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ABSTRACT 
A number of conceptual metaphors have been previously 
suggested for identity management, including, for example, 
theatre stage, onion layers, and identity segments. Based on 
an analysis of 30 in-depth interviews with Second Life resi-
dents, we examine the extent to which these metaphors can 
be used to explain experiences of social relationships in and 
across virtual and material worlds. The data suggest that 
these metaphors are relevant to social interactions in and 
across virtual and material environments: individuals per-
form on a stage to and with others, they gradually reveal 
layers of themselves, and they distinguish between seg-
ments of their identity in different social situations. At the 
same time, these metaphors do not explain all experiences, 
pointing to future research on virtual environments, social 
relationships, and identity management.  
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INTRODUCTION 
My first partnership, I entered when I was two weeks in 
here, and we were married for 10 months, a very long 
time for here. In that time we grew to know each other 
very well and eventually she fell in love with me in RL. 
Problem is, she is a married woman with a family and we 
were to be a fantasy relationship, me a Dark elf, she a 
pixie. But the boundaries were blurred eventually, and it 
moved into RL, to the extent that we had to split to pre-
vent further issues with her family. I did love her though. 
So, it is important, depending on the relationship, to keep 

very distinct and set boundaries. (Connor, May 2008) 

At this point in time, millions of people around the world 
regularly participate in 3D virtual worlds and games such as 
Second Life, The Sims, and World of Warcraft. As a result, 
new experiences are emerging for meeting and getting to 
know other people, becoming closer, and sometimes break-
ing apart. In this paper, we add to a growing body of litera-
ture in HCI and CSCW on social interactions in 3D virtual 
worlds [e.g., 7,11,26,28,42]. Specifically, we analyze how 
participation in 3D virtual worlds contributes to understand-
ing issues of social relationships in multiple material and 
virtual worlds: when do relationships remain in one world 
and when do they cross over? Why and how do people keep 
these worlds separate or blur them together?  

We use the term material rather than real world because as 
we learned from our data (and from others such as Turkle 
[38]), the virtual world is a legitimate part of reality for 
many users. Virtual and material worlds are ways to interact 
and engage with others in different contexts. In the material 
world an individual’s physical body resides, and his or her 
brain processes the experiences, emotions, and knowledge 
gained through participation in the virtual environment with 
a virtual avatar. Our findings suggest that virtual and mate-
rial worlds are ways to represent mutual sides, layers, piec-
es, or views of a person’s real identity. As one of our inter-
view participants eloquently said, “we are all as real as the 
person at the keyboard.” 

The primary contribution of this paper is an analysis of how 
well three classic metaphors of identity management—
theatre stage, onion layers, and segmentation—developed 
before the advent of 3D virtual worlds, helps illuminate 
experiences of social relationships in and across virtual and 
material worlds. Our focus on social relationships was 
guided by considerable evidence in social psychology that 
identity management is inherently a social process: individ-
uals define who they are through their interactions with 
others, and their perceptions of their own identity in turn 
help shape their social interactions and behaviors [33].  

METAPHORS OF IDENTITY MANAGEMENT 
It has long been recognized that metaphor has an important 
social scientific role in both individual cognition and in 
social relations. In 1980, Lakoff & Johnson argued that our 
“ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both 
think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature” [17, 
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p. 3], and the use of metaphor for system design is well-
established in the HCI and CSCW literatures [e.g., 3,6,24, 
29,38,41]. The explosion of social interactions as a primary 
Internet use, for example, through social media and virtual 
worlds, prompts attention to the metaphors that underlie 
conceptualizations about relationship development through 
these media. Examining the explanatory power of meta-
phors of social relationships will provide guidance for theo-
retical development and future research directions, as well 
as pragmatic issues related to system design.  

Various metaphors of identity management have appeared 
in the literature, and many more are conceivable. Our inten-
tion is not to produce an exhaustive survey of such meta-
phors, but rather to focus on few that have received wide-
spread attention in the social sciences as representative. The 
question of the applicability of pre-Internet metaphors to 
understanding identity and social relationships today is es-
pecially significant in 3D virtual worlds, with unique em-
bodied experiences in immersive environments, unlike oth-
er technology-mediated settings. Through qualitative analy-
sis of interview data on the ways in which people describe 
their social relationships in and across virtual and material 
environments, we ask, to what degree can these metaphors 
be generalized to experiences in this brave new world?  

Theatre Stage 
All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women mere-
ly players —William Shakespeare, As You Like It  

Perhaps the most well-known metaphor of identity man-
agement comes from Goffman’s The Presentation of Self in 
Everyday Life [14]. Goffman analogizes everyday social 
interactions to theatrical performances. An individual is like 
an actor performing on the stage of a theatre, with the other 
individuals in his or her social context acting as the audi-
ence watching the individual, and as co-actors in the drama. 
Individuals take on various roles, depending on the situa-
tion in which they are performing and the audience with 
which they are interacting. Through mundane, everyday 
interactions with others, they negotiate who they are: 
whether the audience is clapping or booing will shape their 
perceptions of self as well as future interactions with that 
audience. Through these social interactions, individuals 
develop patterns of actions in an attempt to establish a con-
sistent positive impression others form of them. 

Furthermore, each individual is not only a performer, but 
also the audience for other co-actors on the same stage. 
Thus the interaction between all individuals within that 
context is an n-dimensional negotiation process, in which 
all serve as performers and spectators, simultaneously shap-
ing and being shaped by performances and responses to 
construct their self identities and social relationships. 

For example, a bus driver and passengers perform to each 
other their identity roles: the driver drives the bus through a 
predefined route, greets passengers getting on and off the 
bus, and responds to questions about upcoming stops. The 

passengers get on and off the bus, greet the driver, pay with 
a card or cash, and find their seat.  

Through the theatre stage metaphor, the development of 
social relationships can be seen as highly structured through 
the social norms that evolve as individuals consciously and 
unconsciously seek to achieve the goal of painting a posi-
tive picture of themselves. Goffman’s metaphor of theatri-
cal performance on a stage has been widely used to explain 
self identity and social interactions in online environments, 
including online dating sites [15], social networking sites 
[18,31,32], blogs [20], and online games [23].  

Onion Layers 
Life is like an onion; you peel it off one layer at a time, 
and sometimes you weep. —Carl Sandburg 

Altman & Taylor [1] conceptualized social penetration the-
ory to characterize the ways in which individuals develop 
relationships with one another. One’s identity is analogous 
to an onion, in which personality is conceived as a series of 
layers. The outer layers present biographical information, 
physical appearance and public behaviors, intermediate 
layers include attitudes and opinions about various issues, 
and at the core layers there are fears, hopes, and beliefs. 
Whereas external layers of an individual are open, common, 
and available to the public to interact with directly, internal 
layers are more intimate and private, such that individuals 
are less willing to engage in social exchange in these layers.  

The onion metaphor analogizes the process of interpersonal 
relationship development to a pin penetrating through the 
onion layers. Individuals developing a relationship with 
each other reciprocally exchange information about them-
selves in a gradual, orderly, and linear manner, layer-by-
layer, from the surface to the core. They continually esti-
mate the rewards and costs of disclosing a deeper layer to 
others: becoming closer, open, and trustworthy but also 
exposing vulnerabilities to one another. 

Going back to our bus driver, initially, the passengers may 
only know his name as indicated on his badge. Similarly, 
the bus driver only knows external details about the passen-
gers: where they get on and off, what they wear, etc. Over 
time, the driver and regular passengers may start recogniz-
ing each other and exchange details about themselves. The 
bus driver may tell a passenger carrying a musical instru-
ment about his own music activities with a local jazz band. 
After a while, the passenger learns about the driver’s band 
upcoming performance and they talk about rehearsals and 
performances. The driver and passenger now know more 
about each other than at their initial encounter, through mu-
tually sharing their experiences and passion for music. 

Studies that have used social penetration theory as a basis 
for understanding the development of relationships in 
online environments have borrowed different aspects of the 
onion metaphor. Most common have been self-disclosure 
(deciding which layers to reveal) and reciprocity (mutually 



revealing deeper layers), in domains such as microblogging 
[27], online support groups [39], and online dating [13]. 

Segments 
‘Who are you?’ said the Caterpillar. 

This was not an encouraging opening for a conversation. 
Alice replied, rather shyly, ‘I – I hardly know, Sir, just at 
present – at least I know who I was when I got up this 
morning, but I think I must have been changed several 
times since then.’ —Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland 

Tajfel’s social identity theory [34] points to the idea that 
each individual manages not one single identity, but a num-
ber of distinct identities across the social contexts they take 
part in. An important aspect in an individual’s self concept 
is derived from their perceived membership in various so-
cial groups, as opposed to their unique personal attributes. 
Culturally accepted norms of behavior associated with these 
social groups affect the ways in which their members inter-
act with other individuals within and between these groups.  

Segmented identity can be seen as various roles performed 
in different social contexts, and therefore complements the 
theatre metaphor. Similarly, the onion metaphor acknowl-
edges the variety of categories such as family, work, reli-
gion, and hobbies in an individual’s identity that can be 
penetrated deeper into core layers of one’s identity. In other 
words, the segments metaphor is congruent with the previ-
ous two metaphors, illuminating the breadth, rather than the 
depth, in social interactions in various social contexts. 

When roles are incompatible, such that it is difficult to meet 
the norms of multiple roles at the same time, individuals 
attempt to construct boundaries between the segments of 
their identity. As a result of this segmentation, one may 
develop relationships with others that do not cross between 
the different social contexts in which they operate. This is 
associated with a more complex identity structure [30]. 
Back to our bus driver, who is also a musician and a hus-
band, his wife does not like it when he plays music with his 
band over the weekend instead of spending time with her. 
He therefore protects their intimate relationships by staying 
away from telling his wife about his music activities. 

Farnham & Churchill examined the concept of segmented 
identity in the ways that people share information online, 
finding that segmenting is easier using email than in social 
networking sites [12]. Bargh et al. [2] and McKenna et al. 
[21] show how the Internet may allow individuals to ex-
press aspects of their identities (“the true self”) that offline 
might be considered counter-normative. McLeod & Leshed 
[22], in analyzing identity management in virtual worlds, 
suggested a variation of the segments metaphor – a jigsaw 
puzzle wherein the pieces represent different segments of 
identity and together contain the whole picture. The deep-
ening of online friendships can be compared to fitting the 
pieces of each other into a frame and seeing the images of 
each other become increasingly recognizable. 

After describing three metaphors of identity management 
and how they may relate to the formation and maintenance 
of social relationships, we now turn to ask: given that these 
metaphors were established on an assumption that all (or 
most) interactions are face-to-face, to what extent can expe-
riences of managing social relationships across material and 
virtual worlds be explained with these metaphors?  

We examine this question in the context of Second Life: an 
online 3D virtual world in which users, called Residents, 
interact with the world and with others through avatars. 
Second Life was launched in 2003 by Linden Labs and as 
of Q4 2010, had over 750,000 residents spending more than 
105 million hours in-world (see http://lindenlab.com/about). 
The variety of interactions available for Second Life resi-
dents includes interacting with other residents, playing 
games, building objects and environments through scripts, 
property management, shopping and selling, and exploring 
the world, among others. We believe that Second Life is 
particularly appropriate for the goal of this research, be-
cause it affords life-like experiences through its 3D embod-
ied interactions (unlike online interactions such as forums) 
and its lack of game rules (unlike multiplayer games such 
as World of Warcraft). 

SECOND LIFE INTERVIEW STUDY 
Our analysis is based on data from in-depth interviews car-
ried out in Second Life in the spring of 2008. Our methodo-
logical approach resonates with other studies in which the 
researchers participated in the virtual world with their own 
avatars [e.g., 4,7]. With our recruitment technique, we had 
no access to participants’ material life name or other identi-
fying information besides general demographics. We hoped 
that by giving participants control over the boundaries be-
tween their Second Life and material life identities in the 
interview they would be open with us about their experi-
ences. For example, five participants talked about BDSM 
experiences, and we suspect they would not have shared 
this with us if interviews were held outside of Second Life. 

Participants  
Thirty Second Life residents were recruited and scheduled 
via a third-party Second Life market research company that 
specializes in Internet sampling and research. This company 
had access to participants’ material life identifying infor-
mation in order to compensate them for their participation, 
but this information was not shared with us.  

Fifteen participants were female in their material life, and 
their material life age ranged from 21 to 68 years (medi-
an=35). According to quantcast.com, these distributions are 
roughly representative of Second Life users. All partici-
pants were US-based, and their Second Life age ranged 
from 3 months to almost 4 years (median=14 months). 

Participants reported a range of activities that occupied their 
time in Second Life. A minority (n=5) described their time 
spent in Second Life as primarily work-related, such as 
managing property or working at a Second Life company. 



 

The rest described their primary activity as recreation, such 
as being with friends, shopping or going to parties, or a 
combination of recreation and work. Even for the few who 
spent most of their time in Second Life working, social re-
lationships, professional or personal, were a central focus. 

Interview Procedure 
The researcher’s avatar met with the participant’s avatar at 
the set time at the entrance to a conference room in Second 
Life. The participant was invited to seat their avatar at a 
table inside the conference room and was given a Second 
Life notecard containing information about Informed Con-
sent. Once the researcher’s avatar received the participant’s 
electronically signed consent form, the researcher conduct-
ed the interview via private instant messaging text.  

The semi-structured interview included open-ended ques-
tions about how the participant sees and manages bounda-
ries between Second Life (SL) and real life (we used the 
commonly used terms real life and RL in the interview ra-
ther than material life); how they make decisions about 
sharing different kinds of information about themselves in 
various situations; how and why they start, develop, main-
tain, and discontinue relationships; whether they know peo-
ple in both worlds and the details of how and why this came 
about; and alternative avatars they use, what for, and how 
they are similar to or different from their current avatar. We 
ended the interview asking participants more general ques-
tions about how they spend their time in Second Life. Each 
question was followed with probing questions until we 
thought we received a full depiction of the participant’s 
point of view. Interviews lasted approximately 90 minutes 
after which participants were given L$1500 (Second Life’s 
currency, approximately $6 U.S.) for their participation.  

Data Analysis 
We saved the text of the interview conversations to files 
outside of Second Life, and gathered additional information 
about each participant from their Second Life profiles, vol-
untarily added by participants and publicly available to all 
Second Life residents.  

To analyze the data, we carefully read the collected materi-
als, marking parts that seem relevant to issues of identity 
management and social relationships. The metaphors were 
not part of the interview protocol design; rather, we wanted 
each participant to express freely his or her own perspec-
tives. The idea to use these metaphors as a lens for analyz-
ing and interpreting the data came from a combination of 
reading the literature and our initial examination of the 
transcripts. We therefore coded and organized the data ac-
cording to the three metaphors, whether consistent with or 
conflicting any of them. This analysis was repeated itera-
tively until we exhausted the data. 

In the analysis presented below we changed avatar names 
but kept gender identification. Given a relaxed norm in Se-
cond Life chat, we edited interview quotations to remove 
typos and other errors only enough to clarify meaning.  

DIFFERENT LOCI OF RELATIONSHIP 
We found that relationships participants discussed could be 
situated in three loci: relationships that are confined to the 
Second Life environment; relationships that start in Second 
Life and extend outside of Second Life; and material life 
relationships that sometimes extend to Second Life.  

Within Second Life Primarily 
Most participants described maintaining some boundaries 
between participating in Second Life and their material life. 
Robert, for example, describes his material life identity as 
being disabled, retired, and living an isolated ranch, in con-
trast to being a healthy and dominant person in Second 
Life’s Gor community1 who goes out dancing a lot. To 
maintain these boundaries, participants set limits on the 
information they disclose about their material life while 
interacting with others in Second Life, when they disclose 
it, and to whom. These boundaries play a role in that most 
relationships remained within the virtual world. That is, 
participants described their Second Life relationships as 
separate from the relationships they maintain with material 
life acquaintances, friends, and family:  

It all depends on the person, I’m not going to tell some-
one I just met all my personal info, but I have known 
people here for over a year that know more about me 
than some of my family. I however would never meet 
someone from SL in RL or have any contact with them 
outside SL or other IM systems. (Candace) 

Candace’s description illustrates the segmentation between 
her virtual and material life relationships. But on another 
level, from Candace’s account transpires her view of her 
Second Life relationships as somehow deeper and more 
sincere than those in her material world.  

What contributes to these differences? On the one hand, 
individuals reciprocate with each other in sharing personal 
information in order to develop and nurture meaningful 
relationships, as has also been observed in World of 
Warcraft [28]. But in order to maintain the boundaries be-
tween material life and Second Life, the kind of information 
that is disclosed is different. Shari says: “I talk about my 
life in character-revealing ways, though not, I think in iden-
tity revealing ways.” That is, individuals share experiences, 
emotions, and who they are from the inside, as Connor 
says: “my passions, likes and dislikes, food I like, hobbies, 
that sort of thing,” while holding back information such as 
material life name, contact details, occupation, and age.  

All participants reported that sharing personal experiences 
helps strengthen connections with others and happens natu-
rally and gradually over time. Connor says: “at some point 
a relationship becomes real; you dream about it you eat it 
                                                             
1 A community based on the fantasy, science-fiction alter-
native world from the novels of John Norman. This com-
munity has a controversial reputation of sexual slavery and 
violence involved in the role-playing. 



you live it. Just like in RL. And the emotions are real. If 
someone makes you angry, it is RL anger, not avatar anger. 
We are all as real as the person at the keyboard.” This 
suggests that what begins as superficial staging of one’s 
avatar for others’ avatars over time internalizes to genuine, 
meaningful personal relationships. Indeed, 12 participants 
reported even getting married in Second Life, which in-
volves paying Linden Labs a nominal fee for having official 
“partner” status listed on both avatars’ profiles. 

Participants reported that, as they get to know each other 
over time, they mutually and gradually exchange infor-
mation about material life details such as their city, occupa-
tion, age, and marital status. Greta says: “I have found that 
it is much easier to make friends and form strong bonds 
with people when you’re willing to open up a bit... even if 
it’s with something as trivial as rl age and marital status.” 
Participants acknowledged the value of sharing material life 
identity information in order to build trust and strengthen 
their relationships, as Gerome says, “it can make you feel 
like a closer friend to somebody.”  

This process by which participants described connecting 
with others through progressively exchanging deepening 
information, is in line with the central idea of the onion 
metaphor. Moreover, participants’ accounts suggest some 
consistency in the pattern of what information is exchanged 
and in what order. It is this order, however, where the onion 
metaphor, as conceptualized by Altman & Taylor, breaks 
down. Our data suggest that the order of what are the exter-
nal layers and what is on the inside seem to be altered when 
moving from face-to-face to the virtual world. In Second 
Life, external layers include avatar characteristics such as 
name, appearance, places encountered, and public profile 
details (a number of participants told us at the beginning of 
the interview that they looked at our profile, a common 
practice when meeting someone for the first time). Partici-
pants then described readily moving to layers of their per-
sonality and life stories that in material life relationships 
would be considered less accessible. And for many partici-
pants, at the deepest layers lie details that serve as external 
layers in the material world, such as age, name, and loca-
tion. Although the metaphor of gradually revealing layers 
may hold well, the arrangement of the layers may not. 

Furthermore, in some cases, even the gradual process of 
penetrating through deepening layers breaks down. Some 
reported revealing material life identity details early in the 
relationship, and few even offer such details in their public 
profile. Diane says that publicizing her city and occupation 
in her profile reminds others “that there is a person behind 
the pixels.” This seems to contradict the onion metaphor, if 
material life identity details lie at internal layers in Second 
Life interactions. Our data suggest that one may wish to 
expose a deeper layer and become vulnerable as an expres-
sion of readiness to engage in developing friendships.  

Alternative Avatars 
23 of the 30 participants reported that they had more than 
one avatar, with 17 of them using 1-2 alt avis (alternative 
avatars), and the other six using 3 or more alt avis. Alt avis 
were often reserved for exploring different activities or 
communities such as BDSM, furries, unattractive phy-
siques, and gender swap. Angela, for example, whose pri-
mary avatar is an outgoing, friendly female, has an alt avi 
that is “male with a very bad comb over. He’s not in the 
best of shape and likes to ogle women.” In line with the 
segments metaphor, alt avis therefore allowed participants 
to enact different aspects of their identity with different 
avatars in various social contexts. 

Alt avis were often created to escape the social life in Se-
cond Life that could sometimes be overwhelming, because 
once logged in, your friends can see that you are online and 
want to contact you. Fiona’s primary avatar is constantly 
“bombarded with IM’s as soon as she logs in and I wanted 
an alt so I could spend time in world without all the IM’s.” 
Therefore, alt avis were often designated for non-social 
activities such as building and working, as Angela says: “I 
don’t want the alts to maintain friendships and stuff like 
that. They’re usually used to get stuff done.” This is be-
cause maintaining social relationships is time consuming: 

I created another avatar and used her for about a week - 
just because I sometimes felt overwhelmed by all the 
people I know in SL wanting to visit and chat. I thought 
she could be my explorer avatar and go running around 
the sims and go surfing and all the things I want to do 
that I have a hard time freeing myself up for in this Ava-
tar’s life. But...she kept meeting people too, so it seemed 
silly and pointless and she retired. (Frances) 

Participants often reported keeping their Second Life 
friends from knowing about their alt avis, segmenting their 
activities between their social and non-social avatars. This 
is also in line with the theatre metaphor, in which individu-
als attempt to control the boundaries between the front 
stage and the backstage. On the front stage they perform to 
their Second Life friends a positive, outgoing role with their 
primary avatar, keeping the non-social alt avi for backstage 
activities with no audience they feel a need to perform to.  

In other cases, alt avis were reserved for specific social re-
lationships. For example, Kira’s primary avatar is a slave in 
Second Life’s Gor community. She uses an alt avi for a 
more conventional intimate relationship outside the Gor 
community with “one particular person when we both want 
to get away and not be bothered,” keeping it secret from 
her primary avatar’s Gor master. In such cases, the segmen-
tation is not between a social and an asocial avatar, but be-
tween social selves, each reserved for separate social rela-
tionships. But despite this segmentation, Fiona explains 
about having 4 avatars, “I honestly believe wherever you go 
there you are,” and Greta says: “I am my avatar... I don’t 
pretend to be someone I’m not.” Ultimately, all the seg-
ments belong to one person, one identity.  



 

From Second Life to Material Life 
The exchange of material life information is not necessarily 
an indicator that a Second Life relationship will follow into 
the material life. For a number of our participants, the judi-
cious choice of what material life information to share or 
not was actually a deliberate strategy for maintaining the 
boundary between the two worlds. For example, Angela 
discloses her material life full name because it is “such a 
common American name that it would be tough to find me 
even if you wanted to,” but Shari, a political activist in ma-
terial life, never gives out her material life name because 
she is afraid to be “googled.” In such cases, the segments 
of one’s identity are carefully kept apart from each other 
despite some overlap in the information shared across them. 

Sometimes however, providing enough material life details 
led participants to the point where they felt that they 
“knew” each other in material life as well as in Second Life. 
This kind of natural progression of allowing a Second Life 
relationship to breach the boundary was fairly common, and 
felt to many a comfortably inevitable step. Most of our par-
ticipants (25 out of 30) said there was at least one person 
who they met in Second Life with whom they have mutual-
ly revealed material life contact information. 

In a small number of cases, the extension of Second Life 
relationships into the material life was pragmatic. For ex-
ample, Harry owns a Second Life sim through which he 
promotes his material life business, and he maintains trans-
parency between the two in order to promote his business 
and to make a living. Deanna, who has a Second Life job, 
needs to be able to contact her colleagues outside of Second 
Life: “we need alternate ways to reach each other. For 
example if there was a meeting and I didn’t show in world 
someone might call to find out why.” In line with the theatre 
metaphor, the role played by these individuals involves 
constructing an image of a reliable person who does not 
hide behind the avatar. Such roles therefore call for extend-
ing the information they provide about themselves across 
the border between the virtual and material worlds.  

In most cases, however, feelings of strong personal bonds 
motivated individuals to extend Second Life relationships 
to material life. In these cases, the onion metaphor is useful 
in explaining descriptions of reciprocal trust building pro-
cesses, spending a lot of time together, and long conversa-
tions. Frances says: “In all cases they are people that I met 
and knew for many months with whom I sensed a connec-
tion of some kind. In some cases, they were open with me 
about their lives, so I was more open about mine. Usually 
there was a slow revelation of facts and a building of 
trust.” Developing a relationship involves gradually peeling 
more and more layers over time until eventually individuals 
get to the core where their Second Life identity and material 
life identities converge. 

People who became close enough to reveal their contact 
information outside of Second Life wanted to be able to talk 
to one another over the phone, see each other through a 

webcam, stay in touch through social networking sites and 
email, and sometimes meet in person. Kevyn, for example, 
found that one of his Second Life friends plays the same 
multi-player video game he did, and they exchanged infor-
mation so they could find each other in the game and play 
together. John described his Second Life wife’s upcoming 
visit and that they would also be meeting other mutual Se-
cond Life friends in the material world.  

John’s example illustrates a common finding that relation-
ships that extended from the virtual to the material world 
were often more intimate than simple friendships, including 
romantic partnerships and Second Life family ties (e.g., 
siblings or children) [see also 28]. Angela, for example, 
says that her Second Life partner has her cellphone number 
and they talk occasionally: “He went through a messy di-
vorce last year and his family didn’t approve of the divorce, 
so I helped talk him through some things.”  

Not surprisingly, we also saw cases in which extending 
romantic relationships from Second Life to material life can 
be problematic. This was most often seen when the Second 
Life partner was married in material life to someone else: 

Kira: I spend a lot of my time with him and we are the 
closest. And we will most likely meet in rl. 

Researcher: But you did not share addresses yet? 

Kira: addresses? hehe well he has not asked and I wont 
ask him for his because ... well, this is private and re-
search. He is married in rl. I know the area he lives in. I 
know about his neighbors and I do have the address for 
his beach house. But i would never think to ask him about 
his primary home where he lives with his family. 

Through the lens of the segments metaphor, in all these 
cases the relationships reach a point where individuals feel 
that they want to include their relationship partner in other 
segments of their lives, to deepen and strengthen the bond 
with one another. Some even perceived marital status in the 
material world and in the virtual world as independent of 
each other. The virtual physicality of avatars’ bodies assists 
in creating a sense of separation between all that happens in 
the virtual environment from that of the material. The seg-
ments are more than mere pieces of one’s identity; they are 
compartments into which the carefully segmented parts of 
identity, with the respective social relationships, can be 
placed. The degree of permeability of the partitions be-
tween the compartments varies across people and over time. 
Moreover, the segments can sometimes collide. 

At the same time, the segment metaphor has its limits. One 
important limitation is reflected in the perspective many 
participants shared, that all the segments belong to the same 
person. The life that the avatar leads in the virtual world – 
the friendships or enemies made, the activities joined, the 
emotions felt – is also experienced by the material world 
person. Though technology provides an easy means to 
technically segment between the virtual and material 



worlds, those segments are no cleaner cut than are the seg-
ments that everyone constructs in everyday material life. 

From Material Life to Second Life 
Participants also told us about how some relationships ex-
tended from the material life to Second Life. The way this 
direction happened was different in nature than extending 
Second Life relationships to material life. Drew described 
how he tells everyone about his Second Life “escapades,” 
and his children and one close friend know that in Second 
Life he is a young gay male. However, they do not have 
Second Life accounts themselves: “I try to convince people 
to try it out, but there is a lot of resistance in a lot of peo-
ple.” In other words, whereas behind every avatar there is a 
person, the opposite is not true; very few people in every 
participant’s material life are also Second Life residents.  

This asymmetry was also illustrated in the consequences 
participants described of Second Life residents finding out 
their material identities in contrast to material life acquaint-
ances finding out their Second Life avatar identities. Some 
participants feared potential stalkers or worse – murderers – 
hiding behind Second Life avatars, and this was one reason 
for the gradual and reciprocal trust building process before 
exchanging a key piece of material life contact information 
such as address or phone number. In the opposite direction, 
however, participants were mostly unconcerned about peo-
ple in their material life finding out their avatar name and 
contacting them in Second Life. Participants said that many 
people outside of Second Life do not understand what Se-
cond Life is and its appeal or think it is a waste of time: 

Harry: …so many have no clue about SL other than the 
sex stories they read about […] They know I am involved 
but would not understand enough to have it make sense 
to tell them my name. I have told people that in SL I am 
6’11” as compared to 5”4” in RL. They laugh. […] 

Researcher: What do you perceive the consequences to be 
of people in your RL finding out your SL identity? 

Harry: Shock, distain, and confusion until they hear what 
I am doing here. Then they are amazed and impressed 

Researcher: What do you think leads them to the first set 
of reactions? 

Harry: I assume it is because the only things they have 
heard about SL are the horror stories. 

Our findings illustrate how people segment their lives and 
play different roles in the virtual and material worlds. Some 
participants used terms such as bizarre, insane, immoral, 
deviant, and sinful to describe how their participation in 
Second Life would be considered according to the social 
norms in their material life. In these cases, they chose to 
keep the social circles in their material life from knowing 
that they even participated in Second Life. In other cases, 
sometimes when family and friends saw them spending 
many hours at the computer and even watched them inter-
acting in Second Life, they couldn’t keep their Second Life 

interactions secret. Still, they often did not tell others in 
material life about the depth and significance of their Se-
cond Life experiences and interactions:  

I would not reveal that I have a partner. I’m not sure how 
it might be perceived. I think it just might be best not ad-
vertised. I’m comfortable with it, but others might find 
it…. questionable. I’m having trouble finding the right 
word or words. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I don’t want 
anyone to think less of me. (Thomas) 

This separation between material life and Second Life is 
congruent with the segments metaphor. It is also in line 
with the theatre metaphor, in that on the material life stage 
individuals attempt to conceal some of their virtual life be-
haviors. For example, the material life audience may con-
sider sexual activity in Second Life to be strange or objec-
tionable. This may be a reason for individuals to attempt to 
control the boundaries between these two stages. For exam-
ple, Candace, a stay-at-home mom, says she does not log on 
to Second Life when her husband is home.  

Fourteen participants talked about material life relationships 
that extended to Second Life. These were often people who 
introduced the participants to Second Life, or that partici-
pants introduced them to Second Life. Sometimes, material 
life relationships were given a new form in Second Life. 
Irene describes her interactions with her best friend: “we 
joined together in sl same time =) I think I found it first, 
told her about it, she said let’s go in, so we registered. She 
and I live near each other in sl, shop together, hang out 
everyday in sl.” In other cases, these were material life 
partners, as in Walt’s case whose material life wife is also 
his Second Life wife. Similar to friendships, romantic rela-
tionships can take new forms once they extend from the 
material to the virtual world: 

My husband typically ends up dating my good friends... 
and becomes friends with my boyfriends... we have a 
unique relationship... very open minded. We don’t believe 
in jealousy. We set up ground rules and follow them... 
one of which being no sl love ever makes it to rl. Email 
and IM’s through yahoo are fine, but no meeting in rl 
and no phone calls... (Greta) 

In another case, Diane told us about her Second Life boy-
friend and her material life husband: “My hubby knows 
about the SL guy, and is ok with it. […] He knows I would 
never leave him for anyone else.” She goes on to describe 
that she feels “like being married to two men, good grief. 
Sounds odd, I know. But I love them both, each has his own 
place in my life.” The situation became “very mixed up” 
after Diane’s husband joined Second Life, although they 
did not reveal that they are a material life couple. Once her 
Second Life boyfriend found this out, it became an issue, 
and they separated for a long time, but later secretly con-
nected again, and Diane says: “well, now things are just 
odd for us.”  

These examples illustrate how relationships can be re-
shaped when shifting between the material and the virtual: 



 

people discover new ways to interact, and as a result find 
layers or aspects of themselves and of their partners they 
did not know of or did not have a chance to experience oth-
erwise. Through the lens of the onion metaphor, layers can 
grow and change over time as people interact with one an-
other and develop meaningful relationships across contexts. 
Similarly, from the perspective of the segments metaphor, 
when segments of their material and virtual lives come to-
gether or intersect, one’s life experiences and social rela-
tionships can be positively enriched, or, as in Diane’s case, 
become convoluted, confusing, and dysfunctional. 

DISCUSSION 
The three metaphoric lenses we used—theatre stage, onion 
layers, and segments—were developed in times when the 
ways of identity and relationship management that exist 
today were scarcely even conceived. It is not simply the 
reduced cues or new modalities of interactions that merit 
questioning the applicability of these metaphors. The ability 
to construct one or more bodies separate from the material 
body and the total immersion individuals experience as they 
socialize with others are unique characteristics of 3D virtual 
worlds that set these environments apart from other mediat-
ed contexts in which these metaphors have been previously 
applied. The foregoing analysis illustrated that these meta-
phors are nevertheless relevant to the mediated relation-
ships in 3D virtual worlds – to a point. 

Our data illustrate how the theatre metaphor can illuminate 
the ways in which individuals attempt to present themselves 
favorably in any specific context through choices they make 
in their interactions with others. For example, one may 
maintain a reputation of an outgoing, social personality 
with their primary Second Life avatar and keep alt avis for 
norm-violating activities. People conceal from others in 
their material world Second Life activities that may raise 
questions about their performance as a moral person in the 
material world. These performances are constantly negoti-
ated and co-constructed with others they interact with in 
both the material and the virtual worlds.  

But the theatre metaphor emphasizes that everything that is 
happening on stage is make-believe. If “all the world’s a 
stage,” and people are acting behind masks, then where is 
the true person, and where do true interactions and relation-
ships happen? Boon & Sinclair [5] argue that “Second Life 
necessitates a commitment to the unreal” (p. 20), and that it 
is impossible ever to know through their avatar how authen-
tic someone is. But to many of our participants, their inter-
actions within Second Life are not less real than outside of 
Second Life. One interesting research question suggested 
here is what factors may be related to the extent to which 
people perceive virtual world experiences as “real.” Factors 
related to the virtual environment [10,35], the individuals 
themselves [19,37], and the interaction between the two [9, 
36,40] are all fruitful avenues for future research. 

We also saw that the onion metaphor can explain many 
aspects of relationship development in Second Life, particu-

larly in regard to the gradualness of personal information 
disclosure. But, the somewhat strict order of disclosure pre-
scribed by social penetration theory for face-to-face con-
texts, where physical appearance and public behaviors serve 
as external layers and thoughts, feelings, and experiences 
lie beneath them, may not be so applicable. It is not just that 
in a virtual environment the onion is turned inside out, but 
instead, the very idea of layers nested within each other, 
along with the necessity to penetrate one before the next 
can be reached, is challenged.  

We do not argue that the phenomenon of rapid disclosure of 
intimate information invalidates the onion metaphor within 
the context of relationships online. To the contrary, the on-
ion metaphor helps highlight the circumstances under 
which the inner core can be laid bare, when new layers of 
avatar appearance and behaviors are available, and thus also 
calls further upon the theatre metaphor. This point is con-
sistent with the analysis presented by Nach & Lejeune [25] 
suggesting that the vulnerability associated with loss of 
control over one’s identity is an important challenge for 
Internet use in general, and for the process of relationships 
development in particular. Another important avenue for 
future research therefore would be to examine coping strat-
egies for how people maintain control over their identity 
across contexts, and the factors related to those strategies. 

Finally, the segments metaphor is evident through the divi-
sion of material life and Second Life relationships, and 
within Second Life through the use of multiple avatars for 
different social purposes and aspects of the self. Interacting 
through virtual worlds provides more segmentation than 
was traditionally afforded, for example, in separating be-
tween one’s family and work life. The usefulness of the 
segments metaphor is shown under circumstances in which 
segments are incompatible with each other or when they are 
brought together and then clash, for example, when separate 
romantic relationships in the material world and in Second 
Life are exposed to each other. This metaphor suggests that 
incorporating ideas developed about social identity com-
plexity [30] would be a promising direction for future re-
search on relationship development in virtual worlds. 

Moreover, while all of the segments traditionally belong to 
one person, technically, more than one person can manipu-
late the same avatar (one participant, Irene, told us that she 
and her niece share an avatar; this was also described in 
[4]). The theatre metaphor applies here in thinking about 
different actors taking on the same role: although each actor 
uniquely interprets the role, there are qualities inherent to 
the role to be conveyed irrespective of the individual actor. 
The segmentation thus extends from not only the different 
parts of an individual’s identity but also across different 
individuals. How well would the onion metaphor explain a 
situation of multiple occupants of a single persona when, 
each time one penetrates through the layers a different iden-
tity would be uncovered? Future research examining multi-
ple individuals inhabiting a single avatar would make valu-



able contributions to theories of identity management and 
social relationships in virtual worlds. 

Because each of the metaphors provided a different lens for 
examining our data, it is clear that there is not one single 
metaphor that best explains experiences of relationships in 
and across virtual and material worlds. A conceptual meta-
phor helps understand certain issues in concrete situations, 
but one needs to be cautious about what it marginalizes or 
when it distorts what we see. In such cases, turning to a 
different metaphor, combining metaphors, or updating a 
metaphor to hold in new situations not previously con-
ceived may be needed. For example, combining the onion 
metaphor with the segments metaphor could clarify cases in 
which in different circumstances layers and their order may 
vary. In this new “onion garden metaphor,” an individual 
grows a variety of onions, each with its own unique set of 
layers, but all nurtured from the same soil. Furthermore, the 
onions grow, mature, and sometimes eventually perish. 

At the technical design level, our work highlights how sys-
tem design might be ingrained with specific theoretical as-
sumptions of how individuals should interact with and 
through the system. The endless choices of body shape, 
skin type, hairstyle, and clothing in Second Life are 
grounded in the theatre metaphor in that individuals should 
carefully choose the appearance they perform to others in 
the community. This capability, as well as the very idea of 
virtual avatars separate from the material body, also sup-
ports the segments metaphor, as individuals can construct 
avatars that are almost identical to or completely different 
from their material life physical appearance. We therefore 
encourage designers of systems that support social interac-
tions to think deeply about the metaphors that underlie the 
systems they create: what they support, what they leave out, 
and how they are congruent with the goals of the system.  

CONCLUSION 
In this paper, we presented an analysis based on interviews 
with 30 Second Life residents about the ways in which they 
develop social relationships in Second Life and extend them 
between Second Life and their material life. We examined 
how well three conceptual metaphors—theatre stage, onion 
layers, and identity segments—could be used to explain our 
interview findings. We found that although these metaphors 
were developed well before 3D virtual worlds existed, to a 
large extent they are relevant to interactions in and across 
virtual and material environments: individuals in our study 
perform on a stage, choosing what to present to and with 
others; they gradually peel off and reveal layers of their 
identity to others; and they discriminate between segments 
of their identity in different social situations. Within these 
experiences, individuals meet others, bond with them, be-
come closer, and sometimes break up. 

We also found ways in which each of these metaphors 
ceases to explain our findings. This does not necessarily 
mean that a metaphor is useless. Instead, different meta-
phors can complement each other, be combined, or a specif-

ic metaphor could be updated for new situations that were 
not available when these metaphors were introduced. 

Our contribution is twofold. First, we added to the growing 
body of literature in HCI and CSCW descriptions of indi-
viduals’ experiences in managing identities and developing 
social relationships in 3D virtual worlds. Second, we exam-
ined the application of conceptual identity management 
metaphors to these experiences, pointing to strengths and 
weaknesses of these metaphors in explaining social rela-
tionships in and across virtual and material worlds. 
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