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Actual Self vs. Avatar Self: The Effect of Online Social Situation on Self-Expression 

Yongjun Sung, University of Texas at Austin 

Jang Ho Moon, mihyun Kang, Jhih-Syuan Lin 

 

Abstract: 

This paper investigates whether online social contexts can prime individuals to create 

avatars that emphasize particular characteristics and personality traits that are different 

from their actual selves. The results show that while the participants’ avatar personality 

ratings are correlated with their own personality ratings across the Big-Five personality 

dimensions, they still try to express personality characteristics that are somewhat 

different from their actual selves in virtual environment. Further, with respect to the 

relationship between avatar personality ratings (given by creators) and those by zero-

acquaintances, no significant relationships were observed (with the exception of the 

Agreeableness dimension). 
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Actual Self vs. Avatar Self: The Effect of Online Social Situation on Self-Expression 

Yongjun Sung, University of Texas at Austin 

Jang Ho Moon, mihyun Kang, Jhih-Syuan Lin 

 

The recent surge in popularity of online environments opens up new doors as such virtual 

worlds are not built for merely one specific purpose and support a wide range of activities similar 

to those of the real world. These virtual worlds have become a cyber hangout place for people 

wherein they engage in a multitude of social activities with no geographic or time constraints. 

Currently, various online venues offer a creative platform for identity construction and an 

opportunity to interact with other people (Vasalou & Joinson, 2009). Such online environments 

have been widely recognized as social places where people are able to explore one or many self-

identities that may be extrapolated or different from their real selves (Joinson & Dietz-Uhler, 

2002). This opportunity to have multiplicity of self in online environments can be strengthened 

even more by adopting an avatar, which is “a general graphic representation that is personified 

by means of computer technology” (Holzwarth, Janiszewski, & Neumann, 2006, p. 20), or put 

more simply, a graphic representation of the user.  

Indeed, the avatar-creation process involves a variety of identity creation processes (e.g., 

gender, age, ethnicity, outfit, accessary, and some personality characteristics such as facial 

expression) (Bessière, Seay, & Kiesler, 2007; Lawson, 2000). Therefore, investigating how 

individuals imbue avatars with personalities is a key issue in cyber psychology (Guitton, 2010). 

The objective of this study is to test whether and to what extent online social contexts influence 

the self-concept in virtual environment. Indeed, a recent study by Vasalou and Joinson (2009) 

investigates how individuals customize avatars for self-presentation purpose in different online 

settings (e.g., blogging, gaming). Their findings from both quantitative and qualitative data show 

that participants tend to create self-reflective and self-representative avatars regardless of the 

online context (Vasalou & Joinson, 2009).  

The current study extends these previous findings by employing the Big Five Inventory 

(BFI) which is a self-report inventory designed to measure the five personality dimensions: 

Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness. More specifically, 

this research employs the BFI and its 44 personality traits to examine the level of agreement 

between individuals’ actual selves (i.e., evaluation of themselves) and avatar selves (i.e. 



Journal of Virtual Worlds Research – Actual Self vs. Avatar Self  
 

 
 

5 

evaluation of their avatars). Further, the current study tests the relative impact of the different 

virtual social contexts in determining the level of self-avatar agreement. That is, this research 

tests whether different social contexts can prime individuals to create avatars that emphasize 

particular characteristics and personality traits that are similar to or different from their actual 

selves. Finally, while prior social psychology and personality research shows that self-report of 

personality traits is significantly correlated with those rated by zero-acquaintances (e.g., Albright, 

Kenny, & Malloy, 1988; Borkenau & Liebler, 1992, 1993; Watson, 1989), limited research has 

tapped into this issue in the context of virtual environments wherein people interact with others 

via their customized avatars. Thus, this research explores the level of self-other agreement of 

personality perception of the avatar.  

 

Correlation between Self and Avatar 

Although there have been many studies examining the influence of an avatar’s 

appearance on users’ behavior (e.g., Yee & Bailenson, 2007) and individuals’ judgments of the 

avatar with whom they interact (e.g., Nowak, 2004), relatively limited research has been 

conducted to understand how users create their own avatars. It has been conjectured that 

individuals try to create their avatars realistically and carefully choose the images of their avatars 

to represent the characteristics essential to their own identities (Schroeder, 2002; Taylor, 2002). 

For example, Nowak and Rauh (2005) reported that people tend to prefer avatars that are aligned 

with their own gender and type (anthropomorphic) and choose avatars featuring characteristics 

that are similar to their own. Messinger et al. (2008) also found that although users want to add 

some physical enhancements (e.g., attractiveness), they try to make their avatars similar to 

themselves. Interestingly, while users are likely to experiment with their virtual appearances, 

they are less likely to change their avatar’s personality (Ducheneaut, Wen, & Wadley, 2009).  

While prior research suggests that personality differences between users and avatars do 

exist, such differences are small and even possibly disappear over time (Ducheneaut et al., 2009). 

Moreover, people with large personality discrepancies reported less satisfaction with their avatar 

than those with smaller differences (Ducheneaut et al., 2009). In addition, in online dating 

contexts, although participants lied and projected an enhanced view of themselves on their 

profiles, the actual difference between their real and virtual selves remained small (Hancock, 

Toma, & Ellison, 2007). In sum, prior literature suggests that individuals’ self-expressions in 
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online environments are largely based on their actual selves in real life. Thus, the following 

hypothesis is put forth: 

H1: Individuals’ avatar personality ratings will be correlated with their own 

personality ratings across the Big-Five personality dimensions.  

 

Stable vs. Malleable Self-Concept 

In the self-concept literature, the self has been regarded as a configuration of personality 

characteristics that is relatively stable and consistent across social situations (Markus & Kunda, 

1986). Early social psychologists suggested that individuals strive to resolve inconsistent 

psychological experiences and try to develop and maintain a consistent identity (e.g., Lecky, 

1945; Rogers, 1961). Trait personality theorists have also suggested that individuals are assumed 

to possess personality dispositions that are relatively stable, consistent, and expressed over time, 

situations, and social roles (Mischel, 1998). Previous empirical studies found that individuals 

tend to ignore or reject views or behaviors which are discrepant from their own self-concepts 

(e.g., Greenwald, 1980; Rosenberg, 1979). For example, Swann and colleagues revealed that 

individuals try to verify their self-conceptions in different social environments and interact with 

others and provide feedback that is congruent with their self-concepts (Swann, 1983; Swann & 

Read, 1981).  

It is also acknowledged that the self-concept is not a fixed and monolithic entity. Instead, 

it is a dynamic structure that encompasses a variety of self-conceptions (i.e., the actual, ideal, 

ought, possible, feared, and hoped-for selves) resulting from interaction with the social 

environments and contexts (Higgins, 1987; Markus & Kunda, 1986; Markus & Wurf, 1987). 

Individuals do not always dispose themselves in accord with their stable selves or personality 

traits. Rather, they change their attitudes or behaviors from context to context (Markus & Wurf, 

1987). Markus and Kunda (1986) argued that different selves appear to emerge in different social 

contexts and situations (called the malleable self-concept). Based on this malleable self-concept, 

Markus and Kunda (1986, p. 859) proposed that “although the self-concept is in some respects 

quite stable, this stability can mask significant local variations that arise when the individual 

responds systematically to events in the social environment.” This perspective on self-concept 

suggests that the self should be viewed as more contextual and dynamic, further suggesting that 
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the self is a product of specific situations (Funder, 1983; Jackson & Paunonen, 1985; Mischel & 

Peake, 1982).  

In this study, it is assumed that although the self-concept is viewed as a somewhat stable 

and enduring perception of the self at any given moment, this stability can be changed or varied 

when individuals react and respond to a variety of social situations (Markus & Kunda, 1986). 

Thus, based on the perspective of the malleable self-concept, it is predicted that in a variety of 

online social contexts, individuals will present avatar selves that are somewhat different from 

their actual selves that are matched to situational cues. Thus, the following hypothesis is 

proposed: 

H2: Individuals’ avatar personality ratings will be different from their own personality 

ratings across the Big-Five personality dimensions.  

 

Personality Judgments Based on Physical Appearance 

Prior research in personality and social psychology consistently posits that the agreement 

of personality judgment between an individual and another person is generally high (e.g., higher 

than .40 correlation) across a wide range of personality traits (e.g., Funder, 1980). Further, such 

interjudge agreements tend to increase with acquaintanceship. That is, as one person interacts 

with another, he or she is more likely to get information about the person, thereby increasing the 

likelihood of predicting that person’s personality accurately (Naumann, Vazire, Rentfrow, & 

Gosling, 2009).  

In interpersonal interactions, physical appearance is one of the most powerful cues in 

determining others’ subsequent attitude and behavior (Naumann et al., 2009). The basis of 

physiognomy is the belief that personality characteristics of an individual can be reflected in 

external physical features, in particular the face (Shevlin, Walker, Davies, Banyard, & Lewis, 

2003). Past research suggests that facial features may indeed provide some useful and valid 

information about a person’s personality and shows significant levels of both self-stranger and 

acquaintance-stranger agreements (Borkenau & Liebler, 1992; Kenny, 1994; Kenny, Homer, 

Kashy, & Chu, 1992). Further, research in zero-acquaintance judgments of personality based on 

the personality dimensions of the Big Five suggests that accuracy of interjudge agreement is 

surprisingly high, especially for the extraversion dimension (Hall, Andrzejewski, Murphy, Mast, 

& Feinstein, 2008; Kenny, 1994). For example, Norman and Goldberg (1966) found statistically 
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significant self-stranger agreement for three dimensions of the Big Five (i.e., extraversion, 

conscientiousness, and culture) when participants were in the same room for 20 min. Watson 

(1989) replicated such findings for the extraversion, agreeableness, and conscientiousness 

dimensions. In Borkenau and Liebler’s (1992) study, researchers experimentally manipulated the 

amount of information available to the strangers. Targets were videotaped entering a room, 

walking around a table, and reading a weather forecast. Subjects in their study were assigned to 

one of four conditions: video with sound, video without sound, audio only, and a still extracted 

from the video. They then evaluated personality of the targets based on the Big Five dimensions. 

Overall findings of their study suggest that physical appearance provides some valid information, 

but accuracy increases when other verbal and nonverbal sources of information are available to 

observers (Borkenau & Liebler, 1992).  

However, many past zero-acquaintance studies have been conducted under brief face-to-

face interactions or video-taped behaviors varying information (e.g., Albright, Kenny, & Malloy, 

1988; Borkenau & Liebler, 1992, 1993; Watson, 1989). While some studies have examined the 

accuracy of personality judgments based on photographs alone and found substantial accuracy 

for some traits (e.g., Berry & Finch-Wero, 1993, Rind & Gaudet, 1993; Robins, Gosling, & 

Donahue, 1997), limited empirical research has been conducted in the context of virtual 

environments such as blogs, online social networks, and gaming sites wherein avatars are 

increasingly common and used as a critical personality judgment cue in many non-face-to-face 

contexts. The current study extends the previous results of past zero-acquaintance studies in the 

personality literature by investigating the accuracy of personality judgments at absolute zero-

acquaintance--judgments based on avatar appearance. Thus, we pose an exploratory research 

question: 

RQ1: What is the extent of personality evaluation agreement between an avatar’s 

creator and a zero-acquaintance based on avatar appearance? 

 

Method 

 The current study consisted of three parts. In Part I, participants self-reported their 

personality traits based on the Big Five Inventory (BFI). Three weeks later, the same participants 

were invited to create an avatar and rate his/her avatar personality based on the BFI (Part II). 
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Finally, an independent group of subjects (zero-acquaintances) in Part III rated a set of 24 avatars 

created by others in Part II.  

 

Participants 

 A total of 300 undergraduate students (224 female, age M = 20.2) from a large 

southeastern university in the U.S. participated in the study in exchange for course credit. The 

sample consisted of 61% Caucasians, 16% Hispanics, 9.3% Asian Americans, and 4.7% African 

Americans, and 9.0% other. Among them, 202 students (156 female, M = 20.3) participated in 

both Parts I and II. In part III, an independent group of 98 students (68 female, M = 20.1) were 

recruited.  

 

Conditions and Stimuli 

 To increase the generalizability of the findings, four distinct online social contexts were 

selected for the present study: social network (SN), brand community (BC), virtual class (VC), 

and online game (OG). To successfully prime hypothetical online social environments, four 

different vignettes were developed. One sample vignette is presented below: 

 

Brand Community (BC): Please imagine that you’ve joined your favorite online brand 

community (e.g., PINK fan site or iPhone fan site in Facebook). As this is an avatar-

based online community, it requires community members to create their own highly 

customized avatars to represent themselves online. So, you have to create an avatar as 

part of your profile. You will use your customized avatar to communicate with other 

community members to share brand experience and information, solve problems, and 

meet peer consumers and company representatives online. The community members 

have their own avatars and interact with each other through avatars.  

 

Procedure and Measures 

 Part I. First, to reduce the possibility of demand effects, actual self-concept was 

measured three weeks prior to the main experiment. After informed consent was obtained, 

participants were asked to complete the Big Five Inventory – 44 traits for Extraversion, 

Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness (John, Donahue, & Kentle, 
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1991)–as well as demographic information. Participants rated each trait on a 5-point Likert scale 

ranging from “1 = strongly disagree” to “5 = strongly agree.” Reliability estimates were 

computed for the set of traits to measure each of the five personality dimensions. All alphas 

ranged between .75 and .87.  

 Part II. Three weeks later, the participants were invited again. Upon arrival, they were 

randomly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions (Social Network = 51, Brand 

Community = 51, Virtual Class = 49, and Online Game = 51). After reading brief instructions, 

participants were asked to imagine that they need to create an avatar for their designated social 

contexts. Participants created an avatar by using the “Face Your Manga” Web site 

(http://faceyourmanga.com). After avatar creation, they were asked to provide demographic 

information about the avatar (i.e., avatar’s name, gender, race, age, and job) and rate their avatar 

by using the BFI. When answering the questions, participants’ avatars were still visible on the 

screen. Reliability estimates were computed for the set of traits to measure each of the five 

personality dimensions, ranging between .77 and .87. Of the 202 avatars created, screenshots of 

24 avatars were randomly selected and saved for the additional data collection.  

 Part III. Finally, to assess avatar personality among zero-acquaintances, an independent 

group of 98 students were invited. They were asked to rate one of the 24 randomly selected 

avatars that were created in the previous stage. Each avatar was rated by 4-5 participants and 

their ratings were averaged to form the avatar personality evaluation from zero-acquaintances.  

 

Results 

Descriptive Analyses 

 The discrepancies between the actual self (Part I) and the avatar self (Part II) were first 

examined descriptively. The subject’s self-reported gender, age, ethnicity, and occupation were 

compared with those of the avatars they created. Our analyses showed 98.5% gender, 87.1% 

ethnicity, 62.9% age, and 51% occupation matches between the actual self and the avatar self. 

Next, we examined the effects of online social contexts on their responses to the question about 

the avatars’ occupations as approximately 50% of the subjects showed discrepancies. In the VC 

condition, the majority of the subjects indicated that the occupation of the avatar was student 

(79.6%), followed by SN (76.5%), OG (56.9%), and BC (47.1%). In the BC condition, a variety 

of occupations such as designer, artist, art director, and musician were listed. Approximately 
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12% of the subjects in the OG condition listed somewhat rugged and tough jobs (e.g., mobster, 

bandit, and tattoo artist).  

 

Correlation Analyses 

To test our prediction that participants’ self-reported personality ratings would correlate 

with their avatar personality ratings (H1), we calculated correlation coefficients between the 

actual personality (Part I) and the avatar personality (Part II) across the Big Five personality 

dimensions. These coefficients are presented in Table 1. As predicted, significant correlations 

were observed across the five dimensions: Extraversion (r = .56, p < .001), Agreeableness (r = 

.48, p < .001), Conscientiousness (r = .48, p < .001), Neuroticism (r = .45, p < .001), and 

Openness (r = .56, p < .001). Next, to answer our proposed research question (RQ1), we 

correlated the creators’ own avatar personality rating (Part II) with those by zero-acquaintances 

(Part III). For four of the five dimensions, no significant relationship was observed: Extraversion 

(r = .15), Conscientiousness (r = .03), Neuroticism (r = -.07), and Openness (r = -.19). However, 

for the Agreeableness dimension, the correlation was .44 (p < .05).  

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. Actual-Extraversion  1.00          
2. Actual-Agreeableness .16* 1.00         
3. Actual-
Conscientiousness 

.18* .13 1.00        

4. Actual-Neuroticism -
.20*
* 

-
.28*
* 

-.16* 1.00       

5. Actual-Openness .04 .15* -.02 -.07 1.00      
6. Avatar-Extraversion .56*

* 
.06 .17* -.04 -.04 1.00     

7. Avatar-Agreeableness .11 .48*
* 

.16* .03 .02 .35*
* 

1.00    

8. Avatar-
Conscientiousness 

.06 .18* .48*
* 

.01 .00 .16* .42*
* 

1.00   

9. Avatar-Neuroticism -.04 -.17* -.12 .45*
* 

-.01 -
.22*
* 

-
.31*
* 

-
.38*
* 

1.00  

10. Avatar-Openness -.08 .16* .02 .09 .56*
* 

.27*
* 

.39*
* 

.21*
* 

-.20 1.00 

• .05; ** .001 
Table 1.  Correlations between Actual Self and Avatar Self (N = 202). 
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Mean Analyses  

 To test whether virtual social contexts can prime users to create avatars emphasizing 

particular characteristics and personality traits that are different from their actual selves (H2), we 

conducted a series of ANOVAs. For each personality dimension, a single index was formed by 

averaging across traits. Thus, each participant was given two index scores (for the actual and 

avatar selves) for each of the five dimensions. Mean scores were then computed and are shown 

in Table 2. Note that high scores indicated greater levels. The avatar selves in the four virtual 

social contexts were higher than the actual selves across four personality dimensions: 

Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Openness. For example, regarding 

Agreeableness, the avatar personality ratings were higher than those of the actual self in SN (M = 

3.78 vs. M = 4.02), BC (M = 3.74 vs. M = 4.04), VC (M = 3.81 vs. M = 4.05), and OG (M = 3.74 

vs. M = 3.87). The same patterns were observed for Extraversion, Conscientiousness, and 

Openness (see Table 2). In contrast, as for Neuroticism, participants rated the avatar personality 

lower than the actual self across the four virtual social contexts (SN M = 2.92 vs. 2.34; BC M = 

2.96 vs. 2.35; VC M = 2.92 vs. 2.40; OG M = 2.85 vs. 2.42). Participants also showed greater 

variation between the actual and avatar personality on Neuroticism than on the other four 

dimensions. 

 
 Actual Mean 

(SD) 
Avatar Mean 
(SD) 

t N 

SN    51 
     Extraversion 3.62 (.80) 4.02 (.78) -5.65***  
     Agreeableness 3.78 (.61) 4.02 (.67) -2.56*  
     Conscientiousness 3.71 (.59) 3.91 (.67) -2.52*  
     Neuroticism 2.92 (.67) 2.34 (.69) 5.89***  
     Openness 3.74 (.56) 3.91 (.64) -2.32*  
BC    51 
     Extraversion 3.66 (.76) 3.98 (.57) -3.33**  
     Agreeableness 3.74 (.57) 4.04 (.58) -3.59**  
     Conscientiousness 3.82 (.52) 3.94 (.62) -1.31  
     Neuroticism 2.96 (.71) 2.35 (.65) 7.29***  
     Openness 3.68 (.59) 4.05 (.56) -4.33***  
VC    49 
     Extraversion 3.71 (.73) 3.87 (.60) -1.82  
     Agreeableness 3.81 (.47) 4.05 (.53) -3.52**  
     Conscientiousness 3.66 (.65) 3.89 (.57) -2.31*  
     Neuroticism 2.92 (.68) 2.40 (.69) 4.35***  
     Openness 3.77 (.62) 3.99 (.51) -3.30**  
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OG    51 
     Extraversion 3.64 (.71) 3.68 (.86) -.37  
     Agreeableness 3.74 (.62) 3.87 (.80) -1.33  
     Conscientiousness 3.71 (.58) 3.75 (.75) -.51  
     Neuroticism 2.85 (.69) 2.42 (.69) 4.35***  
     Openness 3.79 (.57) 4.01 (.73) -2.45*  

* .05; ** .01; *** .001 
Table 2. Mean scores for the actual and avatar selves on the BFI. 
 

 Next, a 2 (actual-self vs. avatar-self) ! 4 (SN vs. BC vs. OG vs. VC) repeated measures 

ANOVA was conducted for each of the five dimensions. Social context was entered as a 

between-subjects factor and the self was entered as a within-subjects factor. Unless otherwise 

specified, the degree of freedom of ANOVA reported below was 1, 85. A 2 ! 4 ANOVA yielded 

a significant within-subjects main effect across the five personality dimensions: FExtraversion = 

23.98, p < .001; FAgreeableness = 27.35, p < .001; Fconscientiousness = 10.94, p < .001; 

Fneuroticism = 113.29, p < .001; Fopenness=37.97, p < .001. The results showed that the actual-

self differed significantly from the avatar-self for all five personality dimensions. However, 

across the five personality dimensions, no main effect of social context was found (Fs < 1). 

Finally, the self ! social context was found to be significant on Extraversion only, F(3,198) = 

2.94, p < .05. As shown in Figure 1, individuals in the SN (p < .001) and BC (p < .01) conditions 

showed significant differences between the actual and avatar selves whereas subjects in the VC 

(p = .08) and OG (p = .71) conditions showed no differences.  
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Figure 1. Actual vs. Avatar Selves (Extraversion). 

 

 

Summary and Discussion 

In social psychology, the self-concept provides a framework for the perception and 

organization of the self as well as for comprehending the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of 

others (Markus, Smith, & Moreland, 1985). That is, how we perceive and understand our own 

and others’ behaviors is particularly influenced by our own self-concept.  

The current study addressed the issue concerning personality perception and self-

expression in online social contexts. First, our findings suggest that an individual’s occupation is 

the most malleable element when people create the avatar self, followed by age, ethnicity, and 

gender. The greatest discrepancy between actual self and avatar self in occupation implies  

that people may want to express more positive personality via their avatar by manipulating social 

roles, which have more potential to be changed in the future. Our findings are in line with those 

of McKenna (1999), suggesting that people tend to present more idealized images of themselves 

Social Network 

Brand Community 

Virtual Class 

Online Game 
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when they meet online than in face-to-face interactions. Such discrepancies were found more 

frequently in virtual social contexts (i.e., brand community, online game) that are relatively 

anonymous environments where people interact mostly with zero-acquaintances comparing to 

those online venues (i.e., virtual class, social network) which require some amount of face-to-

face interactions.  

 Further, the results of the correlation analyses showed that individuals’ personality 

ratings are correlated with those of their avatars across the Big-Five, suggesting that the self-

conceptions of the avatars were largely based on their own personality in real world. However, 

with respect to the relationship between avatar personality ratings (given by creators) and those 

by zero-acquaintances, no significant relationships were observed (with the exception of the 

Agreeableness dimension). Our findings may be due to the amount of information provided to 

zero-acquaintances. That is, there was no face-to-face interaction whatsoever (e.g., chat, typed 

message, email interaction, or graphic facial expression) between avatars and zero-

acquaintances. Although physical appearance (i.e., avatar face) was available, still very limited 

information and no social interaction was presented to the subjects in Part III. In line with prior 

personality literature (e.g., Borkenau & Libler, 1992), our findings suggest that while physical 

appearance does offer some valid information about a person’s personality, judgment accuracy 

would increase when additional information and cues are available (e.g., verbal sources, social 

interactions).  

 The results of the mean comparisons suggest that regardless of online social contexts, 

individuals tend to express different avatar selves from their actual selves in response to the 

online social contexts manipulated by the study. This is in line with some findings (e.g., Markus 

& Kunda, 1986) that the underlying similar general self-descriptions were very different from the 

temporary self-conceptions. Theoretically, the findings of this study are consistent with the 

conceptualization of the self as malleable—that self-concept should not be viewed as a unitary 

construct or as a generalized view of the self. That is, dependent upon the online social contexts 

and situations, individuals tend to express different selves. Finally, our mean analyses indicate 

that participants tend to create avatars that are different from their actual selves in more positive 

and ideal ways. The overall findings of the study suggest that people tend to express more 

positive and idealized images of themselves when they interact with others through customized 
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avatars in virtual environments. However, their idealized avatar selves are reflected by users’ 

actual selves after all.  

 Further research is needed to address some limitations of the study. One substantial 

limitation of the study lies in the lack of interaction between avatars and zero-acquaintances. As 

the accuracy of personality perception might differ as functions of the level of acquaintanceship 

and social interaction, future research should seek to examine factors that might affect 

personality perception in a variety of computer-mediated communication contexts (Rouse & 

Haas, 2003). For example, the effect of different types (e.g., text-based avatar chatting, voiced-

based avatar interaction) and lengths (e.g., five min vs. 20 min) and levels (e.g., one-to-one, one-

to-many) of interaction can be explored in the future research. Second, participants of this study 

were college students, which may not be representative of all avatar users. For example, in the 

current study we did not control their past experience or expertise with the virtual social contexts 

and avatars. Thus, more research with samples of different avatars along with computer mediated 

communication expertise is needed to increase the generalizability of the findings.  

 One of the obvious directions is identifying potential moderating variables that might be 

associated with the relationships of the study (e.g., self-monitoring). As self-monitoring theory 

suggests, individuals differ meaningfully in the extent to which they choose to control their 

expressive behavior and self-presentation (e.g., Gangestad & Snyder, 2000). For example, high 

self-monitors often change their attitudes and behaviors to fit social and interpersonal 

considerations of situational appropriateness, whereas low self-monitors tend to behave 

consistently across social contexts. Thus, more research is needed to further investigate any 

possible direct or interactive effect of such potential moderating variables on the relationships.  

  Finally, cross-cultural research suggests that the nature and structure of the self is more 

discrepant than is commonly assumed (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991). For example, a number 

of cross-cultural researchers have shown that individuals in collectivistic cultures construct 

selves that are much more interdependent than those constructed in individualistic cultures (e.g., 

Cross & Madson, 1997; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989, 1995). In this light, an 

individual’s self-construal is expected to moderate his or her sensitivity to social situations. That 

is, in Western cultures, behavioral variability is considered a threat to the core stable self and 

results in self-concept confusion and lack of clarity, whereas individual consistency is suggestive 

of maturity, self-integrity, and unity (Suh, 2002). In contrast, individuals in East Asian cultures 
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tend to view the self as relatively dynamic and highly responsive to social contexts (Cross, Gore, 

& Morris, 2003). Thus, future empirical cross-cultural research is certainly needed to provide 

theoretical insights into the cultural similarities and differences involved in the psychological 

process of constructing the self.   
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