
© 2009 ThinkBalm. All rights reserved.   36     
ThinkBalm Immersive Internet Business Value Study, Q2 2009  

  

Authors: Erica Driver and Sam Driver, Principals, ThinkBalm 

May 26, 2009 

Immersive Internet Analyst Report Series, Issue #2 

ThinkBalm Immersive Internet 

Business Value Study, Q2 2009 



 

© 2009 ThinkBalm. All rights reserved.  
ThinkBalm Immersive Internet Business Value Study, Q2 2009 1  

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Table of Contents ........................................................................................................................................... 1 

Thanks to our Sponsors .................................................................................................................................. 2 

Executive Summary ........................................................................................................................................ 3 

¢ƘŜ .ƛƎ vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΥ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ whLΚ ................................................................................................................ 4 

Early Investments Are Yielding Business Value .............................................................................................. 4 

More Than 40% of Those Surveyed Saw Positive Total Economic Benefit ................................................. 4 

Almost All Survey Respondents Indicated Some Level of Project Success ................................................. 6 

A Primary Benefit Is Cost Savings or Avoidance ......................................................................................... 8 

The Immersive Internet Presents an Innovation Opportunity ................................................................... 9 

Nearly ¾ of Respondents Said They Might or Will Increase Investment .................................................... 9 

Use Cases: People Are Picking the Low-Hanging Fruit First ......................................................................... 10 

The Most Common Use Cases Today: Learning and Training, Meetings.................................................. 11 

Some Have Their Eye on More Complex Use Cases for 2010 and 2011 ................................................... 13 

Why Immersive Technology Versus the Alternatives? ................................................................................. 14 

Leading Alternatives Offer Communication Capabilities and Presence Info ............................................ 15 

Implementers Chose Immersive Tech for Low Cost, Increased Engagement .......................................... 16 

LƳƳŜǊǎƛǾŜ aŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ Wǳǎǘ aŀȅ .Ŝ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ άCŀŎŜ ¢ƛƳŜέ .......................................................................... 18 

ά²Ŝ /ƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 5ƻ Lǘ !ƴȅ hǘƘŜǊ ²ŀȅέ ........................................................................................................ 18 

You Can Get Your Feet Wet at Very Little Cost ............................................................................................ 19 

Nearly 30% of Orgs Recouped Their Investment in Less Than Nine Months ........................................... 21 

5ƻƴΩǘ .Ŝ aƛǎƭŜŘ .ȅ [ƻǿ /ƻǎǘ ƻŦ 9ƴǘǊȅ ...................................................................................................... 22 

This Is an Emerging Market in the Early Adopter Stage ............................................................................... 23 

To Cross the Chasm, Early Pioneers Have Lots of Issues to Address ........................................................ 24 

Recommendations ........................................................................................................................................ 27 

Research Methodology ................................................................................................................................ 29 

Related ThinkBalm Research ........................................................................................................................ 31 

About the Authors ........................................................................................................................................ 32 

Special Thanks .............................................................................................................................................. 32 

About the Project Sponsors .......................................................................................................................... 33 

Endnotes ....................................................................................................................................................... 35 

About ThinkBalm .......................................................................................................................................... 36 

file:///C:\Users\Erica%20Driver\Documents\Client%20work\Business%20value%20study%20Q1%202009\The%20report\ThinkBalm%20Immersive%20Internet%20Business%20Value%20Study%20FINAL.docx%23_Toc231014039


 

© 2009 ThinkBalm. All rights reserved.  
ThinkBalm Immersive Internet Business Value Study, Q2 2009 2  

 

THANKS TO OUR SPONSORS 

 

 

Gold 

 

 

 

 

Silver 

 

 

 

 

Bronze 

 

 

 



 

© 2009 ThinkBalm. All rights reserved.  
ThinkBalm Immersive Internet Business Value Study, Q2 2009 3  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Immersive Internet is a collection of emerging technologies combined with a social culture that has 

roots in video games and virtual worlds. Success in the consumer virtual world and video game markets 

has driven experimentation with immersive technology in the workplace. During the past year, the idea of 

using immersive technology at work has gained some traction and anecdotal success has led to questions 

about business value. To try to answer these questions about the business value of using immersive 

technologies in the workplace, ThinkBalm surveyed 66 Immersive Internet practitioners and conducted 15 

in-depth interviews. This report contains our research findings and analysis. 

Early investments in immersive technology for work are yielding business value. More than 40% of those 

surveyed (26 of 66) saw a positive total economic benefit from investments in immersive technologies in 

2008 and 1Q 2009, and more than 50% of respondents (34 of 65) expect to obtain a positive total 

economic benefit in 2009. Quantification of this value was all over the map, ranging from less than 

$10,000 USD to more than $1 million. The number of respondents who expect to obtain economic benefit 

of $25,000 USD or more in 2009 is more than double the number who indicated they achieved this level 

for 2008 / 1Q 2009. We found that many who have been implementing immersive technology in the 

workplace did not even expect to achieve a return on their investment. 

Ninety five percent of survey respondents (62 of 66) reported some level of success with their 2008 / 1Q 

2009 immersive technology deployments. People who worked for government, non-profits and even 

some corporations focused on non-financial benefits, which sometimes makes quantification of that 

success difficult. Regardless, over a third of those surveyed (36%, or 23 of 64) said their organization will 

definitely expand investment in immersive technology in 2009 and 2010, and another 38% (24 of 64) 

indicated that they might expand their investment. 

The top motivations for investment in this area in 2008 /1Q 2009 were enabling people in disparate 

locations to spend time together, increased innovation, and cost savings or avoidance τ with each 

reported as at least somewhat important by the vast majority of respondents. Unsurprisingly, early 

implementers are choosing the simplest use cases first. Learning and training (80%, or 53 of 66 

respondents) and meetings (76%, or 50 of 66) were the most common. Using immersive technology for 

internal meetings was more prevalent than using it for external meetings. 

Immersive technology won out over a variety of alternatives primarily due to low cost and the increased 

engagement it delivers. The leading alternatives were Web conferencing and in-person meetings, 

followed by phone calls. Nearly 60% of respondents (38 of 66) indicated that immersive technology was 

less expensive than alternatives, and 11% (7 of 66) reported that it was more expensive.  

Work-related use of the Immersive Internet is in the early adopter phase. Before it can pass into the early 

majority phase, practitioners and the technology vendors who serve them must άŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǎƳ.έ They 

face a number of issues τ some technological, such as inadequate end user hardware and corporate 

security concerns, and others social, such as raising awareness and providing training. All in all, significant 

opportunity exists to extract business value from immersive technology, and experimentation now can lay 

the groundwork for transformational initiatives down the road.  
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THE BIG QUESTION: WHATΩS THE ROI? 

As industry analysts, we hear it ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΥ άL Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ƛƳƳŜǊǎƛǾŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ 

engagement, but how do you measure ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘΚέ ¢ƘŜ 

question of business value came up repeatedly at the 3D Training, 

Learning and Collaboration (3DTLC) conference in Washington DC in 

April 2009. It comes up in conversation at nearly every ThinkBalm 

Innovation Community event and has peppered many community 

discussions. The blog articles we write that contain business value 

numbers are the most widely-read ones we publish.
1
 It is the following 

question we set out to answer in this research sǘǳŘȅΥ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƛƳƳŜǊǎƛǾŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜΚέ    

EARLY INVESTMENTS ARE YIELDING BUSINESS VALUE 

Nƻǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǿƘƻΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ immersive technology in the workplace can τ or even expects to 

τ quantify the business value of the investments ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ so far. Few 2008 or 1Q 2009 Immersive 

Internet projects had rigorous ROI numbers attached. But various data points collected via survey and 

interviews indicate that investments in immersive technologies in the workplace are in fact yielding value. 

As just one example, BP expects to deliver tens of millions USD in business value from its investments in 

immersive technology. The company has already recouped the cost of many of the Immersive Internet 

investments it made in 2008 and 1Q 2009, according to Brian Ralphs, a director in the IT chief technology 

office. 

More Than 40% of Those Surveyed Saw Positive Total Economic Benefit 

More than 40% of the practitioners we surveyed (26 of 66) said their organizations saw a positive total 

economic benefit from investments made in immersive technologies in 2008 and 1Q 2009, and more than 

50% of respondents (34 of 65) expect to obtain a positive total economic benefit in 2009 (see Figure 1 and 

Figure 2). Quantification of this value ranged from less than $10,000 USD to more than $1 million. Our 

assessment reveals three main reasons for this extensive diversity: 1) business value depends heavily on 

use case, and use cases varied widely, 2) business value depends on the maturity and breadth of the 

rollout, and 3) our survey sample size was fairly small due to the early-stage nature of this emerging 

market. Still, the number of respondents who expect to obtain economic benefit of $25,000 or more in 

2009 is more than double the number who said they achieved this level for 2008 / 1Q 2009. 

 

Definition: Immersive 

Internet  

A collection of emerging 

technologies combined 

with a social culture that 

has roots in video games 

and virtual worlds.  

http://www.3dtlc.com/
http://www.3dtlc.com/
http://www.3dtlc.com/
http://thinkbalm.com/community/
http://thinkbalm.com/community/
http://thinkbalm.com/community/
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Almost All Survey Respondents Indicated Some Level of Project Success 

Lƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ άLƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎ, how successful was/were your organization's immersive 

ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŘŜǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘόǎύ ƛƴ нллу ŀƴŘ мv нллфΚέ one third of respondents (22 of 66) said their project 

data shows success (see Figure 3). Another 61% of respondents (40 of 66) said the project άŦŜŜƭǎ ƭƛƪŜέ ŀ 

success, for a total of 94% of respondents.  

 

While we did not ask survey participants to define how they measured success, we gained insight into the 

many ways they are doing so through the interview process and answers to open-ended survey questions. 

hƴŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜΣ 9ǊƛŎ IŀŎƪŀǘƘƻǊƴΣ о5 ²Ŝō ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ bh!!Σ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ άLŦ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ L 

ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƧƻōΦέ David Fenech, VP of interactive marketing at Kelly Services, ǎŀƛŘΣ άvǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜƭȅΣ ǿŜ 

have been successful. But we have not yet put the back-end measurement tools in place to prove it 

ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘŀǘƛǾŜƭȅΦέ These comments echo words we have heard from many people working in this area and 

illustrates that strict financial ROI is not the only measure of success. Practitioners are using a variety of 

metrics to determine the success of their projects: 

¶ Improved employee productivity. Seventy two percent of survey respondents (46 of 64) rated 

improvement in employee productivity through their organization's immersive technology 

ŘŜǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ нллуκмv нллф ŀǎ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ άǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘέ (see Figure 4). When IBM held 

its Academy of Advanced Technology, an internal conference, in an immersive environment last 

October, the organization measured employee productivity gains as part of its ROI analysis. 

Karen Keeter, marketing executive in IBM's Digital Convergence business unit, and Neil Katz, 

distinguished engineer, said they estimated that on average each attendee saved six hours that 
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would otherwise have been spent travelling had the event been held at a physical meeting 

location, as was typically done. Using an average cost of $150 an hour per person multiplied by 

150 people, the IBM team calculated a savings of $135,000 USD in productivity value. 

¶ Increased revenue. One third of survey respondents (21 of 64) reported that increased revenue 

from new sources, and 44% (28 out of 64) said increased revenue from existing products and 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ ǿŜǊŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ άǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ нллу κ мv нллф ƛƳƳŜǊǎƛǾŜ 

technology deployments. An example of this is BAE Systems, which built and maintains a custom 

immersive learning simulation for armed services personnel training. Kurt Steuck, director of 

training technology at BAE Systems, San Antonio Operations, said the value his organization got 

out of its investment in immersive technologies was measured by direct financial gain from 

customer engagements, in particular by volume of repeat and increased business.  

¶ Increased employee retention rates. David Fenech, VP of interactive marketing at Kelly Services, 

ǎŀƛŘ ƛǘ ǿŜƭƭΥ άtŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ǿƻǊƪΦ 

tŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƛƳƳŜǊǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜΦέ YŜƭƭȅ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƛǎ 

turning to immersive technology to increase employee retention rates by creating virtual places 

where distributed workers can meet and build connections. Likewise, a project manager we 

interviewed said her team is measuring success of its deployment by retention rates of recent 

master of business administration (MBA) graduates.  

¶ Improved counseling outcomes. Preferred Family Healthcare delivers psychological counseling 

to troubled adolescents. Dick Dillon, senior VP of planning and development at Preferred Family 

Healthcare, said his organization is measuring success of its deployment of immersive technology 

by comparing a control group of clients (troubled adolescents) with a group that receives 

counseling services delivered in an immersive environment. The client groups will be compared 

on completion rates of counseling services, attendance rate at scheduled events, and the length 

of time clients remain connected to a clinician. 
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A Primary Benefit Is Cost Savings or Avoidance 

²ƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ άIƻǿ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ώǿŀǎ Ŏƻǎǘ ǎŀǾƛƴƎǎ ƻǊ ŀǾƻƛŘŀƴŎŜϐ ŦƻǊ ƛƳƳŜǊǎƛǾŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ Ǉƛƭƻǘόǎύ ƻǊ 

ŘŜǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘόǎύ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƛŘ ƛƴ нллу ƻǊ мv нллфΚέ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ фл҈ of those surveyed (56 of 64) said it 

was at least άsomewhat important.έ This breaks down into 56% of respondents (36 of 64) saying it was 

άvery importantέ and almost a third (20 of 64) saying it was άsomewhat important.έ Based on our work 

with our clients and our experiences with members of the ThinkBalm Innovation Community, as well as on 

ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘǎ ƻŦ Immersive Internet practitioners during the past year, this 

comes as no surprise. Here are just a few examples:  

¶ Virtual events cost much less than physical events. Zain Naboulsi, developer evangelist at 

Microsoft, demonstrated that his company was able to reduce the per-attendee cost of a 

developer conference by more than a factor of 100: from between $40 and $45 per person to 

about $.35 per person USD. Hiǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƻǿŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

community members volunteered their time to revamp the needed digital assets (e.g., 3D 

meeting space, presentation tools, etc.) In another example, referenced above, Karen Keeter of 

IBM said a conservative estimate of travel costs for the 150 people attending the Academy of 

Technology event would have been roughly $1,500 per person. Holding the event in an 

immersive environment resulted in an estimated $225,000 in travel savings and $25,000 in venue 

savings, for a total of $250,000.  

 


