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Marketing in the Metaverse era: toward an integrative channel approach

Abstract

The development pace of digital socialization has accelerated drastically in the past decade,
especially with the COVID19 pandemic. Through that continuing digital shift, the idea of the
Mmetaverse, a virtual parallel world that can digitally replicate people’s lives, is developing fast
through Meta’s (previously known as Facebook) announcement in October 2021 that it will
dedicate sizeable investments in it. While the metaverse provides immense opportunities to brands,
the primary concern will be on how integrate it with current media and retail channels, whether
they are offline or online. Accordingly, using an exploratory qualitative approach, this study
examined the potential strategic channel-based marketing routes that companies would face in the
presence of the metaverse. The findings show that the route to market will become much more
complex given the metaverse’s own platform setup. Strategic multichannel and omnichannel
routes are examined through a proposed framework that takes into consideration the expected

evolution of the metaverse platform.

Keywords: Metaverse; omnichannel; multichannel; virtual reality; platform

Introduction

The development pace of digital socialization has accelerated drastically in the past decade. This
was made possible mainly through the vigorous usage of social media platforms and an ever-
increasing worldwide diffusion of smartphones. The COVID19 pandemic has further accentuated

the use of digital platforms while paving the way for a new digital reality that consumers started



to accept and integrate into their daily lives (Islam et al., 2020; Eisenbeck et al., 2022). While
brands accelerated their omnichannel integrations of digital and offline touchpoints to provide
consumers with seamless experiences in the post pandemic era (Abosedra et al., 2022), companies
such as Meta (previously known as Facebook) and Microsoft were aiming to use recent consumers’

digital behavioral shifts to accelerate the development of the Metaverse.

Virtual worlds, also referred as metaverses such as Second Life, are “computer-generated, multi-
user, three-dimensional interfaces in which users can also experience other participants as being
present in the environment”™ (Schroeder, 2002). A main attribute of these worlds is the navigation
of users through these virtual hyperrealities by creating their own 3D self, known as the avatar.
Within it, the connected users appear in the form of their created avatars that are considered as a
self-presentation in the form of audiovisual bodies (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2009a). The avatar,
considered as the user’s persona in this virtual world, embodies the virtual representation of the
user (Berthon et al., 2010). This hyper reality allows users to construct a different self behind their
avatar and thus engage in different behaviors from the ones exhibited in the physical environment

(Berthon et al., 2010).

While the extant literature on the metaverse seems to be ubiquitous in its older and initial version
(e.g. Second L.ife), research is still nascent regarding the more integrative and powerful role the
expected upcoming platform would have, along its effects on consumers’ behavior, brands and
platform owners. While past literature considered mainly the gaming aspect of such worlds, the
expected upcoming metaverse will be incorporating workrooms, meetings, social venues, live
events, and other integrative communal activities. The multifaceted metaverse will become a
stand-alone parallel digital environment where reality is transposed and mimicked into the virtual

world.



While such a virtual world might be much more successful than its predecessors, the metaverse’s
multidimensional experience is still in its early stages. Whereas prior failed virtual worlds such as
the Playstation Home suffered from crashes and technical issues, some newer initiatives such as
Roblox is gaining momentum due to its versatile platform and increasing interest by brands to be
present in it (Walker, 2022). Research in that fast-growing area of interest is still scarce, causing
high uncertainty for companies that are interested to be part of this upcoming major digital shift.
This study aims to establish an early understanding on the potential strategic channel-based
marketing routes that companies would face in the presence of the metaverse. Strategic
multichannel and omnichannel routes are examined through a proposed framework that takes into
consideration the expected evolution of the metaverse platform in order to provide a seamless

consumer experience.

Literature Review
Evolution in building consumer relationships under Web 2.0

The evolution of the Internet and the emergence of interactive digital features and technologies
introduced in Web 2.0 have established an online community between sellers and consumers that
are now constantly involving their customers in generating content and value creation in order to
satisfy their needs and serve them better (Wirtz et al., 2010; Ramadan and Nsouli, 2021). When
customers interact online, they are being co-creators of content and active participants in building
interpersonal digital connections in an online community (Farah et al., 2021; Ginzarly and Teller,
2021). The mobility of social media has facilitated the interactions between interconnected people
as they are engaging in online debates and conversations, sharing their experiences and exchanging

information (Sashi, 2012; Dabbous and Tarhini, 2019; Itani et al., 2020;). This can give brands,



through the power of Web 2.0, the opportunity to build a community where they can connect with
their consumers, build bonds, motivate them to engage and thus influence their experience
(Ramadan and Farah, 2020). For example, firms are using social networks site such as Facebook
as the major platform to interact with their customers that will translate their engagement behaviors
and build relationships that will thus enhance their perceived brand value (Gummerus et al., 2012;
Chaker et al., 2022). Web 2.0 has increased the social relationship patterns between businesses
and consumers and between consumers themselves. At first, consumers are at the heart of the
marketing process as marketers are encouraging them to take part of the creative process by
engaging with them and motivating them to generate content. This will increase the brand loyalty
and lead to a recurring purchase decision (Thackeray et al., 2008; Mrad et al., 2020). By
establishing this interactive process and flow of information between these two parties and by
promoting a co-created value, companies can achieve a better customer-based performance
(Guesalaga, 2016). Today, marketers are massively using social media platforms to encourage
consumers to spread the word-of mouth, share feedback, post reviews and comments, share
realistic photos (Ramadan and Abosag, 2016; Itani et al., 2021; Toth et al., 2022). The content
shared in the online community is considered as a source of trust and is the basis of the consumers’
interactions in this digitalized world. When consumers are sharing their opinions, they are
translating the realistic and unfiltered image of their experience towards the brand, which would
increase and enhance the similarity and shared interest perceptions that are considered as being the
basis of trust in the online community (Grabner-Krauter, 2009; Ramadan et al., 2018; Mrad and

Cui, 2020).

The Next Stage of Evolution: Web 3.0



The following generation for the Web is Web 3.0. It is considered as “Semantic Web technologies
integrated into, or powering, large-scale Web applications” (Hendler, 2009). In contrast to the
“read-write” characteristics of Web 2.0, it is considered as a “read-write-execute” type of Web
(Hendler, 2009). With the advancement of the Internet of Things (1oT) and new technologies, this
Web is no longer attached to screens and browsers; the connectivity is now based on a mix of
devices such as sensors, connectors and smart phones that are internet-enabled devices where
information is cross-connected and multidirectional (Kreps and Kimppa, 2015). Web 3.0 involves
the cooperation of different technologies which is one of its most distinctive features in order to
be functional in an effective way. Some examples of such technologies are artificial intelligence
(Al), recommendation agents, machine learning and nature language search (Atzori et al., 2020;

Tarhini et al., 2022).

The move to the smart phone era has enabled millions of users to be connected worldwide where
content is accessible by different services, ways of communications, apps and with no geographical
borders (Farah et al., 2021). This has allowed users to get easy access to information and data
within seconds, share it, get updates and contribute to the firm’s content (Newman et al., 2016).
Data integration from different technological applications is implemented whereby Al machines
scan, read, process, understand and manipulate information from the cyber world (Abebe et al.,
2020). This can be gathered from firms as they aim to better understand their customers and their
needs through their journey by using data collection, data mining and other techniques such as
customer relationship management (Garrigos-Simon et al., 2012; Farah et al., 2022). The collected
information will thus guide companies to tailor their offerings according to the needs, behaviors
and preferences of their customers by personalizing and customizing their overall experience

(Ramadan, 2021). From that end, the advancement of the new technologies is creating meaning



from user-generated data. In other words, the web has become cooperative where, with the support

of networked technologies, users can read, write, interact and execute (Barassi and Treré, 2012).

The emergence of three-dimensional graphics 3D and virtual reality (VR) as part of the Web 3.0
provides a gateway for marketers to focus on how to innovatively reach their consumers (Itani and
Hollebeek, 2021). The new form of interactive advertising with consumers is now based on three-
dimensional ads where it provides 3D graphics, visuals and simulation of the product offered by
the company (Tredinnick, 2018). The ability to create this online virtual experience will let
marketers engage in an interactive product experience with their customers that will influence the
attitude towards the brand, product knowledge and the intention to purchase (Farah et al., 2019;
Mrad et al., 2022). By creating a multisensory virtual experience, the users are thus moving to a
fully virtual world separated from the reality (Rauschnabel, 2018). In parallel, augmented reality
(AR) is considered as the visual alignment of virtual and digital content into the physical world
contexts. It adds virtual information to the perceived real world that the users usually interact with
(Ramadan and Farah, 2017). Thus, they are directly connected to the reality, but it is augmented
with virtual content (Craig, 2013). This is achievable through the use of AR applications that can
be installed on mobile devices such as smartphones, virtual mirrors or wearable devices
(Rauschnabel, 2018; Nieroda, et al., 2018). For example, consumers can use and look at the screen
of their smartphone devices where the AR app will allow them to see the world with 2-D images
and 3-D objects where their existence will be linked to the physical and real-world objects
(Ramadan and Farah, 2017). The usage of these apps can be linked to different stages of the
customer journey such as the pre-purchase where consumers see themselves wearing virtual
clothes through virtual mirrors or during the post purchase stage where the purchased objects can

be enriched with augmented content (Yaoyuneyong et al., 2016; Farah et al., 2019). One example



is IKEA’s studio app, which aims at creating a fully immersive experience for shoppers through
capturing an entire room in 3D and incorporating in it selected products and furniture. Another
example is Amazon’s Point and Learn which allows users to receive detailed information and
videos about a product they pointed at on a given shelf (Gilliland, 2021). As the evolution of the
web continues, the marketing practices in the digital world should be operated in a different way
than the traditional one, yet entirely be integrated (Lythreatis et al., 2021). Marketers should
understand their customers and provide them with value that best fit their preferences and
encourage them to engage with the brand (Romo et al., 2017). This will allow firms to continuously
and on a timely manner engage with their customers during their stages of the decision-making
process, enhance the two-way communication, tailor the content based on their preferences by
personalizing it and thus form deep connections in the right place and at the right time (Bernhardt
et al., 2012). In order to succeed, applications in the digital world should be highly interactive
which will allow for an on-time and real conversations with customers that will generate a

continuous interest.

The Metaverse

First coined in 1992, the word Metaverse was used by Neal Stephenson in his science fiction novel
named Snow Crash. The word metaverse includes “meta” which means beyond and the “universe”,
translating the expansion of the physical internet of things with a 3D shared space and virtual
universe (Lombardi and Lombardi, 2010). According to Stephenson, it is a massive virtual
environment that blends together the real physical and digital worlds where users interact with
each other through a three-dimensional human representation called avatars in the cyberspace

(Lik-Hang et al., 2021). It converges augmented reality, virtual worlds and the internet altogether.



The notion of the metaverse was perceived to be pure fiction. However, this original idea
encouraged and inspired many people to develop virtual worlds such as Alpha World in 1995,
Habbo in 2000, and Word of Warcraft, a massively multiplayer online role-playing game
(MMORPG) (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2009a). Virtual worlds are part of social media and are
considered as a larger group of Internet applications that are built upon the technological
foundations of Web 2.0 (Abu-Khzam and Lamaa, 2018). Some define the virtual world as being
based on an analogy to infrastructures integrating interdependent systems such as technological,
legal, managerial social and economic activities, all being the foundation of this immersive
environment (Warmelink et al., 2008). It is thus important to note the difference between virtual
games and virtual social worlds that form the concept of virtual worlds. In a virtual game world,
users follow rules that are strict and do not engage in economic activities. It is typically goal-
oriented where users follow a fixed story and complete levels through their digital representations

bounded by their restricted behavior and the rules of the game (Barnes and Mattson, 2011).

One of the most popular worlds is Second Life. It is a virtual three-dimensional environment
developed in 2003 by Linden Lab, a US company, and was inspired by the metaverse of
Stephenson (Gadalla et al., 2013). It is part of hyperrealities, a condition of post modernism, where
it is noted that not everyone shares and owns the same reality but is able to simulate an alternative
one and engage in activities that people would be incapable to do in the real world (Kaplan and
Haenlein, 2009b; Berger et al., 2016). A distinctive feature of Second Life is the ability by users
to digitally create their own imaginable landscape ranging from real estate such offices and houses
to stores, clothes, and furniture (Diehl and Prins, 2008; Boellstorff, 2015). The success behind
these hyper reality worlds is the intellectual rights that the users have toward their creations which

will motivate customers to engage more and have a better virtual experience (Gadalla et al., 2013;



Winkelmann et al., 2017). Users are allowed to trade and sell their creations in exchange for virtual
money known as Linden Dollars (L$). It can be obtained either by exchanging real currencies or
get income through the work of the avatar in stores that will pay for a living or by managing a
business. Second Life has thus moved to a virtual economy in line with a virtual consumption (De
Lucia et al., 2009; Lorenzo-Alvarez et al., 2020). These platforms have enabled a virtual
interaction where users can create their own virtual experience into these 3D environment as a way
to extend their real life (Barnes and Mattsson, 2011; Nosek et al., 2019). The emergence of these
immaterial virtual possessions and the motivation to acquire them is linked to a self-identity: self-
expression, ability to buy these virtual goods in the digital world but not in the real world, status
and prestige, and self-identification to a specific group community (Belk, 2013). Virtual worlds
are becoming highly realistic and are considered as new innovative digital interactive marketing

platforms for brand building (Barnes and Mattsson, 2011).

These virtual reality worlds are based upon the concepts of presence and telepresence. Presence is
defined as the physical experience and sense of being in an environment. In contrast, telepresence
is considered as the presence in the environment through a medium of communication (Sharma et
al., 2013). That is, presence is a natural perception of the environment whereas telepresence is its
mediated perception. In the concept of the metaverse and virtual worlds, users experience
telepresence through a mediated and simulated environment where they interact with a digital self,
the avatar (Earnshaw, 2014). This will give users the feeling of being immersed in this environment
through a sensory stimuli of telepresence (Gajendra et al., 2012), allowing parallel worlds to

emerge that blend the physical and digital environments.

This immersive environment is based on the notion of duality. In order to achieve it, key stages

can be highlighted that led to the development of the metaverse. As a starting point, the digital



twins is the digital model of physical properties in the virtual environment that are developed by
smart urban planning (Lik-Hang et al., 2021). It is the virtual copy of the physical environment.
In the second stage, users will build and create digitized creations through their representative
avatar in the virtual world, generating a native content creation based on interconnected
ecosystems of social norms, culture, economy and laws to shape and connect this massive
landscape (Dillon, 2020). Finally, a coexistence between the physical and digital world will be
reached where the metaverse will interoperate with the physical reality and between different
platforms of virtual worlds (Lik-Hang et al., 2021). The building blocks of the metaverse can be
divided into two categories: technology and ecosystem frameworks. Under the technological
perspective, users can access this virtual world through an extended reality that lets users interact
with others in a parallel reality through telepresence, mobile headsets and devices (Pantano and
Corvello, 2010; Cruz et al., 2018). The artificial intelligence, blockchain (data storage and sharing)
and computer vision (body tracking, image processing and mapping) are the key pillars used in
handling the activities of the users in the metaverse. To enhance the performance, edge and cloud
computing are set in place to maximize the infrastructure and increase performance (Lik-Hang et
al., 2021). These technologies constituted the foundations of these virtual environment through the
inclusion of three-dimensions, simulation and immersion (Dionisio et al., 2013). As for the
ecosystem, it mirrors the real environment and world where users control their avatars to engage
in different activities, such as user-generated content and virtual commerce. An alignment between
these activities and security, privacy, trust and accountability is indispensable to construct the

metaverse (Lik-Hang et al., 2021).

Four features must be present in order to achieve the metaverse from a virtual world perspective:

immersive realism, ubiquity of access and identity, interoperability, and scalability (Dionisio et



al., 2013). First, immersive realism is known as being qualified by believability in its cinematic
computer-generated imagery. It is the degree to which users feel emotionally and psychologically
immersed in this world where a degree of transparency between the avatar and the physical
presence of its user should be attained to achieve the concept of immersive realism (Choi and Kim,
2017). Users interact with this world through instrumental structures based on their senses. Some
examples are through the sight where imagery richness and graphics will reach a visual realism,
through the sound where audio generated environment will be a psychological factor in engaging
and immersing the users into the virtual world by a sense of placement (Dionisio et al., 2013).
Second, ubiquity of access and identity is referred to as the ability that this type of virtual world
can allow users to dwell in, move around and engage with the virtual environment as if they were
in the real world (Dionisio et al., 2013). The uniqueness in ubiquity causes users to have their
persona/identity to be identified through physical embodiment, such as fingerprints, voice and
retina. Enabled by interoperability, a ubiquitous and omnipresent persona should be present in the
virtual environment where users should seamlessly cross virtual borders in this immersive world
(Sgobbi et al., 2017). Interoperability is considered as being the main driver of the metaverse since
it is needed to enable the technology required for ubiquity. It is the ability for platforms to exchange
information and interact like people do in the real world. The metaverse should support the aspect
of ubiquity of real life and provide a space for interaction (Loureiro et al., 2021). A ubiquitous
availability and access to the virtual worlds are facilitated by technological devices to reach an
immersive world, able to compete with the physical reality (Quadri-Felitti and Fiore, 2013). The
last feature is scalability which consists of the number of users interacting at a particular time, the
number of objects and their complexity regarding their behaviour and appearance. The

architecture, virtual world technologies and dimensions of the metaverse are based on the number



of users interacting through avatars, the type and scope of interactions and the complexity of the

scene (such as the number of objects and their virtual appearance) (Tukachinsky, 2010).

The metaverse is currently heading towards a sizeable investment initiated by Mark Zuckerberg,
the founder of Facebook now known as “Meta”. Zuckerberg’s intention is to make the future social
network based on virtual and augmented reality. Zuckerberg claims that the metaverse is a natural
evolution of the company that can allow people to connect between virtual reality, social
networking apps, smartphones, personal technological devices and augmented reality (Brown,
2021). In fact, Meta revealed in 2021 the launch of a VR workplace known as the “Horizon
Workrooms app” which can be experienced on a screen and explored through the use of the Oculus
VR headset, which was acquired by Facebook in 2014 (Herrman, 2021). This latest launch allows
people to meet in virtual conference rooms and to be represented by their own avatars. The
convergence between physical and digital platforms is considered by Zuckerberg an early stage in
building the metaverse of the future (Culliford, 2021). Alphabet, Google’s parent company is also
investing heavily in the development of Web 3.0 which is considered to form the infrastructure of
the metaverse. Microsoft is also involved in that strategic direction through the launch of Azure

Digital Twins where users can create digital representations of tangible items (Krishnan, 2022).

Omnichannel Marketing

Channels are known to be intermediaries that facilitate the transfer of products from the
manufacturer to the end consumer. Recent innovations in digital technology supported firms in
their integration of the customer experience across all types of channels (Melero et al., 2016; Yunis
et al., 2018; Kouatli et al., 2022). The channels that the customer usually experiences are

considered as being either multichannel or omnichannel.



Multichannel is defined as “the design, deployment, coordination, and evaluation of channels to
enhance customer value through effective customer acquisition, retention, and development.”
(Neslin et al., 2006). This means that marketers are evaluating the different channels that the firm
and customers interact with in order to deliver a better value to their customers by building and
developing a brand relationship with them in a two-way communication. The choice of using a
multichannel retailing strategy gives the customer convenience to navigate with multiple online
and offline touchpoints (Thaichon et al., 2020). However, despite the coexistence of the offered
channels, the possibility of interaction and integration control from the retailer’s point of view is
limited since the customer’s data, behavior, cross pricing and available merchandise cannot be
shared. From the customers’ point of view, they have a limited level of interaction between the
channels since, for example, the product purchased from the online channel cannot be sometimes

collected, exchanged or returned from the physical store (Beck and Rygl, 2015).

The shift from multichannel to omnichannel marketing is thus seen as a key evolution. This is due
to the importance of enhancing customer engagement through the integration of the channels of
communication that would become fully synergetic in delivering a brand experience that meets
customers’ expectations (Melero et al., 2016; Itani et al., 2022). In this approach, the channels and
the customers’ touchpoints are fully integrated and synchronized to deliver a seamless experience
during the journey (Verhoef et al., 2015). Due to the constant increase in technological advances,
the omnichannel approach is now involving a wide variety of touchpoints in which the borders are
becoming blurred. This is happening in line with the channels’ migrations as shoppers move
through them during the buying process (Verhoef et al., 2015). The main objective of firms under
this approach is to integrate and optimize across channels rather than within channels. A seamless

experience across the varied channels should be focused on in order to deliver a better customer



experience during the search, purchase and post-purchase of the journey (Melero et al., 2016). This
highlights the importance of synergetic management, consistent pricing strategies across the
channels and full data integration to ensure an optimization of users’ experience (Hajdas et al.,

2020).

Nonetheless, there are much more challenges for the omnichannel strategy than the multichannel
approach given the complexity of the customer journey nowadays (Cook, 2014). Indeed, firms will
have to constantly maintain accurate information across the channels, deliver a seamless customer
experience, as well as communicate with their customers during their journey. In order for
companies to be able to understand the customer journey, they have to analyse and evaluate what
drives these journeys and not only the journey itself (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). Moreover,
companies are challenged to understand how customers are motivated and what they expect
regarding the value they want to perceive from each channel of their journey (Melero et al., 2016).
Furthermore, the variety of different customer segments makes this approach highly challenging
as specific customer segments might defer in their preference toward particular touchpoints or
channels (Cook, 2014). For instance, millennials usually prefer electronic connections, whereas
older generations may prefer to experience the in-person contact during their shopping journey.
Thus, such differences will be challenging for companies that aim to deliver an ultimate experience

to those heterogenous and dynamic segments (Itani et al., 2019).

Customers nowadays have an unprecedented power as they are digitally connected and have access
to Internet information that enables them to get knowledge about any product or service that will
satisfy their needs (Schoenbachler and Gordon, 2002). It is then a crucial task to firms to
understand shoppers’ behaviors across channels and their preferences during their journey (Msaed

et al., 2017). Customers will navigate and use the touchpoints that are aligned with their shopping



motives and thus will influence their preferred choice of purchase channels (Aw, 2019). The firm
will then build channel relationships with their customers and develop synergistic touchpoints.
Companies will face challenges pertaining to ensuring the consistency of information, uniformity
and integration of the same brand experience across all channels (Melero et al., 2016). The
complexity of the journey, the technological advances and the changes in consumer behavior may
call for a change in organizations’ structure and cross-departments integration (Lemon and
Verhoef, 2016). Optimization of multichannel systems, structures, data integration and strategies
should then be implemented at the different stages of the customer journey to enhance performance
and maintain loyalty (Rangaswamy and Van Bruggen, 2005). By understanding the behaviors of
the customers, collecting data about their attitudes and by applying a customer-centric approach,
marketers will be able to deliver an optimized customer experience, customer retention, loyalty

and even addictive behavior towards the brand (Cui et al., 2018; Mrad, 2018; Mrad and Cui, 2017).

Methodology

Using an exploratory qualitative approach, this study examined the potential strategic channel-
based marketing routes that companies could adopt in the presence of the metaverse. Elite and
consumer interviewing were conducted. Furthermore, secondary data in the form of online

comments on YouTube’s metaverse related videos were integrated into the analysis.

In relation to the analysis of the secondary data, an inductive thematic analysis approach was used
in order to examine and categorize the comments according to the emerging themes (Braun and
Clarke, 2006). Two videos (one from CNET and another one from CBS news) were selected based
on their relevance, number of comments and publishing source. The total number of downloaded

reviews reached 23,884 comments. The date range of the extracted comments was between July



and November 2021. Data filtering was applied, whereby comments including insults, jokes and
other non-relevant notes were omitted from the database. Accordingly, the total number of

comments that were kept for the analysis reached 6,567.

As for the primary data, and in line with Creswell’s (1998) sample size recommendations and data
saturation suggestions (Baker and Edwards, 2012), 15 elites and 28 consumers were interviewed.
Elites were sought to discuss the development of VR in the context of consumers’ experiences and
companies’ channel-based marketing approaches. The future development of such immersive
experiences in the metaverse were specifically discussed and reflected on using open ended semi-
structured interviews over Skype. The experts had an average of 13 years of experience in the
marketing, gaming, VR development and retailing fields. The consumers’ gender split came to be
based on 16 male and 14 female respondents with the following age distribution: 28.5% for 18-25
years old, 25% 26-33 years old, 21.5% for 34-41 years old, 14% for 42-49 years old, and 11% for

above 50 years.

The interviews were recorded with the consent of the interviewees and lasted for an average of 42
minutes each. The recordings were then transcribed, coded and analyzed. A thematic mapping was
generated accordingly, integrating the outcome of the exploratory study in both of its approaches
across the primary and secondary data that were collected (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun and Clarke,
2006). For reliability purposes, the data was coded independently by two researchers then

crosschecked in relation to the extracted themes (Neuman, 2003).

Findings



Based on the triangulation of the data between the customers’ online comments and the elite and
consumer interviewing, the metaverse’s own platform was classified as being based on what this
study terms as either a “multiverse” (applications used in siloes) or an “omniverse” (immersive
social world as the backbone system) structure. The findings revealed that within the metaverse
context, companies will be facing four principal stages: (1) Multiverse-Multichannel, (2)

Multiverse-Omnichannel, (3) Omniverse-Multichannel, and (4) Omniverse-Omnichannel.

The metaverse’s platform: multiverse versus omniverse

The metaverse’s platform’s structure plays an integral role in the experience of its users. The
findings showed that the operating system and how users perceive and use the VR’s software is
crucial to their immersion into the virtual world. The dubbed metaverse of the future is expected
to have a fully immersive system, whereby from the moment users place the headset on their faces,
they would navigate a parallel omni-present world that mimics reality. This state is labelled by this
study as omniverse, where the virtual world’s platform is a fully operating social world. On the
opposite scale, is what this study labels as multiverse, which is predominantly the current state of
VR worlds: applications that are scattered in the system’s platform waiting to be individually

opened by the user.

“Today’s VR worlds are still far from what we can call a typical metaverse. They 're mainly
driven by stand-alone apps, mainly gaming. It’s a sole 1-way experience.” (Head of

interactive unit, 22 years of experience).

“Tomorrow’s metaverse will be an immersive world where everything is integrated into

the virtual world. You will wander around and select what you want from the virtual



environment, streets, stores... it will definitely not look like today’s apps.” (Founder of a

VR company, 12 years of experience).

An omniverse platform would integrate immersion and realism, while a multiverse world would

mainly provide escapism to its users.

“In a full metaverse world, everything is integrated together. Work, social life, gaming,
shopping, learning... this would give a full immersive and realistic experience for users.”

(Managing Director, 18 years of experience).

“I use VR mainly to escape reality. You just put your headset and feel you're totally
disconnected from your real world. | have a couple of gaming apps that I mainly use for

this.” (Consumer, 24 years old).

However, the main debate remained on whether users will lose the feeling of escapism once
everything is integrated together as it will be fundamentally a parallel mimicked life in the virtual

environment.

“We're progressing towards a world where even VR will mirror our current life. It will
lose its current value proposition that it provides a sanctuary, an escape from real life.”

(Managing Director, 17 years of experience).

“I'will still be able I think to feel some kind of detachment from real life as I could go easily
from place to place in that virtual world and do different tasks or activities that don’t

involve work or social interactions.” (Consumer, 32 years old).



“I like VR. VR games and environments are fun. I don't want to be immersed in VR and
have it integrated into daily life. People's social skills have already degraded with the
invention of social media. Now put them into fake worlds all day for both work & play and
goodbye humanity. I'll take real interactions + self-development over synthetic

environments any day.” (Online consumer comment).

Nevertheless, experts and users converged on the idea that the metaverse will be fully integrated
into people’s lives in the very near future, and that it will be a mainstream channel that companies

and brands will be using in their marketing strategy.

“This is going to become an everyday part of life in my lifetime, just as social media did

for older generations before me.” (Online consumer comment).

“The metaverse will be a breakthrough jump in how we market to consumers. It will be
similar to the times where we progressed from a basic internet presence to a socially
connected web presence via social media platforms.” (Senior marketing director, 12 years

of experience).

“In 10 years it will become a necessity to use (just like a smartphone nowadays) also keep
in mind that everyone felt the same way about PC's and the Internet during the 90s yet
nowadays we can't even imagine what our lives would be like without the Internet.” (Online

consumer comment).

Multiverse-Multichannel



As each component work in silo on the basis of each installed application within the VR
unit/headset, the metaverse ecosystem was found to be multichannel based, or what this research
labels as “multiverse”. A common predominant stage today is based on companies managing their
content and activities on a multichannel basis, while VR platforms are all in a still developing
multiverse stage. This is considered as a current base stage where companies should use to invest
in so that to move to an omnichannel basis before VR platforms develop into an integrated parallel

world.

“If companies today are in a multichannel stage, they 're not penalized too much as the
metaverse is still developing. Nonetheless, | think brands should accelerate their efforts in
moving into the next omnichannel stage before the metaverse becomes fully immersive as

they might lose a lot. ” (VR games developer, 9 years of experience).

“Companies have nothing to fear yet today if they’re managing their content on a
multichannel basis due to the fact that we could be called the metaverse today is still

fragmented itself internally.” (Head of Interactive unit, 22 years of experience).

A common agreement was also in place in relation to the slow development of the metaverse,
which is predominantly seen as a gaming platform that is yet to provide a full immersive and real

experience.

“The current direction that VR is taking will only slow the metaverse’s development as it’s
mainly seen as a stand-alone gaming platform. The platform of the VR headsets is not
helping either; check their operating platform, i¢’s like a mobile phone with apps thrown

atyou. /t’s a fragmented experience.” (Managing Director, 18 years of experience).



“The current VR worlds are like a la carte menus! Nothing is yet integrated for a full social

experience.” (Senior marketing director, 12 years of experience).

Nonetheless, the findings show that while the VR gaming experience promotes digital escapism
from reality, the social and work-related components help blur the lines between the virtual and

the real, which would accelerate the development of the omniverse.

“VR is mainly used today for gaming. This is mainly promoting escapism for users. So for
lots of users, today VR equals gaming equals escapism.” (VR games developer, 9 years of

experience).

“We re seeing lately some efforts from Facebook/Meta and Microsoft to embed workplaces
and meetings into the metaverse. This is an excellent move as it will start changing the
perception of the VR worlds that iz’s a versatile and integrated world for everything, not

only for gaming.” (Managing Director, 18 years of experience).

Multiverse-Omnichannel

In a Multiverse-Omnichannel stage, companies are already in the advanced integrated stage of
omnichannel marketing, while the metaverse is still fragmented. This would give brands a good

head-start in future metaverse marketing so that they remain relevant in the market.

“If companies are already adopting an omnichannel approach today, then it’s a huge head
start for them. Once they initiate their presence in the metaverse of tomorrow, they will
only need to integrate it into their ecosystem.” (Senior marketing director, 12 years of

experience).



“Welcome to Creators economy, either you are too old or too young, we will come and live
in this space, so learn and adapt your business to stay relevant in the market...” (Online

consumer comment).

Nonetheless, the findings showed that there would be a major risk that companies might face in
this stage. Indeed, brands might become too focused on the developing metaverse and consider it
as a major stand-alone channel. In such a case, companies might de-emphasize other channels and

switch back to a multichannel approach focused on the metaverse.

“A potential risk here would be for companies to perceive the metaverse as a stand-alone
main channel that would supersede all other channels and they go back to a multichannel
approach. Brands have to be extremely careful on how they integrate their presence into

the metaverse.” (Founder of a VR company, 12 years of experience).

Under that particular scenario, the company might become so obsessed with the metaverse that it
would forego its channel-based competitive advantage and become irrelevant to a large portion of
the population. Furthermore, as the metaverse turns into an omniverse stage, its own platform
would be integrated with other channels, which would place such companies at a major

disadvantage regarding users’ experience in the metaverse itself.

“The metaverse is being so hyped currently and is expected to be the main point to be
discussed in upcoming marketing strategies. No wonder that some companies would

become obsessed with it to the point that they would switch all their marketing budgets to



it, forgetting that a crucial component of the metaverse is an integration with other

environments.” (Managing Director, 18 years of experience).

Omniverse-Multichannel

Following the previous discussed point on the risks that companies would face if they divert into
a multichannel approach, an Omniverse-Multichannel state is indeed considered to be a dangerous
scenario for brands. Companies will need to invest quickly to move to an omnichannel stage as

the metaverse is becoming a fully integrated world.

“While a fully immersive and integrated metaverse will take time to develop, companies
that are going to remain in a multichannel stage when the metaverse will be fully upon us
will be in high risk. Users will completely forget them and will opt instead for brands that
are present with them in the touchpoints that are relevant to them.” (Senior marketing

director, 12 years of experience).

“In the metaverse of tomorrow, brands have to be present socially while integrating their
presence with their current existing offline and online channels. The metaverse will be so
realistic that brands would need to reflect everything they do there across all other

platforms, otherwise users will know it’s a fake experience.” (Consumer, 34 years old).

Brand will have to invest in a seamless consumers’ experience that spans across all channels,
including the virtual one. As companies and potential competitors will start integrating their stores,
content, and marketing activities within and across channels, brands will have to quickly follow

suit.



“If you have a fully integrated social experience on the metaverse and the brand is acting
as this is a separate channel that can be operated in silo like other current channels, then
it’s a death wish! The experience will be so fragmented that potential customers will just
select other brands that have content that make sense across all touchpoints.” (Head of

Interactive unit, 22 years of experience).

“For comparison purposes, it’s like having a brand in today’s world with a website that
doesn’t link you or at least continue your experience to other social media platforms. It’s
like searching for the brand on Google and not finding the brand’s presence on all

channels.” (Consumer, 42 years old).

Omniverse-Omnichannel

Lastly, in an Omniverse-Omnichannel situation, the virtual, digital and physical channels are all

integrated in a seamless way.

“How an ideal metaverse future for companies will look like? Basically, it will be a
company already integrating an omnichannel approach with its customers, including the
metaverse’s world as one of these channels.” (Founder of a VR company, 12 years of

experience).

“Just imagine a world where you pass by the brand’s store in the metaverse, check
products, interact with the store assistant, check customers’ reviews on the item via the
virtual Facebook account of that brand in the metaverse, log out and go to your PC to
check the YouTube account of that brand, then go physically to the store and buy it!”

(Consumer, 29 years old).



Realism will be at its peak in such a stage, where users will try first to think of it like a game.
Nonetheless, full immersion and realism will be quickly attained in this scenario as everything is

integrated for a fully immersive and seamless experience.

“When an advanced metaverse is here I'll make sure to treat it as a game so as not to lose

a sense of reality. ” (Online consumer comment).

“Imagine you wake up on a Monday. You will be able to go to work in the metaverse, then
see your doctor, then maybe go to a lounge and hang with friends and have a drink (the
drink will be in your real hands). The metaverse will be your alternative world where
everything you do now can happen virtually. It will have limitations, but still this is where

the next generation of humans will be soon. ” (Online consumer comment).

This stage will provide companies with endless possibilities and iterations across channels to
deliver a seamless heightened experience for its consumers. Indeed, different types of two-way
communication can be highlighted in this virtual world to better reach and interact with the firm’s
customers. Companies can buy virtual stores to represent their brand and show the virtual edition
of their products and can rent virtual billboards and virtual advertising spaces in the digital mall
and then track the data of the number of viewers (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2009a). An integrated
channel-based world will even present big opportunities for users to engage and co-create with

brands.

“The Metaverse would be all companies around the world merging as 1 in a virtual reality

in order to access all platforms from anywhere. ” (Online consumer comment).



“Imagine if you could own an acre in fortnite, and then sell that a year later to Nike to
build their HQ in fortnite for 50x profit, I think most people would take that deal, and the
world would keep on turning. (its happening right now in Decentraland and Sandbox).
Metaverse is just a new paint on virtual worlds (games) that have existed for 20yrs. What
makes it "metaverse™ and not just another gameworld is the ability to take assets you own

in the game and trade them outside of the game.” (Online consumer comment).

Table 1 summarizes the findings’ discussion pertaining to the stages of the channels’ marketing

approach.
Table 1: Stages of channels’ marketing approach
Metaverse  Channels’ Marketing Brand’s Stage Description
Approach dominant
experience
A basic stage that brands should focus
Multiverse Multichannel _Basic on develo_ping befo_re the Metaverse
nonintegrated develops into a mainstream platform and
integrated an omni-verse approach.
The brand’s overall experience is
Unified experience seamless across channels including the
Multiverse omnichannel across all _ Metaverse. Brands should prepare here
platforms/touchpoi  for the next Metaverse stage to keep the
nts seamless integration between all
channels.
A high-risk scenario on brands, which
Fragmented / can lose appeal and fade away from
Omniverse Multichannel disjointed consumers’ minds. Brands should
experience urgently work on the integration of
channels.
The ultimate experiential stage. Brands
) ) Immersive should focus on innovations and co-
Omniverse Omnichannel experience market events and content across the

different platforms.




Implications

From a scholarly perspective, this paper fills a major gap in the literature pertaining to the
upcoming new metaverse version within the experiential context. This is the first study of its kind
that explores consumers’ experiences through a channel/application lens within the VR platform
itself. This research area is fundamental to be understood in preparation for the expected fast
development of the metaverse in the near future. The presence of brands in virtual worlds will be
a key factor to reach customers and deliver the same value communicated in the real life. On that
basis, marketers should employ a participative and integrative approach in order to provide users
with an optimal shopping experience (Gadalla et al., 2013) while having the right channel

approach as per this study’s findings.

Firms” omnichannel approach to the metaverse would improve the brand’s image as customers
will be interacting with them and experiencing their products virtually, which would lead to a
higher intention to purchase. Improvement in brand awareness and knowledge will be attained,
which will in parallel increase the brand equity if properly integrated over all other existing
channels as customers expect from marketers to go beyond the limits of reality and meet them

where they are (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2009b).

From a managerial perspective, this study’s implications are sizeable on both platforms’ owners
and brands looking to be present in the metaverse world. With the emergence of more affordable
and higher performing VR headsets (Srivastava et al., 2014), alongside with Meta’s announcement
in 2021 that it will be investing heavily towards the metaverse, companies are starting to increase
their interest in VR as a potential powerful tool for customer engagement. Indeed, VR headsets

and worlds are becoming important tools that immerse consumers in virtual environments and can



replicate both the purchasing and consumption processes (Olszewski et al., 2016; Farah et al.,
2019). In parallel, screen-based virtual worlds are expected to further develop throughout the
progression towards the metaverse as they are considered to be the early iterations of that futuristic
world. Indeed, as global powerful brands are increasingly investing in their marketing presence on
screen-based virtual worlds such as Roblox, it is expected that such a move would lure in the
lucrative Gen Z audience (people born between 1995 and 2010) who will form the base of the
future metaverse. Nike for example, developed Nikeland in Roblox, tapping on the 55 million
daily active users on that platform. Nikeland has received until September 2022 more than 21

million visitors and has been favorited by around 118,000 users (Sutcliffe, 2022).

Based on the findings and the different uncovered channel-based strategies and stages that
companies will be facing with the development of the metaverse, there will be four different

expected scenarios that would govern the brand’s evolution path (see figure 1):

1. Theideal path: This path shows an ideal progression from a multichannel to omnichannel
stage, while in parallel the metaverse is progressing from a multi to omniverse state. The
ideal setting in this scenario is that companies attain an omnichannel stage before the
metaverse becomes fully immersive and developed.

2. The recovery path: In this scenario, companies are still in the multichannel stage while
the metaverse is accelerating into an omniverse state. Accordingly, companies are
advised here to follow a steep path in accelerating their investments and focus towards

an omnichannel state.



3. The laggard path: Laggards will be companies that will not change their course and will
remain in the multichannel stage. This path will bear high risks and threats for companies
that would follow it.

4. The deflection path: In this scenario, companies who are already following an
omnichannel approach get lured into the metaverse’s world and become so focused on it

that they deemphasize other existing channels and fall back into having a multichannel

approach.
Omnichannel
A
Ideal path
N
J
Multiverse § » Omniverse
& \
Q
N Deflection path
Laggard path

Multichannel

Figure 1: Channel-based marketing scenarios

Conclusion and future research

This study examined channel-based marketing strategy approaches in the context of the metaverse

and unveiled the importance of integrating that lens in the presence of such a new virtual world.



The research showed that there would be four key stages for companies to be aware of when
developing their strategic marketing approach. Furthermore, the study discussed the potential
scenarios and implications on brands within the development context of the metaverse into a stand-

alone world.

While the study provides a completely novel approach to managing channels with the presence of
the metaverse, it is not without limitations due to its qualitative and exploratory nature. Indeed, it
focused on elites and customers’ reviews alongside their perceptions regarding the development
of the metaverse which might limit the generalizability of the findings. Accordingly, future
research could embark on conducting quantitative research with users relating to their virtual
experience across applications. Furthermore, future studies could look into several potential

platforms and devices that might develop in the near future.
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