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Theory Building of Self-Avatar in the Digital World

WANG Haizhong, LI Binglian, XIE Tao
School of Business, Sun Yat-sen University, Guangzhou 510275, China

Abstract: Digital technology has profoundly changed human being’s activities in producing and living, and provided new driv-
ing force for economic and social developments. As the underlying architecture of the digital world, self-avatars are the infra-
structure of the new generation of Internet. However, there is a lack of essential and holistic theoretical insights into self-avatar.

To refine the essential attributes of self-avatar and explore its influence on human behavior, and combing the academic lit-
eratures from Web of Science and Google Scholar electronic databases, we summarized the consensual findings that are used
as the scientific evidence for theoretical construction. In the digital application scenes including business, education, health,
gaming and other important industries, we selected the typical cases that become the practical basis of theoretical formation.
Rooting in evidence triangulation emerging from academic literatures and practical cases, we deduced the integrated theoretic-
al framework of self-avatar.

The research results show that self-avatars are digital representatives of user individuals who are controlled by themselves,
which have anthropomorphic appearance, and achieve avatar-environment, as well as avatar-avatar interaction in the digital
world. As the design rules of self-avatar, form similarity and behavior similarity will enhance individual's self-avatar identifica-
tion, forming the similarity effect. When the user is in the exploratory stage, the form similarity is more effective on self-avatar
identification than behavioral similarity. When users are in the adaptation stage, the effect of behavioral similarity on self-
avatar identification is stronger than form similarity. Self-avatar identification further influences immersion experience in the
digital world and imitation behavior in the real world, and is regulated by different application scenarios to form a carryover ef-
fect. Facing the functional scenes, form similarity provides more functional values for users than behavior similarity. Behavior
similarity is more suitable for emotional scenes. However, for social situations, when form similarity matched with behavior
similarity, individuals will acquire higher social value and have more immersion experience and imitative behaviors. Therefore,
future researchers can use a variety of methods to test the above propositions, and explore the new consumption behavior of
self-avatars in the emerging metaverse. We also illustrate that how users use self-avatars to participate in the creator economy.

The scientific definition and design rules of self-avatar provide theoretical guidance for digital technology and industrial
practice of avatar design. The integrated theoretical framework of self-avatar helps enterprises to take advantages of the avatar
according to different value-oriented situations context. Policymakers leverage the avatar's effect to build a healthy and benign
digital space and guide the prosocial behavior of individuals.

Keywords: self-avatar; avatar identification; similarity effect; carryover effect; digital world
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