Mark Ritson on branding

Second Life I1s world of virtual tedium

e have been deluged recently
with stories about the amazing
virtual world of Second Life and
thebrave opportunitiesit creates
for brands. It is hard to believe, but it has
been little more than a year since the first
major brand, US retailer American Apparel,
opened its doors for virtual business on the
site. Thestoresold virtual American Apparel
clothing designed to be worn by the avatars
thatusers create to populate Second Life.

American Apparel was soon joined by
other brands. In October 2006, Starwood,
the owner of hotel brands such as Westin
and Sheraton, premiered its Aloft hotel
brand on Second Life. Starwood saw its vir-
tual hotel as a way of generating early cus-
tomer insights about its venture long before
any of thehotels opened.

A month later, Pontiac, the US car-maker,
launched Motorati Island. According to
Mark-Hans Richer, marketing director at
Pontiac, it was designed to ‘empower the car
communityin Second Life and develop with
them in a unique and meaningful manner.
From April, Second Lifeboasted the ultimate
marketing patronage when Cokelauncheda
‘virtual thirst pavilion’, where visitors could
competeto createavirtual vending machine
selling not Coke, but, according to the firm’s
website, ‘the essence of Coca-Cola: refresh-
ment, joy, unity, experience’.

It all sounds pretty amazing, until you
visit Second Life. Having spent last weekend
walkingaround its virtual universe, I have to
report that the whole thing is pretty crap—a
bit like Milton Keynes with a very bad hang-
over. Thebrandedlocations that sounded so
impressive in the pages of BusinessWeek are

very basic and virtually devoid of visitors.

Despite Second Life’s bold claims of 8m
residents, the limited server space
means that locations can handle
only 70 avatars at a time. Once you
leave the congested entry portal,
however, this is hardly a problem
asmost of thesiteiseerilyquietand
deserted.Igrew sobored and lone-

ly in Second Life that I resorted to
removing my trousers and shout-

ing at the occasional avatars that

| grew so bored,
that | removed

my trousers and
shouted at avatars
that passed by

passed by in a desperate attempt to
make contact.

The lack of visitors or any sound
strategic rationale for being there has
begun to affect many of the brands in
Second Life. American Apparel has all
but given up on its virtual store, citing
the criticism it has received and ‘insig-
nificant’sales. Starwood is also set to exit
the site; its Aloft location is about to be
handed over toanother user.

Second Life’s problems

Only Coca-Cola is bullish about its
Second Life location. Michael
Donnelly, the company’s
head of interactive mar-
keting, accepts that much
of Second Life is empty,
but adds: ‘My job is to in-
vest in things that have
never been donebefore’
Second Life is an amaz-
ing technical feat, but
when it comes to market-
ingandbrandbuilding we
mustretainathick edge of
cynicism and rigour. The
site might be virtual, but
the money being spent
therebybrandsisveryreal
and the logic behind that
investmentshould be too.
Joseph Jaffe, the mar-
keting consultant who
helped Coke enter Second
Life is quick to dismiss
marketing rigour. “This is
not about reach. This is
about connecting. So when
peopleask, “Why Second Life?”
Task“Whynot?””
You are exactly wrong, mate. The
game might have changed, but the
questions are the same. Whether you
build brands with virtual stores, on-
line ads or traditional media you had
better be able to explain why you in-
vested your marketing budget in that
manner. Try doing it any other way
and you are virtually guaranteed to be
outofjob.Inthereal world,atleast.

Time has labelled Second Life one of
the five worst websites because of
its user-unfriendliness, and has called
Fortune 500 companies’ forays into
the world ‘a case of some chief
executives trying too hard to be hip’.
While Second Life claims to have
about 8m residents, Linden Lab,
which owns the site, stated that in

June, the number of Second Life

avatars created by distinct individuals

was about 4m. Of those, only about
1m had logged on in the
previous 30 days.
Brands on Second Life,
meanwhile, have suffered
from pranks and
vandalism. In April, a

helicopter crashed into a Nissan
building, starting a fire that left a
couple of dead bodies.

American Apparel is all but
shuttering its Second Life shop,
which attracted more critics than
shoppers — not long after it opened,
the Second Life Liberation Army shot
its customers with virtual guns.

1 August 2007 | Marketing | 21



