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Introduction

(Not) Chasing the Metaverse Craze!


I first became interested in virtual worlds when I was a PhD student about two decades ago. At the time, the virtual social world Second Life, founded in 2003, was at the center of media excitement, and I was fascinated by the idea of a virtual space where you could earn money while working as an avatar—a term that I had to look up to understand. This curiosity led me to start several projects examining consumer behavior in virtual worlds and exploring how brands could establish flagship stores on an island in Second Life.

Unfortunately, the hype surrounding Second Life and virtual worlds faded during my research, and my findings were published after the craze had subsided. While this was depressing at the time, it turned out to be a blessing in disguise, although I didn’t realize it then. As virtual worlds became an unappealing field for a young researcher aiming for tenure, I broadened my research into social media, arguing that virtual worlds are a specific category of social media. The argument was that, while virtual worlds might have been considered outdated as a topic, social media have not—in fact, the opposite was true.

This broader perspective resulted in the writing of my most-cited paper, coauthored with the extraordinary Professor Michael Haenlein and published in Business Horizons, titled “Users of the World, Unite! The Challenges and Opportunities of Social Media.” Therein, we not only coined and defined social media but also classified it into six groups: collaborative projects (e.g., Wikipedia), blogs (and microblogs such as Twitter, aka X today), content communities (e.g., YouTube), and social networking sites (e.g., Facebook), as well as virtual game worlds (e.g., World of Warcraft), and virtual social worlds (such as Second Life, the initial impetus for writing the article).

Had it not been for the decline in media coverage of Second Life, I would not have garnered the over 40,000 citations that our social media paper has received on Google Scholar and more than 10,000 citations on Scopus. This paper has been immensely valuable to my academic career (and still is), and it has become an example of a publication by two academics that has achieved significant managerial impact. However, I’ll stop bragging, as, truth be told, I believe that these citations are largely due to being fortunate enough to be at the right place at the right time with a topic that had not been extensively researched heretofore. In addition, we were lucky to have Catherine Dalton, editor-in-chief of Business Horizons, who recognized the paper’s timeliness and ensured its publication in record time—something that I have not experienced since. For all these reasons, I am grateful to Professor Dalton and Business Horizons, as well as for being drawn to the hype around virtual worlds in the 2000s, for the hype fading away, and for being compelled to pivot to the topic of social media, even though this period also contained many moments of frustration and desperation.

I didn’t imagine that virtual worlds would again play a significant role in my academic life until 2021, when Mark Zuckerberg announced his Metaverse strategy, sparking new media interest in virtual worlds. Suddenly, our fifteen-year-old research became relevant again; actually, it became relevant for the first time. I received press inquiries and was asked to develop courses and modules on virtual worlds for executive education—something that also did not happen previously.

Encouraged by this first-time interest in my old research on virtual worlds, I embarked on new research projects on the Metaverse, including this book. The validation of our classification of virtual worlds as social media—initially met with strong skepticism—by Zuckerberg, CEO of one of the world’s largest social media conglomerates, announcing his strategy for the Metaverse and plans to invest massively therein, even going so far as to rebrand Facebook as Meta, also might have motivated me.

As a book project usually takes time, this work is published in 2026, a couple of years after the media hype around the Metaverse had again dissipated. This felt like déjà vu, but with much less frustration and worry, for several reasons. First, something very positive resulted from the first decline of the hype around virtual worlds, and there’s the hope that something similar will also happen with the dissipation of the second virtual world craze. Second, being more experienced (and a lot older), I’m now more relaxed about my work’s appeal and public interest. As a side note for young researchers: Don’t stress about such occurrences; one door closes, another opens! Easier said than done, certainly, but instead of stressing if something similar happens to you, just think of how you can reposition your research and turn it into an advantage. Stressing out won’t improve your productivity or lead to success in any case. So why not choose to let it go instead? Finally, I’m convinced that this work, and generally work on virtual worlds and virtual reality, are highly relevant; although the hype has faded again, the importance and future significance of the Metaverse and virtual worlds remain intact, at least from where I sit.

This book should be read with this understanding in mind, and my thinking followed this logic when structuring the work as follows: Chapter 1, “Annals and Advances: History, Hype, and Heart of the Metaverse,” explores the history of virtual worlds from the earliest virtual realities to today’s (and the future’s) Metaverse. It delves into the heart of the subject, defining and exploring the key concepts and principles surrounding the Metaverse.

Chapter 2, “Bits and Barriers: Technologies, Opportunities, and Boundaries of the Metaverse,” delves into the technologies behind virtual worlds, starting with the Metaverse’s tech ABC: artificial intelligence (AI), blockchain, and cloud computing. It further explores the various blends of extended reality, which lie between physical and virtual reality; describes its opportunities and boundaries; and provides an overview of the virtual reality basics.

Chapter 3, “Cash and Commerce: Economies, Markets, and Business Models in the Metaverse,” focuses on virtual economies and business models in the Metaverse, as well as their effects on their real-world counterparts. It addresses questions of ownership and virtual possession, virtual assets, virtual currencies, and income in the Metaverse and virtual worlds. Furthermore, it discusses the “five Cs” for corporations to conquer the Metaverse.

Chapter 4, “Deeds and Dreams: Applications, Innovations, and Corporate Functions in the Metaverse,” examines what has already been applied, innovated, and accomplished in various business functions in virtual worlds and explores future possibilities, envisioning and dreaming of the potential of the upcoming Metaverse, describing it as a means for communications, a marketplace for (virtual) product sales, a medium for research and development (R&D), a model for human resource management (HRM), and an essential tool and must for operations and supply chain management.

Chapter 5, “Ethics and Endeavors: Regulations, Responsibilities, and Rights in the Metaverse,” addresses various ethical and regulatory issues, such as an avatar’s right to data protection and privacy and the human duty to aspire toward ethical behavior in virtual worlds. It discusses the dangers of virtual identity theft and the regulator’s responsibility for enforcing law and order in virtual spheres to ensure the proper functioning of virtual worlds and the Metaverse.

Finally, Chapter 6, “Future and Fate: Humanity, Sustainability, and Possibilities of the Metaverse,” explores the Metaverse’s path toward becoming the next generation of the internet, rebranding it as the “Petaverse” to symbolize its Perpetuality of Possibilities—also a nod to this book’s title. On the other hand, the chapter also delves into its darker counterpart, the “Darkverse” or “Metaworse,” presenting a dystopian vision of its future and the potential to disrupt human civilization.

This book also contains six case studies covering Paris Fashion Week, Balenciaga, and virtual apparel for stylish avatars; the question of diversity, equality, and inclusion (DEI) in and outside the Metaverse, exemplified by Roblox; the multibillion-euro business of virtual gaming in general and the highly popular virtual game world Fortnite in particular; the Metaverse’s effect on the automotive industry, with the BMW becoming the ultimate virtual driving machine; the leveraging and potentially frightening power of virtual worlds in the collection (or not) of sensitive data, illustrated by Meta and its virtual space Horizon Worlds; and the future Metaverse’s influence on higher education, with Spanish IE University as a prime example.

To conclude this introduction (and personal therapy session!), I hope that you enjoy reading this book as much as I have enjoyed writing it. I’m convinced that it’s only a matter of time until interest and media frenzy might reappear. It could take a decade—another fifteen years, maybe longer, or perhaps less—but the time will come when this work (and any other research on virtual worlds and virtual reality) will again be relevant, just as our research on Second Life from the 2000s gained traction much, much later.







Chapter One Annals and Advances

History, Hype, and Heart of the Metaverse


This chapter explores key advancements in virtual worlds, tracing their historical evolution and cycles of hype, while identifying the enduring elements that form the foundation, the very heart, of the Metaverse. Clearly defining the Metaverse is essential to understanding both what it represents today and what it is envisioned to become. Unlike existing virtual environments, the Metaverse is conceptualized as an immersive, independent, and interconnected virtual social universe, one that has yet to fully materialize. These “three I’s,” alongside its inherently social nature, are central to its identity.

While the Metaverse may appear to be just a familiar concept in a fresh package, several notable developments mark its evolution. Advances in technology have greatly enhanced immersion. Decentralization is reshaping traditional power dynamics, paving the way for greater autonomy and independence within these spaces. While the Metaverse is still a work in progress, interoperability and interconnectedness have become central objectives in its development.

The chapter concludes with a case study on Balenciaga and its 2021 presentation at Paris Fashion Week, showcasing how the French-Spanish fashion house has embraced the Metaverse as part of its brand strategy. Balenciaga’s use of virtual fashion and avatars exemplifies how creative industries are experimenting with digital identity and presence.


Once Upon a Time: Early Virtual Realities Toward the Metaverse

The term “Metaverse,” a portmanteau of “meta” and “universe,” was first popularized by Neal Stephenson in his influential 1992 sci-fi novel Snow Crash.1 Therein, a vast virtual multiverse is depicted, in which users engage with shared digital environments set against a dystopian backdrop. The story follows Hiro Protagonist, a freelance hacker and pizza delivery driver navigating early twenty-first-century Los Angeles, who often immerses himself in the Metaverse. This virtual realm is accessed via personal computer terminals that project urban landscapes onto specialized goggles, creating an immersive experience. Users create unique avatars as digital representations of themselves, allowing for a range of personal expression limited only by height restrictions to prevent avatars from being excessively tall.2

In this fictional virtual ecosystem, users can perform numerous activities, from socializing in nightclubs to forming friendships to exploring various recreational options, including drugs like “snow crash.” This name, referenced in the novel’s title, alludes to a visual glitch on early computers where crashes displayed chaotic patterns of random pixels and static noise.3 The allure of the novel’s Metaverse is so compelling that some individuals opt to take up residence in small storage units filled with technology, allowing them to remain connected to this virtual landscape on a near-constant basis. For many, the virtual realm offers an appealing escape from real life, creating a powerful incentive to prioritize virtual interactions over physical ones.4

The roots of virtual reality (VR), however, can be traced to 1962, long before the term “Metaverse” entered the lexicon. This early innovation was embodied in the creation of “Sensorama,” a machine designed to simulate the experience of riding a motorbike through the bustling streets of New York City. Sensorama combined sensory elements like a vibrating chair for street bumps, fans for wind, and odor emitters for city smells to create a synchronized experience that closely mirrored reality. This early foray into immersive technology laid the groundwork for future advancements in virtual reality.

While both Snow Crash and Sensorama constitute milestones in the evolution of the Metaverse, the first truly immersive, large-scale virtual world resembling today’s conception of the Metaverse was Active Worlds, launched as Alpha World in 1995. This platform enabled users to design their own virtual spaces, constructing homes, streets, and gardens using premade objects. Active Worlds provided a canvas for creativity and self-expression, enabling users to shape their environments and share them with others. However, it wasn’t until 2003 that Second Life, developed by Linden Research, emerged and largely became a synonym for “virtual world.”5

Second Life quickly gained popularity and became a focal point of mainstream media, prominently featured in various business publications and tech journals and even making it onto the cover of the May 1, 2006, issue of BusinessWeek. The platform enabled users to create personalized avatars, own virtual property, and interact in real time, marking a significant evolution in the Metaverse. Users could engage in a variety of activities, from socializing and attending virtual events to creating and selling their own content. This user-generated approach to content creation set Second Life apart, fostering a community where users could express themselves and monetize their creativity.

Initially, communication among Second Life avatars was primarily via text, but as the platform evolved, voice chat was introduced, enhancing the interactive experience. Users could navigate their environments by walking, flying, teleporting, or using various vehicles, adding another layer of engagement. The platform featured a robust virtual economy where residents could purchase virtual real estate, ranging from small plots to entire regions, and even private islands. This property could be customized and furnished with an array of virtual items, enabling users to create their ideal living spaces.

What distinguished Second Life was its user-centric approach to content ownership. Residents retained copyright over their creations, enabling them to sell their work for Linden Dollars (L$), the platform’s virtual currency. This unique economic model enabled users to generate actual income by exchanging L$ for real currency through the Second Life Exchange, providing a financial incentive for participation. Some users reported that their earnings from Second Life supplemented their real-world income, demonstrating the platform’s economic engagement potential.

Second Life’s increasing popularity and economic significance attracted real-world companies, leading them to establish a presence in the virtual environment. Major corporations like Telecom Italia and Toyota set up flagship stores on Second Life, offering virtual versions of their products. These stores provided users opportunities to explore and interact with brand offerings in an engaging way. In addition, companies such as Endemol and Dell organized virtual shows or sponsored events, further integrating real-world brands into the virtual landscape.

A pivotal milestone in the Metaverse’s development occurred in 2012, when Oculus released the first affordable three-dimensional (3D) headset, enabling users to immerse themselves fully in virtual environments. This development marked a turning point, paving the way for broader acceptance of immersive experiences.6 In 2014, Facebook acquired Oculus, setting the stage for further evolution in virtual and augmented reality technologies.7

In 2021, Mark Zuckerberg announced his vision of the Metaverse as the next evolution of the internet, reigniting discussions about the future of digital interaction. Many had seemingly forgotten about Second Life and similar virtual worlds, mistakenly believing that they had faded into oblivion. In contrast to Second Life’s model, Zuckerberg envisioned a unified, 3D environment that resembles the interconnected nature of the internet, where users can seamlessly navigate various worlds, spaces, and experiences.8

Although this comprehensive Metaverse has yet to materialize, the concept has evolved significantly since its inception in Snow Crash. Few could have predicted that the world’s largest social media platform would rebrand itself as “Meta” to reflect this ambitious vision.9



History Repeating: The Second Life, Hype, and Dive of Virtual Worlds

When announcing its bold vision for the Metaverse in late 2021, Facebook made headlines across the board. This ambitious move created considerable buzz around the concept of virtual worlds, but the enthusiasm quickly waned, similar to the rapid decline of interest in Second Life nearly two decades earlier. Although it’s perhaps unsurprising that such an announcement—especially without a tangible new technology or platform—failed to sustain public interest, it’s still worth taking a closer look. By examining the factors behind the initial and second hype waves and their subsequent wane, we can gain insights into the Metaverse’s current status and potential future.10

Interest in virtual worlds surged after Zuckerberg’s announcement, during which he revealed that Meta would invest $10 billion in developing the Metaverse. He stressed the project’s significance by renaming the company, underscoring his commitment to this new direction. By that time, Facebook already employed more than 10,000 people in Reality Labs, its division focusing on augmented and virtual reality. Thus, the initiative wasn’t entirely new to Facebook or the tech industry. Rather, Zuckerberg’s announcement appeared strategically timed, potentially serving as a way to shift focus from the company’s challenges, such as its diminishing popularity with younger users and the public scrutiny around its various controversies. The rebranding of Facebook to Meta also provided an opportunity to address issues of trust and reputation, potentially rendering the company more appealing to talent, advertisers, and partners.11

The reasons for the buzz surrounding Zuckerberg’s announcement can be attributed to several factors. Of course, a $10 billion investment by one of the world’s most prominent tech companies was bound to attract attention. The rebranding from Facebook to Meta also signified a monumental shift, catching the eye of the public and the media. The timing of the announcement, however, was perhaps the most critical factor: In 2021, the COVID-19 pandemic still significantly affected lives worldwide, with lockdowns, travel restrictions, and social distancing in place. Feeling isolated and weary, people found the concept of the Metaverse appealing, as it promised new ways of interacting socially without physical proximity. The Metaverse’s story







The Metaverse: The Immersive, Independent, and Interconnected Virtual Social Universe









[image: The figure illustrates the definition of the Metaverse as a virtual social universe, combining “meta” (beyond) and “universe.” It highlights three key elements: immersive (users fully engage their senses, blurring real and virtual worlds), independent (no single entity controls the space, ensuring decentralization), and interconnected (avatars, assets, and data move seamlessly across virtual worlds for full interoperability). Unlike game worlds focused on play, the Metaverse enables users to live virtual lives reflecting real-world experiences.]










Nothing Has Changed: Four Phenomena Driving Us into Virtual Environments









Virtual Worlds Repackaged? Comparing Five Evolutions from Virtuality’s Past to Its Present



Table 1.1 Virtual Worlds Then and Now
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The Hexagon: Haute Couture, Balenciaga, and Fashion-Forward Avatars (Case 1)
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