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The social life of young people increasingly takes place in the
virtual world. In the coming years, society will become more
divided over highly immersive videogames that contain more and
more social activities. Consequently, connecting the virtual and
physical world through an augmented reality interface will gain
momentum. This will create new types of social networks.

Our observations
•

The popularity of virtual worlds or videogames cannot be understood without their social elements. Popular
Nintendo games (e.g. Mario Kart, Mario Party, Super Smash Bros), as well as sports games such as FIFA, are
especially popular for their local multiplayer or “couch coop”, i.e. people in the same room playing against
each other. Twitch, a streaming platform for watching others play videogames, satisfies people’s desire to
watch and learn from each other. Subgenres of videogames are built on social mechanisms, like massively
multiplayer online videogames (MMOs) that bring people together with live events that have to be played
cooperatively.

•

People are increasingly finding a meaningful “second life” in virtual worlds. The social function of these
worlds is expanding as they provide opportunities for meetups, friendship, self-expression, live entertainment,
shopping, and education. In the not-too-distant future, the emergence of a “metaverse” could enable
entertainment, labor and education – all in the same virtual world.

•

There is a growing backlash against the immersive, addictive, attention-grabbing, and financially extractive
nature of virtual worlds. For example, Prince Harry has heavily criticized Fortnite, saying the videogame
should be banned. It is increasingly feared that, as a result of their spending more and more time in virtual
worlds, young people have less face-to-face contact and fewer intimate relationships, and are more prone to
addiction, sleep deprivation, and depression.

•

Innovation in augmented reality seeks to overcome many problems that currently afflict virtual worlds.
Pokémon Go, for example, requires players to leave their homes and interact with others; one study finds that
people with strong social skills tend to be more successful at the game. Healthcare professionals have praised
Pokémon Go for its positive impact on physical activity.

•

According to Jay Bolter, “immediacy” represents our desire for a transparent interface through which we
would no longer be aware of confronting a medium (i.e. the screen), but instead would directly experience
the content of the medium (i.e. the movie or the game). Immediacy comes down to our desire to experience
something “real” without the mediation of a machine. Innovation of digital screens, cinemas and virtual reality
should be understood in this light. Simultaneously, as opposed to immediacy, other interfaces establish
“hypermediacy” by trying to make users highly aware of the medium in order to draw attention to images as
representations rather than reality (e.g. graphical user interfaces on computers).
>> see next page

THEME 01

Connecting the dots
Our time is characterized by fundamentally different perspectives on the nature of the virtual world. This is a societal divide that could persist for decades. Interestingly, the
very existence of this divide will open up opportunities for a
new type of virtual world created by new types of interfaces.
To assess this opportunity, we first have to understand this
divide and why it will remain for the foreseeable future.
For many people, the virtual world is a “degenerated reality”. The idea of degenerated reality is that virtual worlds can
never become as “real” as the physical world. This is partly
based on the idea that our body remains in the physical
world whenever we move around in a virtual world. From
this perspective, videogames are mainly “escapist” phenomena that temporarily provide amusement. Spending
too much time in these virtual worlds could therefore be
dangerous and even ruin lives. Research that links anxiety,
depression and loneliness to videogames reinforces this
idea. Many consumers that simply see virtual worlds as
games to be temporarily enjoyed fit this perspective, but
it also includes conservative critics who believe that the
increasing popularity of virtual worlds represents a huge
threat. Indeed, the future backlash against social virtual
worlds could be much more vigorous than the current backlash against social media.
On the other hand, the increasingly immersive nature of virtual worlds is also leading a rising number of people to see
the virtual world as a “meaningful reality”. This is because
virtual worlds increasingly resemble the physical world
by offering more social activities (e.g. live entertainment,
shopping, education) and more possibilities for meaningful experiences (e.g. friendship, creativity). Therefore it is
possible to live a meaningful life in the virtual world. It is
also believed that the integration of human senses into the
virtual world (e.g. heartrate sensors, eye tracking, haptic
feedback) will turn the experience of virtual worlds into
“authentic experiences” that cannot be distinguished from
physical experiences. For many consumers, virtual worlds

are therefore meaningful supplements to physical reality
(e.g. the virtual community stimulates physical contact), and
others even believe that eventually there will no longer be a
difference between the physical and the virtual world.
This societal divide could persist for a long time. Both perspectives will continue to think differently about the push
for “ immediacy” regardless of the advancement of technology. Take the scenario of fully immersive virtual worlds with
haptic suits and virtual reality which is indistinguishable
from physical reality. From the perspective of the virtual
world as degenerated reality, the physical body is still being
detached from physical reality, albeit through more sophisticated interfaces. We will also always be aware of living in
two worlds (virtual and physical). But from the perspective
of the virtual world as meaningful reality, such an immersive virtual can already provide profoundly meaningful
experiences. Innovation simply has to make these worlds
more authentic.
We are already seeing the emergence of an alternative idea
of the virtual world as “harmonious reality”. Augmented
reality promises to build a “mirrorworld” that connects the
physical world to the virtual world, creating a harmonious
reality that provides meaningful experiences in the physical
world through a digital platform. From this perspective, the
tension between degenerated and meaningful reality simply
dissolves. People will be able to build social connections
in the physical world through a digital platform. Pokémon
Go was the first success in what is likely to become a much
larger development. Its successor, Harry Potter: Wizards
Unite, will be released later this year and indeed, the title of
the game presents the fundamental social dimension of the
platform. Although it remains to be seen what type of social
frustration this platform will result in (e.g. accidents, the
commodification of all urban space), it represents an enormous opportunity from a social perspective, as it will make
irrelevant many of the current concerns over virtual worlds
by creating new types of social networks.

Implications
•

The enabling factors of the mirrorworld, the foundation of a more comprehensive social
augmented reality platform, are likely to be cheap wearable glasses and ubiquitous cameras and
sensors in the urban environment.

•

Despite the considerable promise of augmented reality from this socio-cultural perspective, the
idea of the virtual world as a meaningful reality still represents an enormous growth market (e.g.
gaming, VR). However, the idea of the virtual world as degenerated reality could increasingly
disrupt this market by worrying consumers (e.g. parents, schools, or young people themselves),
healthcare professionals and even politicians.
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