, ethical and
theoretical issues.)
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