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The European Commission's recent call for proposals on "Competition in Virtual 

Worlds and Generative AI" addresses the current development of a variety of virtual 

worlds, including the emergence of new immersive products and services using new 

technologies such as artificial intelligence, thus creating new markets. In doing so, the 

Commission addresses the changes that these developments will bring to the daily 

lives and consumption of European citizens. This contribution on competition in virtual 

worlds therefore aims to provide insights from the perspective of marketing and, in 

particular, consumer research. Therefore, this contribution presents a conceptual 

framework that locates consumers within the sphere of influence of virtual platforms in 

order to illustrate the competition for consumers and the possible influence of 

platforms and the Commission on this competition. 
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Figure 1: Framework “Immersive Competition Cube” 

Three axes - entities, activities and control - define the dimensional space of this 

framework. From the point of view of practice theory (Reckwitz 2002; Røpke 2009), 

the activities of the actors involved are to be placed in relation to their power and 

control from the point of view of power theory (Foucault 1995; Schwan and Shapiro 

2011). In short, the aim is to show which actors can exercise or are subject to power 

and control in this structure, which is central to the shaping of competition. In addition 

to consumers, the actors involved are companies and the Commission, with 

companies referring to platforms, media, (advertising) companies and other 

organisations. After a brief explanation of the three axes, this contribution addresses 

the question of competition in virtual worlds, which is central to this call, as the layer 

of the model that is most prominently presented and highlighted here. It addresses key 

issues such as barriers to entry, standards, and the influence of generative AI. 
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1st axis: Entities 

In this framework, consumers are citizens who consume virtual worlds as experiences. 

Consumers are characterized by the consumption of products and services, whereby 

this consumption can be an experience for them, as well as social integration or 

classification (Holt 1995). Those virtual worlds are operated by companies as 

platforms on which other companies offer products and services to consumers and 

influence them with advertising content. And finally, we see the Commission as an 

entity that can control commercial competition in virtual worlds with the legal resources 

at its disposal. 

 

2nd axis: Activities 

We describe a consumer activity we could observed as 'cocooning', in which 

consumers surround themselves in a virtual world with both self-selected and 

commercially provided experiences, protecting themselves from the uncertainties of a 

physical lifeworld (Blackshaw 2010, 147). This activity involves the formation of close 

social groups that stabilise the virtual consumer identity (Belk 2014; Nechvatal 2001) 

through shared social values and consumption practices (Habuchi 2005). By 

convenience, we mean activities that are brought to consumers in virtual worlds by 

corporations, facilitate consumption through the use of AI technologies (Ameen et al. 

2021; He and Zhang 2023; Thakur, Bandyopadhyay and Datta 2023) and can 

therefore also influence cocooning from the outside. Competition in turn comprises 

activities between corporations, e.g. a platform, companies advertising on the platform 

or companies that have yet to access a platform, and the virtual worlds available there 

(Rietveld and Schilling 2021; Weiss and Schiele 2013). 

 

3rd axis: Control 

The control exercised by technologies over consumers (Beckett 2012) as well as by 

consumers over technologies (Pizzi, Scarpi and Pantano 2021) is an area of tension 

that has been analysed in detail yet. Consumer self-control can also be understood as 

a mental prison in the Foucauldian sense, as in virtual worlds the collection of data 
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can holistically encompass all consumer activities without the need to consciously 

identify a guardian. This mental prison, in turn, can be controlled by platforms, and the 

use of AI, e.g. for the customised design of entire virtual worlds (“Canopy” n.d.) or the 

control of avatars (“Convai - Conversational AI for Virtual Worlds” n.d.), can intensify 

such control. Those platforms and the other companies operating on them could in 

turn be controlled by the Commission in order to protect consumers and competition.   

 

Immersive Cocooning 

A key challenge for stimulating and regulating competition in virtual worlds and 

generative AI is the phenomenon of "immersive cocooning". Due to the high density 

of recordable data points in virtual worlds, the platforms that run them have complex 

databases that allow for the "Manufacturing [of] Customers" (Zwick and Denegri Knott 

2009). We have concerns that, on the basis of such data, this phenomenon previously 

initiated by consumers can now be actively pursued by platforms and their client 

corporations, e.g. by creating products based on customer behaviour recorded in 

virtual reality (Gao and Liu 2023; Haleem et al. 2022; Khan et al. 2022). Moreover, the 

use of AI in virtual worlds, e.g. AI-based avatars, may lead consumers to develop 

trusting relationships with such representations of AI (Huang, Kim and Lennon 2022). 

Such stimulation by AI in virtual worlds can lead to a loss of autonomy for consumers 

(Gonçalves et al. 2024; Kim 2022), which we understand as externally determined 

cocooning in the sense of the mental prison mentioned above. The protection of this 

autonomy is not only central to the protection of consumers as representatives of 

democratic societies (Bjørlo, Moen and Pasquine 2021), but, in our view, 

fundamentally challenges competition in virtual worlds under the influence of 

generative AI. 

In this sense, we would like to support the workshop with our framework on immersive 

cocooning from a consumer research perspective and discuss ways in which 

consumer autonomy can be protected. In our view, this protection can be achieved by 

clearly promoting competition on virtual world platforms, provided that barriers to entry 

are low and ethical standards for data collection and AI-based data use are high. 
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