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Abstract

Social virtual worlds (SVWs) have become
increasingly popular spaces for social interaction. To
be attractive to engage with, maintaining a sufficient
base of active users is a sine qua non. Using Habbo as
an example, this paper develops a framework for
investigating the continuous use of social virtual
worlds. Based on a detailed review of literature, we
propose that a decomposed theory of planned behavior
complemented with critical mass and allure of
competitors would be an applicable theoretical lens to
explain why users continuously engage with a social
virtual world. We suggest that the social aspects are of
particular importance in determining the continuous
use of SVWs. This research attempts to build a
theoretical foundation for further studies empirically
investigating the phenomenon.

1. Introduction

Besides entertainment, social virtual worlds — a
subset of virtual world used in relation to game worlds
— have become convenient and prominent spaces for
social interaction. Habbo, one of the world’s largest
social virtual worlds for teens, has now spread to 32
countries around the world and reached almost 10
million monthly unique visitors aged 13—-18 [1].

Social virtual worlds (SVWs), many of which
provide a platform that is more an extension of reality
than just a fantasyland, are persistent computer-
mediated communities simulating an environment that
use elements of gaming [2, 3]. Contrary to games,
there are no specific goals.

Apart from the game immersion, SVWs could be
compared to virtual communities; “social aggregations
that emerge from the net when enough people carry on

those public discussions long enough, with sufficient
human feeling, to form webs of personal relationships
in cyberspace.” [4] Each and every individual is
important in volitionally participating and meeting
with new and old friends within the community and
creating, sharing, reflecting, and consuming the
interesting content influenced by norms, values, and
offline life [e.g. 5-8].

In a business that relies on access fees,
commercials and premium services, the social
outcomes, extended play and loyalty that result from
members engaged with an SVW is translated directly
into monetary value [cf. 6, 9]. For example, Habbo,
one of the world’s largest social virtual worlds, collects
no access fee but offers virtual furniture for decorating
user-generated virtual rooms, tickets to play in-world
games, and voluntary memberships allowing members
to additional benefits not available to non-subscribers.
All these can be bought with Habbo credits, the SVW’s
virtual currency purchased with real-life money.

Investigating technology acceptance and adoption
has evolved into one of the most prominent research
streams within the information systems (IS) discipline
[10, 11]. However, recent IS literature has shown
increasing interest to post-adoption behavior [cf. e.g.,
10, 12, 13] and IS continuance [14, 15].

Technology access is suggested as one of the major
issues in IS proposals [16]. However, focusing only
technology access and adoption omits the continued
intention to use such technologies [e.g. 12, 17, 18, 19].

We argue that objectives such as competitive
advantage from virtual social worlds occur only
through continued use — not just adoption or
acceptance. Currently, prior literature provides a
limited theoretical understanding of sustaining
continued use among those using social virtual worlds.



As a result, the purpose of this paper is to develop a
framework to answer the following high-level research
question: why do users continuously engage with social
virtual worlds?

This paper has two primary goals; firstly, by
reviewing prior literature, to identify a set of factors
that may affect continuous use of social virtual worlds,
and secondly, by using the identified factors to develop
a research model that could be used in empirical
investigation.

In this paper, we investigate one social world
virtual, Habbo, since the first subsequent empirical
research is planned to be conducted among the
members of Habbo. Moreover, since our focus in
particularly on the post-adoption behavior and
empirical research will be conducted among active
users of Habbo, we do not discuss initial acceptance or
adoption.

Regarding the contribution of this paper,
understanding the process toward the continued use of
social virtual worlds may be beneficial in designing
new features and services for SVWs. Particularly since
this issue has not been widely covered by prior
research, the attempt made in this paper to address this
gap in the literature may be valuable. For public policy
makers, understanding what factors affect continued
use behavior among users is viable with regard to
successfully planning and implementing initiatives
involving considerable resources, such as those striving
to provide youth services in virtual social worlds and
communities. As stated by Hsieh, Rai & Kiel [20], a
policy that focuses only on reducing or ecliminating
barriers to technology access is only part of the
solution.

From a more theoretical perspective, our paper
aims to make a contribution by identifying the factors
behind the continued use of social virtual worlds and
thus laying a foundation for further studies. Secondly,
we develop a research model that could be utilized in
investigating other online services on which the social
aspect is expected to have a strong influence. Thirdly,
by particularly focusing on existing active users it
increases the understanding of post-adoption user
behavior, an emergent topic in the contemporary
information system and e-business research. [cf. e.g.,
14, 15, 18.]

2. Background

Prior studies, in attempting to understand sustained
attraction of virtual communities have focused on the
unique characteristics such as social atmosphere with
various methods [e.g., 5, 21]. To complement these
existing conceptual approaches and to focus more

explicitly on understanding the role of attitudes, social
influence, and behavioral control on continued use, we
pay attention to the frameworks originated in social
psychology, such as the technology acceptance model
(TAM) [22, 23], the theory of reasoned action (TRA)
[24, 25, 26], and the theory of planned behavior (TPB)
[27, 28]. These frameworks have been widely applied
when studying information and communication
technology acceptance, including post-adoption
behavior by individuals who already have experience
with the technology [i.e., 19, 29, 30, 31].

In this paper, we apply the theory of planned
behavior (TPB) as the theoretical foundation of our
model. TPB has shown to conform to technology
acceptance among individuals with IT usage
experience in homes [31, 32]. Moreover, we include
additional components from perceived critical mass
[33] to build a framework for scrutinizing the
individual’s intention to continued use of social virtual
worlds.

As argued by Benbasat and Zmud [34], the usage
context of the IT artifact is an important factor in
explaining user behavior. Consequently, we have
chosen TPB as the foundation of our research model
since it suits the usage context well. First of all, the use
of social virtual worlds is of a hedonic and voluntary
nature. Yet, users may view their use of social virtual
worlds as also including utilitarian motives; the usage
context is, at any rate, leisure-oriented rather than
work-oriented.

Secondly, we assume that the social aspects of
usage are of particular importance. Compared to, e.g.,
TAM, TPB takes the social influence affecting SVW
usage better into account, by investigating the
subjective norm — the degree to which an individual
believes that people who are important should perform
the behavior in question [26, 28]. Moreover, in original
TAM, as the intention to use is determined by two
factors — perceived usefulness and perceived ease of
use — TPB enables the making of a distinction between
hedonic and utilitarian motives. As argued by Benbasat
and Barki [34], in TAM, perceived usefulness and
perceived ease of use are often viewed as ‘black
boxes’. Thus, TPB can perhaps provide a more fine-
grained illustration of the determinants of the attitude.

Complementing perceived usefulness and ease of
use with perceived enjoyment has proven viable in a
hedonic setting.. Therefore, in order to take the hedonic
and social aspects into account, the original TAM
would have needed considerable modifications.
Moreover, since our framework explores components
from several theories, using TPB as the core of the
model instead of TAM, we hope to build our model on
a more stable ground.



Agreeing with Shimp and Kavas [36] that cognitive
constructs of belief could not be combined to single
conceptual factor, we follow Taylor and Todd [37, 38],
Venkatesh and Brown [32], and Hsieh et al. [20] who
deconstructed the underlying TPB belief constructs.
We argue that a decomposed TPB, adapted from TPB,
offers  comprehensive  information on  belief
determinants of SVW’s continuous intention. Based on
a detailed literature review, we decomposed the three
TPB belief constructs — attitude (ATT), subjective
norm (SN), and perceived behavior control (PBC) — to
provide a satisfactory explanation in the formulation of
our model.

In our research model, the TPB framework is
complemented with two determinants of attitude, social
outcomes and trust. Moreover, we have also included
components from innovation diffusion theory and
perceived critical mass [33]. The research model is
discussed in detail in the following chapter.

3. The research model

3.1. The Attitudinal Belief Structure

According to TPB, behavioral intention (BI) is
determined by three factors, attitude (ATT), perceived
behavioral control (PBC) and subjective norm (SN)
[24, 25, 26, 27, 28]. Earlier research on TPB has
concentrated mainly on technology adoption among
first-time users. With this paper, we attempt to extend
the theory to reflect also the continued use of
technology that has similarities with earlier TPB
research. [cf. e.g. 20.] Thus, we postulate the three first
hypotheses accordingly:

HI: Attitude towards continuous use of the SVW
positively affects the continuance intention.

H?2: PBC positively affects the continuance intention.
H3: SN positively affects the continuance intention.

Individuals use information technology from both
extrinsic and intrinsic motivation perspectives [39, 40].
Extrinsic motivation pertains to achievement of a
specific goal, whereas intrinsic motivation is the
pleasure, joy, playfulness, and satisfaction derived
from a specific behavior [40, 41, 42, 43]. Teo, Lim,
and Lai [44] empirically verified that intrinsic
motivation has a significant effect on computer and
internet usage. The distinction between extrinsic and
intrinsic motivation has been articulated also in
consumer behavior [45, 46] and IS literature on
technology acceptance [20, 32, 39, 47].

Drawing on this body of research, we assume that
the continuous use of SVWs is influenced by both
extrinsic and intrinsic motivation, i.e. utilitarian and
hedonic outcomes. Juxtaposed with workplace IT, we

assume that the adoption of SVWs is not driven by a
strong productivity orientation [32], but other
utilitarian motives such as the opportunity to
effectively communicate, share member-generated
information and knowledge [5, 23, 32] and social
interaction [8]. Finally we conclude with the respective
hypothesis:

H4: Utilitarian outcomes positively affect the attitude
toward continuous use of the SVW.

Perceived enjoyment represents the intrinsic
motivation and is defined as hedonic, the extent to
which participating in online communities is perceived
pleasurable and satisfying. Prior research has shown
that the use of IT was influenced by perceived
enjoyment, not only to improve performance [39, 48,
49, 50]. In the context of SVWs, Mr. Sulka Haro [51],
the lead designer on Habbo, described in his keynote
presented at GDCO08 conference that members for
example, seek a playful job or task inside the world in
a form of a reciprocal role play. They may work as
bartenders in virtual bars or organize beauty contests
with their Habbo friends in self-decorated virtual
rooms. Using Habbo credits for decorating rooms or
dressing avatars is not only for enjoyment itself, but
closely intertwined to such role-playing activities. As a
result, we assume that the hedonic outcomes,
particularly the enjoyment, are important in
determining the continuous use of SVWs. Thus, we
hypothesize that:

H5: Hedonic outcomes positively affect the attitude
toward continuous use of the SVW.

Prior IT and innovation research suggests that
social status, extrinsic of nature, is conferred on
individuals as a result of adopting a technological
innovation [e.g., 32, 52, 53, 54]. In SVWs, the content
members create and share through participation
influence their status. For example, in a three-
dimensional Habbo teenagers can, via customizable
animated avatars, decorate their private rooms and take
part in activities, events, games and competitions
created by the designers or the users themselves.

However, there is a growing understanding of
intrinsic social outcomes such as support, affiliation,
and connectedness in bringing together individuals
online and offline [e.g., 4, 5, 6, 8, 55]. They spend
considerable time maintaining existing friendships and
making new ones in a search for proximal and distal
companionship, support, and affiliation, reflecting their
need for belonging [cf. 8, 56, 57]. Such social
connectedness represents subjective awareness of
interpersonal closeness [57, 58], and a personal sense
of identity and place [59, 60]. The information-related
[61] facets of cognitive and relational dimension are
excluded, as they would otherwise overlap the extrinsic
beliefs.



In the context of SVW engagement, social needs
are derived from extrinsic and intrinsic into social
outcomes category that includes the belief constructs of
status and connectedness. We will presume that strong
perceived status and connectedness will positively
affect the engagement with an SVW. As a result, we
hypothesize that:

H6: Social outcomes positively affect the attitude
toward continuous use of the SVW.

Trust is a central element of all human interaction
[62, 63]. Trust is a key ingredient of social capital
which in turn has been identified to play a role also
with online communities [62, 64, 65, 66].

Trust has been identified to be an important factor
not only in e-commerce acceptance [67, 68], but also in
ongoing exchange relationships [69, 70]. SVW is not
only an online service or Internet merchant, but also a
social system. Therefore, in addition to trust in the
service provider, in terms of social capital, trust other
users of the SVW is important.

Based on these arguments, we have included trust
as an antecedent of attitude in the research model. In
this research, we investigate trust only as a set of
trusting beliefs [cf. e.g., 71, 72] in Habbo as well as in
its other users. In this paper, we have excluded the
dispositional and institutional dimensions of trust.
Moreover, we do not investigate the behavioral
intention related to trust, but position trust as a
determinant of attitude and accepted the definition of
trust by Maier et al. [73]. Therefore, the respective
hypothesis is formulated as follows:

H7: Trust positively affects the attitude toward
continuous use of the SVW.

3.3. The Behavioral Control Belief
Structure

Perceived behavioral control (PBC) can be
conceptualized as the ease or difficulty in conducting
certain behavior [28]. Self-efficacy has been viewed as
the main factor of PBC [74, 75]. Compeau and Higgins
[61] define computer self-efficacy as “an individual's
perception of his or her ability to use a computer in the
accomplishment of a job task”. We adopt this
definition to be applied also in SVW context.
However, instead of accomplishing a job task, in our
research self-efficacy refers to his/her confidence in
using the SVW. Thus, the respective hypothesis is
postulated as follows:

HS: SVW self-efficacy positively affects PBC.

As stated by van der Heijden [47], perceived ease
of use (PEOU) plays a pivotal role in the user
acceptance of hedonic information systems. In this
research, we investigate PEOU as an antecedent of

perceived behavioral control.

hypothesize that:

HY: Perceived ease of use positively affects PBC.
Taylor & Todd [38] and Hsieh et al. [20] identified

that availability of the technology needed to use the

service has a positive influence on PBC. [20.] Thus,

the tenth hypothesis is postulated as follows:

HI10: Availability positively affects PBC.

[20.] As a result, we

3.4. The Normative Belief Structure

SVW usage can be derived from individual's
voluntariness, which suggests that users perceive the
adoption decision to be non-mandatory. However, as
supported by extensive prior research [e.g., 20, 32, 76],
social norms positively influence an individual's IT
usage.

Social influence is the extent to which members of
a social network influence one another’s behavior [77].
In contrast to social outcomes, social influence is the
perceived pressure to perform the behavior in question.
The importance of social influence as a determinant of
behavior has been highlighted in prior research [e.g.,
20, 26, 27, 28, 32, 37, 78]. Thus, we can expect IT
adoption decisions to be influenced by the views of
relevant others, such as friends and family members
[e.g. 20; 79, 80]. For many, the community itself acts
as an important reference group for its members — even
replacing other influential reference groups [e.g. 5, 81].
Members feel that they are connected to other
members [8].

Therefore, we hypothesize as follows:
HI1: Referents’ influence positively affects subjective
norm.

Prior research has identified secondary sources of
information — such as TV and newspapers — as
influential in early adopters’ decisions to adopt [32,
53]. In the context of continuous use, we expect that
those already using SVWs may as well be influenced
by the secondary information sources, i.e. mass media,
because information about alternative SVWs is not yet
available among those individuals. As a result, the
twelfth hypothesis is postulated as follows:

HI12: Secondary sources of information negatively
affect subjective norm.



Construct Conceptualization Source
Attitude The degree to which the [28]
behavior of interest is
valued
Utilitarian The degree to which using | [5, 23,
outcomes SVW enhances the 32]
effectiveness of the
personal related activity,
such as information
sharing.
Hedonic The degree to which the [32, 39,
outcomes enjoyment is derived from | 49]
SVW usage
Social The degree to which the [32, 57,
outcomes status of an individual is 58]
conferred on using SVW
Trust Willingness to be [67, 68,
vulnerable to the actions 73]
of another party; set of
trusting beliefs.
Subjective The perceived social [28]
norm pressure to engage with
SVW
Referents’ The degree to which other | [12, 20,
influence individuals influence on 32, 38]
using SVW
Secondary | The degree to which mass | [32]
information | media (TV, Radio etc.)
influence the use of SVW
Perceived The perception of the [28]
behavioral ability to use SVW
control
Self- The degree to which an [61, 74,
efficacy individual is capable of 75]
using SVW
Perceived The degree to which an [22, 23,
ease of use | individual perceives using | 47]
(PEOU) SVW is free of effort
Availability | The availability of [20, 38]
technology to use SVW
Perceived The degree to which other | [53, 90]
quality  of | alternatives influence the
compe- use of SVW
titors
Perceived The perceived minimum [20, 33,
critical amount of users needed to | 53, 83]
mass use SVW
Continuan- | The intention to [20]

ce intention

participate and continue
using SVW

Table 1. Summary of the constructs

3.5. Perceived critical mass and

competitors

TPB has limitations in regarding the realization of
decisions; one-dimensional belief structures have
turned out to be problematic [e.g. 5, 38]. To overcome
such challenges, prior studies of IT adoption [23, 37,
38, 52, 82] have attempted to identify the beneficial
factors of attitudinal beliefs by applying the Rogers’
[53] theory on diffusion of innovations (DOI).
However, DOI has been noted to remain silent on how
attitudes are formed [12], and, in the context of
interactive innovations, continuous use 1S not
ambiguously related solely to attitudinal beliefs, but is
influenced by other factors such as the critical mass as
well [see 53, 83].

As the content in these dynamic services is
produced by the users, referring to Metcalfe’s law [cf.
e.g. 84], the number of users in very general terms
increases the value that SVW is able to deliver to its
users. For example, the SVW may lose its relative
advantage over competitors if a certain number of
other members with whom an individual particularly
wants to interact stop using it [see 85, 86, 87].
Consequently, members are not perceived as equal: a
small group of close members congregated at the SVW
may have a stronger influence than an equally sized
group of distant members [53]. Without losing such
cohesion between the critical members, SVWs are
perceived as reaching and adhering to them with
scalability tools, such as search engines and directories
— if not complex themselves [6, 88, 89]. Consequently,
the key challenge the maintainers of these services are
facing is to transfer from attracting new users towards
retaining the important existing ones.

Similarly to Hsieh et al. [20] and [33], perceived
critical mass is operationalized in our research as the
degree to which a person believes that most of his or
her peers are using the particular innovation [33]. In
comparison to the subjective norm, PNE captures the
aggregate personal network exposure [20]. Hence, a
member is likely to discontinue using the SVW if such
relative advantage over alternatives cannot be
perceived and results in a replacement. This indicates
the fact that decisions on continuance made voluntarily
are not done in a vacuum but are influenced by the
existence of alternate SVWs [cf. e.g. 90] and perceived
critical mass [33].

Thus, we propose that perceived quality of
competitors and losing the perceived critical mass
negatively affects the intention of continued use by
causing cognitive uncertainty and difficulty in
determining which SVW to use. Consequently, the last
two hypotheses to complement the TPB framework are
postulated as follows:



H13: Critical mass positively affects the continuance
intention.

HIi4: Perceived quality of competitors negatively
affects the continuance intention.

Attitudinal beliefs

Utilitarian outcomes
Hedonic outcomes
Social outcomes

H4

Attitude
toward
continuous

Control beliefs

Self-efficac;
PEOU
Availability

Perceived
behavioural
control

Subjective
norm

Figure 1. The research model

Normative beliefs

Referents’ influence
Secondary info

Quality of
competitors

4. Discussion and further research

4.1. Implications

This paper contributes to the literature on social
virtual worlds and the research stream within the IS
literature focusing on continuous use of information
systems associated with home and leisure activities
[47]. Based on a detailed literature review, the paper
develops and introduces a research model designed for
investigating the continuous use of SVWs. Firstly, we
discuss the nature and use context of SVWs and
possible theoretical frameworks. As a result, we
propose a framework from decomposed TPB,
complemented with components from critical mass,
that is well suited to capture the voluntary, hedonic and
social nature of SVWs.

Since the use of SVWs has not been extensively
investigated in the prior IS literature, our paper
explores a relatively new area of research. In this
regard, developing the model and identifying the
relevant constructs can be considered the main
theoretical contribution of our research.

In particular, in our research model we highlight
the social aspect associated with the use of SVWs, by
investigating it through two lenses: subjective norm
and critical mass. Moreover, our research focuses
especially on the young, who have had been given only
minimal attention in prior IS research in real-life
setting, unlike elderly consumers [cf. 91], The focus on
youth comes from the fact that they form the majority
of SVW users. In the case of Habbo, the users are
teenagers and the actual users are surveyed.

From a managerial perspective, our paper is one of
the first attempts to identify the predictors of
continuous use of SVWs. Understanding the factors
that influence users’ engagement with the SVW can
help the maintainers to develop attractive features and
services to keep users loyal.

4.2. Limitations & further research

Self-evidently, this research suffers from several
limitations. Since this paper was solely of conceptual
nature aiming to develop a research model, it provides
no empirical evidence to support or reject the model.
Since the SVW framework in this research is primarily
aimed at the young, the results cannot be generalized to
the whole population.

Moreover, the young diversified members are
expected to engage SVWs at different times and for
various reasons. As identified by Citrin, Spritt,
Silverman & Stem [92] and Goldsmith and Hofacker
[93, 94], the individual’s innovativeness is a domain-
specific issue, implying that individuals who are likely
to adopt the latest innovation and discontinue using
another in one field may be laggards in another [95,
96]. Thus, we suggest that they could be described and
classified in terms of innovativeness [53], explaining
how the perceived attributes of SVW have an effect on
its rate of continued use. However, we did not include
this aspect in our research model, as we believe that
distributing users based on their innovativeness could
potentially provide insightful results, not forgetting that
the users of successful SVWs are for the most part
relatively young. Consequently, drawing
generalizations to the whole population is not of the
highest relevance. Due to limited space, only the TPB-
based core of the model was presented in this paper.

Since SVWs and the field of social media is not a
monolithic, we suggest including additional variables
in the research model and testing it in various contexts
such as online communities and massively multi-player
online role-playing games (MMORPGSs) in order to
further improve its explanatory power.

The research process will continue from by
empirically testing the research model. The empirical
research will be conducted by distributing an online
questionnaire for the users of Habbo in 5-7 countries
from different continents. Thereafter, the aim is to
further test the applicability of the model will be
further tested among users of an online community
targeted for users 16 to 40 years of age, the average
being approximately age 20.



5. Conclusions

This paper has identified and articulated the reasons
for continuous engagement with social virtual worlds
as well as presenting a research model for this purpose.
As the research process will continue by empirically
testing the model, the authors would be highly
appreciative of any feedback from the academic
community that helps to improve the quality of their
work.
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