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ABSTRACT

Theauthorsconductedanexperimenttodeterminetheeffectsofgender,race,onlinevideogaming
experience,andtheexperimentalcontextinwhichparticipantsplayedthevideogame(onlinevs.
offlinevs.noinformationcontrol)onavatarselection.Thequalitiesoftheavatarcomparedwerebased
oneightobjectivedifferencesbetweenavatarsandindividuals:attractiveness,skintone,height,girth
chestsize,waistsize,hipsize,andheight.Aspredicted,thosewithonlinegamingexperienceselected
avatarsthatweretaller,thinner,andmoreattractiverelativetotheirrealselvesthandidparticipants
withnoprioronlinegameexperience.Non-whiteparticipantsselectedavatarswithlighterskin-tones,
whereaswhiteparticipantsselectedavatarswithdarkerskin-tones.Surprisingly,maleparticipants
selectedshorteravatarsthanfemalecounterpartsdid.
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INTROdUCTION

Thecomputerhasbecomeanagentofchangeinnearlyallaspectsofmodernlife.Ithasrevolutionized
howpeopleperformtheirjobs,enjoytheirfreetime,andstayintouchwiththeworldaroundthem.
Butifthismachinecanchangesomucharoundus,isitalsopossiblethatitcanchangeusaswell?
Researchershaveexaminedthisquestionbyfocusingonthewaysinwhichthecomputerhasatleast
changedthewayweconceptualizeandhowwecommunicateourself-perceptiontoothers(McKenna
&Bargh,2000;Turkle,1995;Wellman&Gulia,1999;Yee,2006).Fewarenasoftechnologyare
moreimportanttocomputer-mediatedidentitythantheavatar:agraphics-basedrepresentationof
one’sselfincomputer-generatedenvironments(Blascovichetal.,2002).Anavatarcanrangefrom
aphotographor2Dcartoonimagetoafully3Dcustomizablebody.Itisthenotionthatanavatar
representsanindividualthatisofmostimportance.
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Anxietyaboutalienationisacommonexperienceintheonlineworldjustasitisinreallife,and
thatanxietycanproducejustasmanynegativereactionsaswell(Williams,Cheung,&Choi,2000).
Themannerinwhichpeoplepresentthemselvesonline,andwhethertheyarehonestordeceptivein
theirpresentation,maylikelydependontheirexpectedoutcomeoftheinteraction(Watson,1997).
Researchhasshownthatpeopleareabletoinferpersonalitytraitsfromavatars,therebyproviding
psychologicalmeaningtothedifferencesintheavatarspeopleselectandcustomizeforthemselves.
This,forinstance,maytranslateinto,researchfindingssuchaspeoplehighinthepersonalitytrait
of agreeableness creating avatars that appear more warm and friendly and, are therefore more
likeable(Fong&Mar,2015).Butwhatdoesthatmeanforthosewhoarenothighonagreeableness?
Choosingthewrongavatarcouldleadonetobeostracizedinanonlineenvironment.Andwhatof
thoseindividualswhoselectthinavatarstobemorepopularonline,perpetuatingthinidealtoxicity,
theideathatthinnessisameasurementofworth?Theseareconcernsthatdrivetheimportanceof
researchonhowandwhypeopleselectand/orcustomizetheavatarstheybuildforuseonline.

AVATAR SELECTION

ThoughHiggins’s(1987)SelfDiscrepancyTheoryanditssupportingconceptsoftheself(actual,
ideal,andought)wouldseemtobeaperfectframeworkforunderstandingtheavatarselection,it
hasitslimitations,particularlywithinthecontextofself-presentationonline.First,Schlenker(1980)
has already noted that some people do not in fact present themselves in idealized or normative
ways.Theymaychoosetopresentthemselvesinlessadvantageousoreveninantisocialways.Such
phenomenaarenotwithoutprecedentintheworldofMMOs.Forinstance,someselectevilraces,
suchasthoseoftheHorde–acoalitionofevilracesinWorldofWarcraft(Ducheneaut,Yee,Nickell,
&Moore,2006).Researchsuggeststhatsomeofthesedeviationsfromthenormmaybeattributable
topersonalitydifferencesandplayers’gender,forinstanceopennessistiedtotryingondifferent
skintonesduringavatarselection(Dunn&Guadagno,2012).Lee(2004)offersapotentiallymore
practical wayof considering self-presentation in his discussion of self-presence. He argued that
self-presenceexistsonacontinuumofmeasurabledistancebetweenwhatoneexperiencesinreality
andwhatoneexperiencesinvirtualreality.Thus,self-presenceisthedifferencebetweenthereal
personandthe“para-authenticself”(i.e.,arepresentationthatlooksliketheuser)orthe“alter-self”
(i.e.,arepresentationthatdoesnotlookliketheuser).Thus,thealter-selfavatarcouldbeseenas
onedesignedmoreforrole-playing.Therefore,apersonselectsanavatarsomewherebetweenthe
para-authenticselfandanalter-self.

Para-Authentic Avatar
Somehavedebatedwhetherthereisatruedistinctionbetweenreallifeandonline(Papacharissi,
2002).Researchonreality-basedMUDshasrevealedthatmostplayershaveaprimarycharacterwith
whichtheyplaythegamemostfrequently.Thatcharacterisusuallycloselyreflectiveoftheuser,
thoughmayfeatureslightidealizedalterations.Fewusersengagedinrole-playing(Schiano,1999;
Schiano&White,1998).Researchthatismorerecenthasshownthattheavatar’srelationtothereal
persondependsgreatlyonthepurposeswithwhichtheavatarwasselectedandused.Forinstance,
avatarsusedforbloggingtendedtobehighlyrepresentativeoftheuser(Vasalou&Joinson,2009).

Alter-Self Avatar
Basedontheresearch,choosinganalter-selfavataroverapara-authenticoneisnotalwaystheresultof
apersonwantingtorole-play.Oftenthechoiceisoneofintentandpurpose.Asmentionedpreviously,
specific situationscanelicitdifferentavatar selectionchoices.Researchers found thatuserswho
selectedavatarsfordatingmadeonesthatweremoreattractive(Vasalou&Joinson,2009).Userswho
selectedavatarsforgamingmadeonesthataccentuatedattributesthatwouldbeadvantageousforthe
game,suchasintelligence.Regardlessofpurpose,allusersreportedthattheiravatarsreflectedtheir
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