
Urbis use Manchester Second Life space 

Overview 

This case study looks at how Urbis is using the virtual world Second Life to hold events, reach 
out to new audiences and grow the brand of Urbis as an experimental, cutting edge organisation 
exploring city life. 

Background 

URBIS is an exhibition centre in Manchester, focusing on city life; it features interactive exhibits 
and changing exhibitions. Urbis aims to challenge ideas and concepts relating to the 
development of cities and highlights both environmental and social issues that must be 
considered in the future development of the urban environment. Like many modern museums, 
Urbis is highly interactive and is developed with education and learning as a key focus. Urbis' 
programme of changing exhibitions focuses on the culture of the modern city, with explorations 
of design, architecture, graffiti, photography, music and fashion. 

The Urbis building contains four floors of evolving displays dedicated to the modern and future 
city, and an ambitious events programme. Urbis is about covering what’s new, original, and 
interesting about city life, and covering it first. 
 
Origins 

Vaughan Allen, Chief Executive of URBIS, wanted a Second Life presence to present real-life 
events differently, after seeing the success Dublin has had in re-creating the city, more 
accurately than any other real life city, in Second Life.  

At the same time, Manchester Digital Development Agency and Clicks and Links included the 
concept of Manchester in Second Life in Manchester’s Digital Challenge bid. Entitled ONE-
Manchester, the entry came runner-up in the competition to develop the UK’s leading digital 
hotspots. Nevertheless, MDDA and Clicks and Links decided to carry on with the project without 
the funding from the Digital Challenge bid, on a smaller scale. Urbis’s management team 
decided to get involved: a Manchester Second Life space fits nicely with Urbis’s interest in 
‘interactive city life’. 

URBIS had already started to experiment with the internet, using social networking sites such as 
Myspace and Facebook, as well as blogs. Second Life seemed like the next logical step. 
Vaughan Allen said: "Urbis is all about making sense of the city. As city-life increasingly moves 
online, it makes sense for Urbis to stake out its virtual ground there too." Urbis have even had 
their ideas supported by Manchester City Council, who have bought four Second Life islands - 
with real money - where Urbis has built its virtual home. 



Objectives 

For the overall Manchester project: The over-arching objective of was to develop and extend the 
idea of a Manchester ‘brand’. Subscribers to the Second Life community are able to meet and 
chat with real-life Mancunians online and visit exhibitions and events. Dave Carter, head of 
MDDA, said: "By creating a Manchester presence, we will be opening doors to this vast 
community - and having conversations with a huge range of people that will help shape and 
advance the city's digital development."  

For Urbis: Urbis wanted to be new, original and at the cutting edge. Not many museums and 
galleries had undergone similar projects in Second Life – Urbis wanted to be leaders in their 
field.  

In addition to this it was hoped it would help URBIS develop new audiences. Second Life was 
seen as an online marketing opportunity, as a way to spread the URBIS word and brand. In 
Second Life people from the USA, Japan and all over the world could experience URBIS.  

A secondary objective was to increase media coverage, using a high-profile and topical project 
to attract positive media stories about the organisation.  

Process 

Four islands in Second Life were bought by Manchester City Council. Urbis’s presence has so 
far mainly involved events held in these spaces, tied to exhibitions in ‘real’ URBIS. The flagship 
event so far was the 25th Anniversary of the Hacienda. This was a very exclusive event in real 
life, and so many people who wanted to go couldn’t – the Second Life event allowed a braoder 
audience to take part. In Second Life, the Haçienda experience was recreated with original 
artwork and artifacts, providing the backdrop to a series of virtual club-nights. Second Life 
avatars were able to visit the virtual exhibition on the Manchester Island, step back in time, walk 
through the original, world famous Fac 51 doors and dance on the infamous dance-floor to DJ 
sets inspired by the club.  

This was done very quickly, and the team running it didn’t even know whether it would work 
logistically, in terms of the technical aspects of the project (connection speeds etc). But it did. 
Vaughan Allen, Chief Executive of Urbis said:  

"The Haçienda inspired great design, great music – and thousands of lost weekends. Many of 
its regulars will now have the chance to revisit those halcyon days, and to catch up with lapsed 
acquaintances, whether or not they can make the physical trip to Urbis. “ 

"Our Second Life Haçienda exhibition is not simply a recreation of what is available in the real 
world, it’s a chance to experience The Haçienda in an innovative environment, and in an 
experimental way – both of which epitomize the lasting phenomenon of the former club. Second 
Life Haçienda aims to set the bar for the way Urbis can be experienced, wherever you are 
located." 



Another event was a talk by Peter Hook, which sold out very quickly in real life and so was 
linked with Second Life, where Second Life users could actually take part the a Q&A session 
with Hook. At this event, the Second Life and real life versions were held simultaneously, with 
the events in Second Life were relayed back to the live audience on a plasma screen. 

Initial feedback has indicated that at the Hacienda event users of Second Life would have liked 
to have been able to chat to the DJs, and have the running order of what time they were on etc. 
This sort of detail was not possible in the time that staff had to organise the Second Life event, 
but is an issue that Urbis have attempted to address at subsequent events. Staff planned to 
host a live chat on Second Life with Graeme Park and Peter Hook at the Hacienda’s 25th 
anniversary real life event but logistical difficulties such as a poor internet connection and 
having to interrupt the DJs during mixing conspired against this. 

Resource Implications 

The only real cost has been staff time. MDDA and Clicks and Links have devoted a certain 
amount of time towards the project, and at URBIS there is only so much time their marketing 
team of three can spend on it. This means that URBIS’ Second Life presence has not been able 
to expand as rapidly as it might have done. 

Outcomes 

This project has brought people who otherwise wouldn’t explore the medium of Second Life 
(Urbis’ regular visitors and event attenders) into the virtual world, and has therefore acted 
almost as a learning tool for them. 

The project has developed new, online audiences for the organisation.  

Second Life has opened up Urbis to international visitors. People from countries all over the 
world are now visiting Urbis both in Second Life and in Manchester as a result of its virtual 
presence. 

This project has started a learning process for Urbis communicating in different spheres.  

Involvement in this unusual and cutting edge project has helped Urbis to gain positive media 
coverage: Urbis was featured on BBC North West Tonight. 

This project has also helped the profile of Urbis through brand association, showing that it takes 
risks and is at the cutting edge of modern technology.  

Next steps 

Urbis want to develop an online archive of previous exhibitions and resources, in 30 online 
‘pods’ which will be available for viewing at any time. 

The next exhibition to be integrated into Second Life will be the Play exhibition, which focuses 
on creative and playful experiences of city life. This will take the form of an interactive city 



environment, and will not be tied strictly to the format of the real life exhibition, adding a different 
experience for visitors.  

URBIS is also thinking about providing creative workspace online where users can generate 
content. This work could then be displayed online as well as in a real life setting in Manchester. 
This, however, would obviously involve more staff time and cost. 

Clicks and Links have had the idea of advertising for Urbis ambassadors within Second Life, 
who could talk about and promote Urbis, and who could be paid in Linden dollars (the currency 
used in Second Life, which can be converted in to ‘real’ money), a way of bypassing the 
problems with staff time. 

Another idea was to create an online form so that Urbis could increase its data capture from 
visitors in Second Life, helping the organisation to understand its new online visitors, whether 
they differ in demographic profile from real life Urbis visitors and what their needs are.  


