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TerraCycle Uses Second Life to Reach Real Customers


For a small company like TerraCycle -- expected to total $5 million in sales this year -- the costs of using traditional means to reach established and potential customers to gain customer insight can be prohibitive. 

But TerraCycle is among a growing number of companies using Second Life and other online communities to connect virtually with real people's opinions. 

Second Life is an Internet-based virtual world that enables its users to interact via motional avatars in a wide range of activities, from socializing to creating and trading goods with each other. 
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Images of Spock-eared tech geeks huddled over their laptops are quickly dispelled when one learns that the site's population is more than 8.6 million. Gartner Research estimates that by the end of 2011, 80 percent of active Internet users will have a "second life" online, either with Second Life or a similar venture. And over the past year, companies including IBM, Nissan, and Starwood Hotels have developed a presence in Second Life for various purposes, from conducting business meetings to testing marketing initiatives. 

"I'm used to more traditional research methods," says CEO Tom Szaky, whose TerraCycle manufactures natural plant food made from worm waste, packaged in recycled containers. "But as a company we're always interested in pushing the envelope." Two months ago TerraCycle joined Second Life. 

Jack Tatar, CEO of GEM Research Solutions and a member of the Qualitative Research Consultants Association, works with TerraCycle on its Second Life initiatives. He says his firm quickly realized the potential of Second Life to allow companies to draw from a demographically varied global audience of more than 8 million potential respondents. 

"We needed to contact people who were interested in gardening," Tatar says of the program. That is now done by directly contacting existing gardening groups in Second Life, as well as by advertising on the site's classifieds and virtual billboards, and opening informational kiosks throughout the online environment. So far the company has interacted with a few dozen Second Life residents, asking them about their gardening experiences, preferences, and needs. TerraCycle will use this insight to create online surveys for existing customers to discuss such topics as product names, fertilizer types, and brand name recognition. 

By the very nature of his company's small size, Szaky says, the majority of Second Lifers he has encountered online have been new prospects. They are potential customers that a small business like TerraCycle would not have been able to attract through traditional marketing and advertising. The ability to interact with them individually and in focus groups has been invaluable, he says. 

Virtual customer feedback In one of its focus groups, TerraCycle wanted to gain insight about what virtual gardeners think about its product packaging, particularly its "Worm Poop" fertilizer brand. "We found that men are more accepting of the term than women -- and women are our main demographic," Szaky says. The company is now discussing internally whether to change the name. 

So far, Szaky says Second Lifers seem to be more honest with their opinions than the average real-life respondent. "The language they use, the quickness of their answers, tends to indicate they're saying what they mean," he says. "And that's important to us." 

"Even though everyone is represented by an avatar, it doesn't take too long for them to start talking about their real life instead of their Second Life," Tatar adds. "One person was very honest about his wholesale nursery business in Australia; [he] discussed the challenges he was facing and his feelings about different facets of the business." 

Szaky says that he is surprised and enthused by his Second Life experiment so far, and may encourage his current customers to join and expand their relationship channels.
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