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Type of Online Activities (n=133)

B Similar @ Different

Online Work or Academic
Meetings

Live Streaming on Social
Media

91,0% 9,0%

80,5% 19,5%

Blind Dates on Dating Apps
Playing with Friends Online

Solo Gaming

Interacting or Gaming with
Strangers

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Avatars play an essential role in various virtual contexts, and the vision of a Meta-
verse centered on avatar-based interactions further emphasizes their relevance and repre-
sentativeness [Lee et al. 2021]. The ability to customize avatars offers ample opportuni-
ties for individuals to construct a digital representation of themselves. However, various
factors influence this customization. In the study by [Wu et al. 2023], the authors found
that self-representation in virtual environments is directly influenced by users’ identity
and self-expression, addressing the conflict between personal attitudes and societal ex-
pectations. Additionally, the virtual context will also influence users’ self-representation.
The visual resemblance of avatars to users varies based on individual perceptions in vir-
tual environments. In casual social spaces, users are more open to self-disclosure and

inclined to customize avatars to reflect personal ideals or fantasies [Wu et al. 2023].
A e

Corroborating studies on racial, age, and gender stereotypes in avatars
[Carrasco et al. 2017, Lee et al. 2018, Beltran et al. 2023], participants’ encounters sig-
nify that they frequently grapple with stereotypes during avatar creation, necessitating ju-
dicious decision-making to sidestep them. Researchers have proposed various strategies
to mitigate bias, sexual harassment, and sexism in digital environments [Kosciesza 2023].
These strategies include encouraging the use of diverse pronouns and eliminating cloth-
ing options that impose restrictions based on the avatar’s gender [Whitehouse et al. 2023].
Additionally, it is advisable to allow any combination of physical features, avoiding rigid
gender dichotomies [Oliveira et al. 2022].

2.2. Self-Representation and Avatar Customization

Self-representation entails expressing one’s identity and personality through avatars in
virtual environments, involving the customization and utilization of avatars to portray the
person controlling them [Lin and Wang 2014]. Avatars in diverse virtual settings mani-
fest different lewels of self-expression awareness, with some individuals selecting avatars
that authentically capture one aspect of themselves while inaccurately representing an-
other [Szolin et al. 2023a]. Certain users choose anonymous avatars to preserve internet
anonymity, while others leverage this representation to experiment with identities and
traits they might not reveal in real life [Wan and Lu 2023].

A o =

One participant mentioned shaping a slimmer avatar due to body-shame, under-
scoring how societal pressures and beauty standards can sway choices in virtual repre-
sentation. As articulated by one participant, “Even though I have a considered standard
appearance, I once crafted a slimmer avatar out of shame for revealing that I was over-
weight.” In sum, participants’ responses encapsulate the intricate nature of virtual rep-
resentation, underscoring the pivotal role of equity, diversity, and accessibility in avatar
creation.

Through question 7.7, the questionnaire sought to understand if participants had
ever faced situations of discrimination or prejudice in virtual environments based on the
appearance or identity of their avatars. The results revealed a variety of experiences
among participants. One participant described: “Yes when I used a female-looking avatar
with a female name, I was harassed in the virtual environment of the game I was playing.
Since then, I started using masculine characteristics and a masculine name.” Another par-
ticipant reported a similar experience, stating: “Yes (Female avatar), esp B 2 7/\ mes
where the majority are men.” .

Furthermore, there we: B 2ports of discrimination related to the appearance of
avatars. One participant shared: “Yes when I created a character in a virtual world game
with a black skin tone, curly hair, and using a light blue color for clothing, several players
mocked and made jokes about my character.” Another participant described: “Yes when

Examples of extremely gendered avatars can be seen in most video games or by visiting
any of several 3D chat rooms (Damer, 1997). As Balsamo (1995) argued, the “boundary
between male and female is one border that remains heavily guarded despite new
technologized ways to rewrite the physical body in the flesh” (p. 217). If anything,
instead of disappearing, the distinction between feminine and masculine appears to be
exaggerated in cyberspace (Biocca & Nowak, 2002).

The lllusion of Avatar Freedom

Across different virtual contexts, users show varying
preferences for how closely their avatars resemble
themselves.

Yet despite the promise of freedom, studies reveal
that avatar customization often reinforces real-world
norms - users replicate idealized, binary, and socially
accepted traits. Instead of escaping social pressure,
virtual  identites may deepen internalized
stereotypes.



Using Avatars to Reduce Uncertainty About the People They
Represent

Uncertainty reduction theory posits that people’s primary goal in an interaction is to
reduce uncertainty about the person they are interacting with. In reducing uncertainty,
people strive to understand people’s behavior during interactions as well as to predict
future behavior (Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Clatterbuck, 1979; Infante, Rancer, &
Womack, 1997). Thus, people strive to “get to know” or form perceptions of others, and
are known to use a variety of information in this process. Uncertainty is generally
reduced not by a simple sum of the total information but by a weighted integration of
information based on its perceived quality. In the natural, or non-mediated, world,
people generally rely heavily on information provided by visible physical cues of the
natural body in the person perception process (Bull & Rumsey, 1988; Burgoon, 1994;
Burgoon, Buller, & Woodall, 1996; Dion, Berscheid, & Walster, 1972). After all, physical
information is easily accessible and reliable—a person’s appearance is fairly stable
across encounters. In addition, the use of physical characteristics in a person’s

The Influence of Avatar Anthropomorphism on the Perception
Process

As indicated above, social cognition theory argues that the ability to identify
anthropomorphic characteristics and categorize objects in the environment as humans,
animals, or objects is a basic human cognitive function (Kunda, 1999). In evolutionary

The Encyclopedia Britannica defines anthropomorphism as “the attribution of human
form or other human characteristics to any nonhuman object” (Anonymous, 2004).

with very realistic behavior and vice versa. Some researchers have argued that realistic
avatars set up higher expectations, which may lead to disappointment when those
expectations are not met (see Garau et al., 2003; Slater & Steed, 2002). Thus it seems
that the influence of the avatar image, much like the influence of physical appearance,
is complicated: Anthropomorphism may be influential but it is not the only predictor of
how people perceive those represented by visual avatars, and future tests of
anthropomorphism should control for level of realism and other factors.

Table 3. Concordance and Discordance by Profile Regarding Gender Identity
(Q@5.1), Culture (Q5.2), and Racial/Ethnic Aspects (Q5.3)

Profile Question Concordance Discordance
General (n=133) Q5.1. My gender identity 80.5% 9.0%
Q5.2. Aspects of my culture 78.2% 6.0%
Q5.3. Aspects of my race/ethnicity 83.5% 7.5%
Non-white Race/Color (n=85) Q5.1. My gender identity 74.1% 10.6%
Q5.2. Aspects of my culture 75.3% 7.1%
Q5.3. Aspects of my race/ethnicity 81.2% 8.2%
White Race/Color (n=46) Q5.1. My gender identity 91.3% 6.5%
Q5.2. Aspects of my culture 84.8% 4.3%
Q5.3. Aspects of my race/ethnicity 89.1% 6.5%
Non(white and male) (n=41) Q5.1. y gender identity 75.6% 14.6%
Q5.2. Aspects of my culture 75.6% 9.8%
Q5.3. Aspects of my race/ethnicity 78.0% 14.6%
Below 18 years old (n=19) Q5.1. My gender identity 44.4% 16.7%
Q5.2. Aspects of my culture 61.1% 22.2%
Q5.3. Aspects of my race/ethnicity 66.7% 22.2%
40 years old or older (n=10) Q5.1. My gender identity 100.0% 0.0%
Q5.2. Aspects of my culture 90.0% 0.0%
Q5.3. Aspects of my race/ethnicity 100.0% 0.0%

Table 4. Diversity Representation in Avatars in Virtual Environments (n=133)

Question No (%) Yes (%)
7.1. Representation of Indigenous People 81,3 18,7
7.2. Representation of Vitiligo skin, Albinism, or Dwarfism 80,6 194
7.3. Representation of People with Disabilities 66,4 33,6

Table 2. Challenges and opportunities of avatars in virtual environments.

Challenge/Opportunity Number of Responses
Chall

Lack of suitable customization tools 81
Difficulty finding avatars I identify with 72
Inappropriate user behavior 27
Unrealistic beauty standards or stereotypes 36
Complexity of customization (difficult and time-consuming) 26
Technological barriers 19
Privacy and security concerns 22
Opportunities

Freedom to customize avatars 113
Exploration of virtual worlds or 3D environments 79
Social interaction and communication with other users 71
Collaboration on projects or activities 46




What gender identity do you most identify with? 321 EERrETElEdEs

e Avatar Creation Interface Agency, relate directly to the in-
terface and its various aspects. “It’s nice to see options for
realistic body types even if I don’t choose them. I think char-
acter creators should be so dynamic and inclusive that even

Do you feel there is a lack of inclusive clothing within virtual worlds?

59%
60%

40%
if you wanted to recreate something completely ridiculous

and non-human looking you could do that”

40

20
20

el We want to see a greater number of options for body type, gender identity, disabilities
and types of clothing when appearing online, according to a new global study of 6,000

people by the Institute of Digital Fashion.

Almost 60 per cent feel there is a lack of inclusivity in virtual worlds and more than 40

Non-bii d |
T Maybe No Female Male Y, e or
presenting 2 z 2 = « » 5 s
per cent describe their online clothing style as “surreal,” meaning not the same as their
DATA SOURCE: INSTITUTE OF DIGITAL FASHION  © VOGUE BUSINESS A N L EeE e L Ey e S in-person identities, the study found. Nine per cent of respondents identify outside

the gender binary, a significant percentage; recent research from The Williams

What clothing would you like to see in virtual worlds?

How would you best describe your digital style?

30
10

Formal options

DATA SOURC: INSTITUTE OF DIGITAL FASHIONE © VOGUE BUSINESS

Surreal Same as IRL Different but close to IRL

DATA SOURCE: INSTITUTE OF DIGITAL FASHION © VOGUE BUSINESS
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create a digital avatar, 3D art, Surreal, full
body, Blender

mﬂ

ar34 v7

Variation  Full body, standing pose, A pose,
Front side, non-human, species fusion, surreal,
Blender, 3D art, high quality, digital avatar

Full body, standing pose, A pose, Front side, non-
human, species fusion, surreal, Blender, 3D art,
high quality, digital avatar

Remix Full body, standing pose, A pose, Front
side, non-human, species fusion, surreal, Blender,
3D art, high quality, digital avatar

nding pose, A pose, Front
side, non-human, species fus rreal, Blender,
3D art, high quality, digital avatar
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So why are’)sdu here drinking? .
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...| just prefer it here. In reality, | always have to pretend to be someone else. |
wanted to see—who I'd become if no one was watching.
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J Yes. Thats thie'version of me from the real worlds:
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..Maybe | just wanted to see whol could be, without a physical body.
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e ..The more | think about it, the harder it is to tell
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..Everything here can be reset—even meJl just wanted a fresh start, without any past. Vd rather not think about that, The more I think, the more dreamlikeitbecomes.
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What did you do?!
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1 am the shape of the question you've been avoiding

You all come here yet still repeat the same patterns
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When you open your eyes again

| don't want to be compared to you

e ot thet e which version of yourself will you choose?




