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Virtual worlds such as Second Life (SL) show great promise for supporting behavior 
change and improving health interventions. Previous research in this area suggests 
that those with chronic conditions use virtual communities in SL to integrate self-
care practices into their everyday lives (Riva, Wiederhold, Mantovani, & Gaggioli, 2011; 
Kamel Boulos, Ramloll, Jones, & Toth-Cohen, 2008; Stewart, Hansen, & Carey, 2010). 
These communities also provide a venue where users can exchange experiential and 
medical knowledge (Gorini, Gaggioli, Vigna, & Riva, 2008). The purpose of this project 
was to determine the feasibility of using SL to recruit and collect data from chronic 
condition populations to complete an online health survey. To recruit SL users from 
our populations of interest, we designed a recruitment protocol targeting users 
with diabetes, chronic pain, HIV/AIDS and cancer. There are unique considerations 
in recruiting these populations in an online virtual community versus a general 
public setting. We report on the effectiveness of these methods and identify special 
considerations when recruiting virtual world study participants.

Table 2 provides a description of the recruitment methods used.

Table 2. Description of Recruitment Methods

Recruitment Method Description

Craigslist Ads posted in Craigslist cities in the Community Volunteers Section

SL Classifieds Classified ads posted in SL and only accessible to SL users

SL Facebook Posts Postings to SL Facebook pages

SL Forum Messages posted to a community message board inworld and only accessible to 
SL users

SL Support Community Includes inworld information sessions, study information placed in health-
related support communities, and message blasts sent to group members 

Survey Referral Program Option to refer other residents to the study and earn an additional incentive 
L$300 Linden dollars (equivalent to approximately $1.20 USD)

NewWorld Notes (NWN) Blog Advertising contract with SL-oriented blog NWN

Word-of-mouth Study participants posting about the study on Facebook, Twitter or referring their 
friends in SL or in real life

Twitter Recruitment tweets sent from a Twitter profile created for RTI’s Recruitment 
Coordinator avatar

The following provides more details regarding each recruitment method.

Craigslist 
 ■ Ads posted weekly
 ■ Posted to major metropolitan cities across the U.S. 

SL Classifieds  were also utilized during recruitment. 
 ■ Keyword-driven 
 ■ Ranked according to cost 
 ■ Prices are visible to determine how much to pay for ads 
 ■ List of featured ads is generated from search terms such as “research” or “study”

Recruitment messages were also posted on SL’s Facebook pages, though these efforts 
were discontinued after a few weeks. 

Another recruitment method, the SL Forum is a:
 ■ Community discussion board that varies by topic, 
 ■ is only accessible to SL users,
 ■ and provides the ability to post brief recruitment texts to which users can 

respond with requests for more information.

To target members of our chronic condition populations, we partnered with two 
support communities in SL. This method of recruitment involved:

 ■ Inworld presentations to raise awareness about our study, educate potential 
participants, and allow them to ask questions about the survey, RTI 
International, and discuss how the findings would be used. 

A Survey Referral Program was also utilized to further incentivize study participation. 
 ■ Included up to 3 referrals 
 ■ If referrals were selected to participate and completed the survey, the original 

participant received L$100 Linden dollars (approximately $0.40 USD)

A SL-oriented blog, NewWorld Notes, was also used. This included:
 ■ An initial blog post announcing the study,
 ■ two subsequent blog posts reminding users about the study,
 ■ a permanent ad on their website linking users to the eligibility survey, and
 ■ three rounds of social networking links via Facebook, Twitter, Plurk1 and Google+. 

Word-of-mouth refers to participants who heard about the study:
 ■ From a SL friend or,
 ■ a real life friend

A Twitter profile page was also created for the Recruitment Coordinator’s avatar. 
 ■ Recruitment tweets were sent to SL-related usernames or “handles.” 
 ■ Messages asked users to retweet recruitment texts so that information about 

the study would be broadcast to a larger group of followers. 
 ■ Tweets can be viewed by all those ‘following’ a Twitter profile. 

We designed a survey using existing measures found in other major health surveys 
including health status, computer and social media use, and access to healthcare. 
Users were recruited based on certain eligibility requirements. Users had to be 18 years 
or older and a U.S. resident in real life. We were interested in users who currently had 
or had ever had one or more of our chronic conditions of interest. SL users also had to 
provide a searchable username and/or avatarname in SL to be contacted inworld. All 
data were collected using an online web-based survey tool. 

Recruitment took place between December of 2011 and April of 2012. To determine 
eligibility, participants first completed a self-administered screener survey. Eligible 
participants were contacted in SL by the study’s Recruitment Coordinator and asked to 
complete a 20 minute health survey.

1 Created in 2008, Plurk is a free social networking and microblogging site that allows users to send short text-limited messages, known as 
plurks, to their friends or the wider web via instant messaging.

We sought to understand the utility of SL in recruiting SL users with chronic 
conditions. We focused on four chronic condition populations: diabetes, chronic 
pain, HIV/AIDS, and cancer. Our goals were to learn first how to engage members of 
these populations and then to design successfully tailored interventions. In studying 
these populations in SL, we hoped to add to our understanding their demographics, 
interests, and the groups with which they are affiliated to enable us to design virtual 
world interventions. 

Chronic conditions were of interest to us because of their high prevalence in the United 
States and the wide range of disease severity across conditions. Support communities, 
such as HealthInfo Island, have formed in SL to support indi viduals with these conditions. 
We are interested in learning more about the different types of support groups that 
exist to serve these populations in SL. This knowledge will, in turn, lead to a better 
understanding of how to implement success ful health interventions and leverage 
support groups within a virtual environment. 

Health research has been conducted in SL; however, more information is needed to 
understand how to recruit members of chronic condition populations. We sought 
to gain a better understanding of how best to recruit this population using both 
general and targeted recruitment methods. This knowledge can be used to facilitate 
the design and implementation of targeted interventions in SL with real-life health 
implications including healthy behaviors such as diet, exercise and medication 
adherence. 

This presentation highlights the recruitment methods used in this study followed by 
a presentation of the results and a discussion of the effectiveness of these methods. 
This research can be used to identify best practices for recruiting chronic condition 
and general populations in SL. Recommendations for future research in virtual 
environments are provided. 

The methods used in this study can be categorized as both general and targeted 
methods as well as ‘real life’ and SL methods. 

‘Real life’ recruitment methods refer to those that are conducted completely outside of 
SL or in the real world including email listservs, ads posted on Craigslist.com or study 
advertisements on the internet. SL methods refer to methods of recruitment that exist 
and are implemented within the virtual setting including SL Classifieds, the SL Forum 
and inworld presentation sessions. 

Table 1 highlights the various general and targeted methods used and indicates each 
method’s setting. 

Table 1. General vs. Targeted Recruitment by Method Setting

Method Setting General Targeted

Real Life

Craigslist.com 
Facebook 
Twitter 
NewWorld Notes (NWN) blog

Not Used

Second Life
SL Classifieds 
SL Forum

Survey Referral Program 
Information Sessions 
General Networking

General recruitment methods that were used in real life included ads placed on 
Craigslist.com, messages posted to Facebook, recruitment tweets on Twitter and study 
advertisements on a SL blog NewWorld Notes (NWN). Methods that were aimed at the 
general population of SL users and applied ‘inworld’ (or in SL) included the SL Classifieds 
and the SL Forum, both of which are only accessible to SL users. No targeted recruited 
methods were applied in a real life setting. Targeted inworld methods included a Survey 
Referral Program, information sessions and general networking efforts conducted by the 
study’s Recruitment Coordinator. 

One of the questions in the screener asked how participants had heard about the study. 
These findings are based on self-reported data. In total, 573 participants were recruited; of 
these, 236 were eligible and 181 completed the survey. 

Table 3 presents the number of SL users who were recruited and the percent eligible 
based on the number recruited. The percent that completed the survey based on eligibility 
is also provided. 

Table 3. Recruitment Methods 

Method & Number Recruited Eligible (%) Completed Survey (%)

Craigslist (n=18) 39 14.3

RTI Avatar (n=22) 64 64.3

SL Classifieds (n=39) 41 88

Facebook Posts (n=18) 22.2 25

SL Forum (n=98) 40 67

SL Support Community (n=57) 63.2 83.3

Survey Referral Program (n=69) 46.4 81.3

NWN Blog (n=210) 34 77.5

Word-of-mouth (n=17) 29.4 80

False Categories (n=5) 20 0

Other (n=63) 48 87

Total (N=573*) 236** 181

*Refers to the number of unique recruited participants. Participants were allowed to select more than one answer option.
**Number of unique eligibles. Data based on self-reported data where participants could chose more than one answer option.

The largest number of participants was recruited from the SL blog NWN (n=210). This recruit-
ment method also represents the largest number of completed surveys at 55. The highest 
percent of completed surveys based on eligibility were from the SL Classifieds at 88%, followed 
by those who selected “Other” at 87%. The second most effective method was the SL Forum 
with 98 recruits and 26 completed surveys. Through a SL Support Community and the Survey 
Referral Program, our survey was completed by 30 and 26 participants and 83.3% and 81.3% 
completed the survey based on their eligibility from these methods. Among the least effective 
recruitment methods were the RTI avatar with 22 recruits and 9 completes, and the Facebook 
posts and Craigslist ads, each with 18 recruits and 1 completed survey. The lowest percent of 
completed surveys came from the SL Facebook post at 25% and Craigslist.com ads (14.3%). 

One indicator of an effective recruitment method is a higher percentage of eligible partici pants. 
From Table 3, we can compare the percentage of eligible participants based on the number 
recruited per method. The highest percent of eligible participants heard about the study from 
an RTI avatar at 64% followed by a SL Support Community at 63.2%. The lowest rate of eligibles, 
not surprisingly, was from false categories. Figure 1 also presents these data in addition to the 
percent that were recruited and completed the survey by recruitment method. 

Figure 1. Percent Recruited, Eligible, and Completed Survey by Method

Percent recruited indicates the percent that completed the screener survey per recruitment 
method. Some participants dropped off during the screener survey; these surveys were 
considered partial completes and are not represented in Figure 1. Recruited participants 
were defined as those that completed the screener survey, after eliminating all duplicate 
cases based on IP address, username and avatarname. All duplicate cases were eliminated 
from data analysis. 

Figure 2 illustrates the number of completed screeners throughout the data collection 
period. From this figure three dates are responsible for the greatest boost in completed 
screeners, which correspond with recruitment posts to the NWN blog. 

Table 4 represents those that were recruited by disease population. The number of 
recruited participants totals 573; this table only represents those that had one of the four 
conditions in which we were interested (346). 

Table 4. Recruitment Method by Chronic Condition

Recruitment Method

Total Diabetes Chronic Pain HIV/AIDS Cancer

n % n % n % n %

SL Classifieds 8 10.3 15 7.5 2 25.0 4 14.8

SL Forum 15 19.2 28 13.9 1 12.5 4 14.8

Survey Referral Program 10 12.8 28 13.9 3 37.5 3 11.1

RTI Avatar 6 7.7 12 6.0 1 12.5 0 0.0

SL Facebook Post 3 3.9 4 2.0 2 25.0 2 7.4

Craigslist 1 1.3 7 3.5 1 12.5 0 0.0

SL Support Community 12 15.4 27 13.4 1 12.5 5 18.5

NWN (Total) 27 34.6 58 28.9 2 25.0 8 29.6

 Self Report, HTTP Referrer 26 — 52 — 1 — 8 —

 Self Report, General Link 1 — 6 — 1 — 0 —

Other 9 11.5 32 15.9 2 25.0 3 11.1

Total 91 211 15 29

These data are self-reported for all recruitment methods except the NWN blog. As seen in 
Table 4, three numbers are reported for this method. The first column represents a total 
number of those recruited from the NWN blog. Because a separate link was used for this 
method, researchers were able to track those that self-reported NWN and validate these 
data to determine the number that actually clicked the link.  There were also a few cases of 
those that reported NWN, but clicked on the general recruitment link. This link was used 
with all other methods. 

As can be seen in Table 4, the largest number of recruited participants, 211, self-reported 
as having chronic pain followed by diabetes at 91. Twenty-nine participants were recruited 
who reported currently having or ever having cancer and fifteen who were recruited 
had HIV/AIDS. For the chronic pain, diabetes and cancer populations, the most effective 
recruitment method was the SL blog, NWN, at 58, 27 and eight recruited participants 
respectively. Participants reported ‘Other’ with the second highest frequency at 32 for 
chronic pain; the SL Forum at 15 for diabetes and a SL Support Community at five for 
cancer. The highest number of recruited participants with HIV/AIDS (3) reported hearing 
about the study from the Survey Referral Program. 
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The most effective recruitment method as defined by the number of completed 
surveys was the SL blog, NWN. NWN was also responsible for the greatest number of 
recruited participants. The second most effective recruitment method in terms of the 
number recruited was the SL Forum and a SL Support Community was responsible 
for the second highest number of completed surveys.

These findings suggest that SL users can be recruited for an online study using a blog. 
Future research should seek to validate these results by identifying other related blogs or 
online communities through which to recruit SL users. Existing SL support communities 
are also an effective means of recruitment. However, this recruitment method involves 
a significantly greater effort. Relationships in SL are ongoing and take time to develop. 
To utilize existing support communities to recruit study participants, time should be 
dedicated to identifying appropriate groups or networks and cultivating relationships with 
group leaders. The extent to which this would be useful when recruiting a general pop-
ulation of SL users is an area for future research. Other considerations for future research 
include whether the methods described in this study yield different types of people than 
the general population of SL users, as well as the extent to which SL users with chronic 
conditions differ from those with these conditions in the general, U.S. population. 

Overall, a virtual world recruitment protocol should be designed to consider various 
aspects of a study including the recruitment goals, field period and target 
population. Overall, more chronic pain and diabetes patients were recruited during this 
study; however, it is unknown whether this is because of the recruitment methods used 
or the prevalence of these conditions in SL and/or the general population. More research 
is needed here. Some methods are more easily implemented while others require 
more general knowledge and expertise about SL and population-specific locations and 
groups. Primary amongst these include recruiting through SL support communities. 
A study’s budget should also be considered when designing a recruitment protocol 
in addition to the amount of time available to implement specific methods. Overall, 
recruitment protocols should strive to represent best recruitment practices and build off 
existing research in this field yet maintain flexibility in their design and implementation. 

Second Life has great promise as an alternate way to reach those with chronic 
conditions. Virtual worlds allow people to integrate various aspects of their virtual 
lives, which reduces participant burden in this type of study. However, recruiting 
people from these populations has special considerations. Recruiting SL users with 
chronic conditions requires a more targeted approach than that required to recruit a 
general population of users. An understanding of the efficacy of different methods is 
paramount to the success of a recruitment effort.

4. Discussion & Implications
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Figure 2. Completed and Final Screener Surveys
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