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The offline world can be said to involve only one world, while numerous exemplars of online or virtual worlds exist (Second Life, Habbo Hotel, etc.). Research in various disciplines begins to have a relatively good understanding of how the off-line world works, but research on virtual worlds is only in its infancy. In this paper, we report on our study of Habbo Hotel, a virtual world, that exemplifies and illustrates interesting developments for scholars in the fields such as anthropology, sociology and management of innovation. 

According to industry observers, this virtual world is the world’s largest virtual world and social networking service for children and teenagers. Localized Habbo communities in 31 countries are visited by millions of children and teenagers every week. This virtual company is company-created. It is backed by venture capitalists who expect to get a financial return on their investments. Users pay “real” financial currency for the objects they use in this service. 

The study suggests how the intense participation in Habbo Hotel of children can be analyzed within two theoretical frameworks, namely “user innovation” (von Hippel 1982) and “creationist capitalism” (Boellstorff 2008: 206). The paper first discusses user innovation and creationist capitalism, then moves on to questions raised by children’s contributions to online worlds from both perspectives. 
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User innovation is a term that captures how customers or other users of products use them in ways not imagined by the manufacturer (von Hippel 1982). The main finding is that a company delivers a product to the market where enthusiastic lead users customize the product, sometimes adding to the products use and economic value, sometimes changing its meaning. Recently, user innovation has been extended into services and online worlds (von Hippel 2005; Benkler 2006). 

Creationist capitalism offers a more general theoretical framework that addresses these same processes from a different angle; it is a term that attempts to capture a mode of production which is becoming globally prevalent. It refers to a shift in capitalism that is not only interested in people’s creativity, but equates it with labor: production is understood as creation. In this understanding, people are not simply selling their labor-power and consuming ready-made products, but they are actively co-producing products and services that they consume (Boellstorff 2008; Ruckenstein 2010). 

While user innovation takes the company view on innovations, creationist capitalism, in contrast, opens a framework for studying children’s and teenager’s interactions on the Internet. While user innovation ultimately locates the company at the center of attention, creationist capitalism situates people’s doings at the heart of economic analysis; the social and the economic become intertwined. While the user innovation in many ways is thus a continuation of the capitalistic ideology where products are commodities or platforms – either way,  instruments of capitalism – creationist capitalism points towards a different (“2.0”) version of capitalism that invites and seduces people, including children and young people, to join in and become creators of their own worlds. In other words, in user innovation, central agency is granted to managers of companies and users are, still, at the periphery. In creationist capitalism virtual worlds rely on and take advantage of user-generated content so that the company management cannot ultimately control the development of the online world. When there is a company behind a virtual world, this company offers a framework for people’s doings, but will find it impossible to manage what is being created within the virtual world. 

In this paper, the perspective of children is brought to the fore through empirical material collected in Helsinki. The first author visited Habbo Hotel with children and teenagers (11-12 year olds); during the visits the favorite user-generated theme rooms, including hospitals, dating rooms, cruise ships and discos were viewed together with children, while children talked about their participation in the Habbo-world. 
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Our analysis also reveals that, through their interactions in the virtual world, the Finnish children we have studied are producing new kinds of economic configurations. The idea of modern childhood as a non-productive area of leisure becomes efficiently questioned by children’s participation in processes of user innovation and creationist capitalism. Similarly to other virtual worlds, the vibrancy of Habbo Hotel is generated by both anticipated and unanticipated uses by its consumers; it flourishes because children and youngsters from Brazil to Finland take part in the service and produce content, sometimes also new meanings, for it. 
According to research on user innovation in mobile phones, new ways of use can also “diffuse upwards” when lead users gain status with other users (Djelic and Ainamo 2005). The lead users’ early appropriation of technological and stylistic developments attracts followers and leads to the creation of a new symbolic world. According to research on creationist capitalism in the case of Tamagotschi, creativity generally allows labor to acquire value as a form of leisure (Ruckenstein 2010). In line with the creationist capitalism framework also in the case of Habbo Hotel, the case of Habbo Hotel, children’s and teenager’s creative doings transform into a form of labor in its own right. 

Taken together, we take it that the two frameworks and our notes from this virtual world to reflect an emerging trend of the general blurring of work and play that the Internet is particularly good at enabling. In virtual spaces like Habbo Hotel production melts into play and leisure while children participate in the creation of Habbo Hotel and make it inviting to other children. Significantly, from the perspective of children themselves, the blurring of work and play in Habbo is not an issue. Children use Habbo Hotel as a playground, where they create alternative realities and rehearse, expand and exaggerate their everyday concerns and desires in imaginative ways. From this perspective, the Habbo Hotel is a prime example of creationist capitalism; an extension of everyday life, a virtual space where children play with various kinds of aims and desires. From the perspective of the company, the combined worth of the two frameworks is to highlight in complementary fashion what is going on between companies and users online -- dimensions of a mutable commodity and a co-created community coexist and coevolve.

