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ABSTRACT
Avatars are a key factor for immersion in a consumption experi-

ence. Though, little is known about the customer-avatar relationship 
in a commercial context through time. Two studies were conducted. 
Findings relate to understanding ongoing avatar personalization, in-
fluence of identification on immersion and satisfaction, and the spe-
cific identification-immersion relationship throughout time.
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INTRODUCTION
After being widely criticized for its virtuality and lack of “hu-

manity”, the Internet now offers Internet users the possibility to be 
represented on the screen and the ability to interact with other hu-
man representations. Each individual might now “possess” one or 
several avatars, graphic representation of oneself. The use of avatars 
on the Internet is multiple and multiplies in practice: avatars on vir-
tual communities, avatars “living” in life-simulation virtual worlds, 
avatars in online or social network games, virtual models on apparel 
websites or avatars on commercial or touristic 3D websites. Increas-
ingly, avatars have been adopted to express our identity; establish a 
social presence; communicate; interact and collaborate within this 
emergent space (Hamilton 2009).

As virtual worlds develop, grow and challenge marketing prac-
titioners and academics (Hemp 2006; Parmentier and Rolland 2009; 
Ward and Sarren 2011), researches are needed to better understand 
the impact of those hyperreal settings (Baudrillard 1984) on our real-
ity. More especially, as commercial 3D virtual universes now appear, 
they question previously existing knowledge on virtual world from a 
merchant perspective. 

As stated by Biocca (1997) or Taylor (2002), the avatar is a key 
element as it represents the individual on the interface and reintro-
duces the body in a context in which it is not much solicited (Merle, 
St-Onge and Senecal 2011). This is particularly striking in a com-
mercial perspective, as the body is highly mobilized in traditional 
consumption situations, as a processor of stimuli and information 
(Lakoff and Johnson 1980), and is also strongly linked to identity 
and consumption (Belk 1988). Stakes of using avatars in marketing 
are then a relevant and important topic for practitioners as well as 
academics in marketing. 

This research focuses on the case of avatars created and used in 
3D commercial universes that recently appeared on the Internet (see 
Appendix 1 for illustrations). First, we define the conceptual frame-
work around the concept of avatar creation and identity construction 
and its specificities in a merchant context. A longitudinal study that 
associates qualitative and quantitative data on the subject is then pre-
sented. Finally, results on the dynamics of identification to an avatar 
and its consequences are presented and discussed. 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
As stated by Taylor (2002), the digital body anchors the self in 

the virtual and social space. This embodiment is a potential source of 
perceived presence, immersion and socialization (Taylor 2002; Choi 
and Kim 2004; Turkle 2007; Garnier and Poncin 2009; Davis, Murphy, 
Owens, Khazanchi and Zigurs 2009; Schultze 2010). Indeed, among 
the various so-said Rich Media technologies and tools that can im-

prove the online experience, the avatar has early been identified as a 
key factor of engagement in the virtual universe (Biocca 1997; Tay-
lor 2002; Tisseron 2009). From an experiential point of view, the 
avatar allows the consumer to play an active and productive role, this 
involvement being a key factor of immersion in a commercial space 
(Carù and Cova 2003, 2006). Academic literature has then regularly 
demonstrated the positive effects of using an avatar on the virtual 
experience and its components such as immersion or presence and its 
consequences (satisfaction, intentions, attitudes,…) (Taylor 2002 ; 
Choi and Kim 2004; Feldon and Kafai 2008; Garnier and Poncin 
2009 ; Jin and Park 2009 ; Lim and Reeves 2010; Suh, Kim and Suh 
2011; among others). 

Avatar creation and identity dynamics
Creating that virtual body is a fundamental element that strong-

ly influences the experience lived by the consumer (Choi and Kim 
2004; Feldon and Kafai 2008; Lim and Reeves 2010) and its conse-
quences on the global evaluation of the virtual universe, perceived 
quality and value, satisfaction or intentions (to come back, to buy, to 
be loyal,…) (Arakji and Lang 2008 ; Kim and Forsythe 2008, 2009 ; 
Malter, Rosa and Garbarino 2008 ; Garnier and Poncin 2009 ; Merle, 
St-Onge and Senecal 2009, 2011). Creating the avatar is, in practice, 
the first thing a new user will do: as such, it is clearly the first con-
tact with the universe. Creating the avatar is also a relatively long 
decisional process (Tisseron 2009), especially in online video-games 
and life-simulation virtual universes such as Second Life. Park and 
Chung (2011) stress the importance of tools that allow good condi-
tions for self-presentation. 

Regular modifications can be observed, on the appearance 
as well as on the personality of the character (Bessière, Seay and 
Kiesler 2007). The avatar is then a tool of dynamic identity con-
struction that allows individuals to experiment identities and to ex-
press multiple aspects of their selves (Turkle 1994, 1995). Avatars, 
as Turkle understands them, provide an opportunity for (extended) 
identity formation. In this case, even when they are part of role-play, 
they are not separate from, but part of, an expanded production and 
expression of self (Hamilton 2009).

Individuals usually tend to reproduce either their real self or 
an improved or idealized self (Tisseron 2009; Bessière et al. 2007; 
Taylor 2002; Jin 2010). Underlying motivations to those identity 
works pertain to: either a self-confirmation perspective or a simple 
(promotion of a positive self-concept) or compensatory (distortion of 
negative information in a more positive way) self-enhancement per-
spective (Messinger, Ge, Stroulia, Lyons, Smirnov and Bone 2008) 
a search for consistence with the physical and/or psychic self-con-
cept (Suh et al. 2011), according to the self-congruity theory devel-
oped by Sirgy (1986). 

The main aim of the identity construction process is identifica-
tion to one’s avatar, defined by Suh et al. (2011) as “the cognitive 
connection between an individual and an avatar, with the result be-
ing that the individual regards the avatar as a substitute self or has 
such an illusion”. Parmentier and Rolland (2009) highlight that this 
relationship between an individual and his avatar is not rigid and is 
set within an identity construction dynamics. They identify four dy-
namics: (1) duplication, in which the avatar is a loyal graphical and 
behavioral copy of the individual who created it, (2) enhancement, 
in which the avatar in an extension of the individual that essentially 
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represents the more positive aspects of the individual and that can 
differ in or enhance the physical appearance, (3) transformation, in 
which the avatar really differs from the individual on a physical and 
behavioral plan, but the link is preserved by allowing the individual 
to erase or overcome some aspects of his personality, and (4) meta-
morphosis, in which the avatar is a totally imaginary self, physically 
different and for which the individual plays a character part. 

Furthermore, this dynamic construction of the avatar is part of 
a construction process regarding the virtual world (Parmentier and 
Rolland 2009). The context is then liable to influence the creation 
of the avatar and the identity dynamics (Vasalou and Joinson 2009; 
Garnier and Poncin 2009; Yee, Ellis and Ducheneaut 2009; Suh et 
al. 2011; Sung, Moon, Kang and Lin 2011), just as creation of the 
avatar and identity dynamics can influence the relationship (feelings, 
behaviors, etc.) with and within the virtual world (Yee and Bailenson 
2009; Yee et al. 2009). According to Hamilton (2009), we no longer 
“enter” digital worlds. Avatars are increasingly being deployed to 
form contiguity between our “online” and “offline” selves. In an in-
creasing number of games and forms of networked communication, 
the role of the avatar is not anonymity and masquerade, but its oppo-
site: self-representation. Hence self-presentations on the internet are 
tools people use to express themselves. For this reason, online users 
try to make their avatars exhibit the images they desire by dress-
ing their avatars in clothes and accessories as if they were adorning 
themselves (Park and Chung 2011). The influence of the commercial 
setting on this process should then be discussed. 

Avatars in a commercial context
Contexts in which an avatar can be used are varied in nature 

(playful universes, collaborative work, commercial environments, 
online discussions…) and in the role the avatar can have. The context 
of use then necessarily influences the creation of the avatar and the 
identity process. More specifically, Lim and Reeves (2010) or Suh et 
al. (2011) highlight the importance of the context and the task in and 
for which the avatar is used. Vasalou and Joinson (2009) show that 
the context of use of the avatar and its aims (in their case, blogging, 
gaming or dating) has a predominant effect on self-presentation and 
its consequences. 

Within websites or virtual universes with a commercial voca-
tion, realism of the avatar, that is to say its capacity to loyally repro-
duce the reality of a human body and the appearance of the individu-
al (Garnier and Poncin 2009) should then be of a major importance. 
Indeed, any commercial context implies concrete consequences such 
as buying a real product that will be received at home, or financial 
transactions. So individuals tend to create an avatar as realistic as 
possible (Suh et al. 2011). This was shown for virtual models in the 
case of online apparel/clothes purchase (Kim and Forsythe 2008, 
2009; Merle et al. 2009, 2011), so to ensure the fit between the ava-
tar, the individual’s own body and the product that will be bought. 
As stated by Yee et al. (2009), some virtual universes are more then 
favorable than others to the necessity of a human and realistic em-
bodiment as well as the presence of familiar artifacts. 

Beyond those utilitarian aspects, some commercial websites 
such as 3D shopping malls can entail social and recreational aspects. 
Indeed, by wandering around the shopping mall, the individual can 
meet other persons – all being represented by their own avatar, talk 
to them or participate to playful activities offered by the commer-
cial mall. Consequently, the personalization of the avatar plays a so-
cial role of self-presentation and construction and transmission of 
one’s social identity, the body being a primary marker of identity 
and a mean of self-presentation and socialization (Thompson and 
Hirschman 1995; Kolko 1999; Anderson 2000; Schultze 2010). Ulu-

soy and Vicdan (2008) highlight the exploration of the symbolic and 
experiential construction of the body and the self through the avatar 
and the experiences lived thanks to that virtual body. They use the 
term symembodiment to refer to the presence of the body in the vir-
tual environment, without physical constraints but with its symbolic 
and identity meanings. 

It is important to point out that, in online gaming or life simula-
tions, an individual might possess several avatars on a same account1. 
Multiple lifes and avatars are possible. He can then test multiple em-
bodiments and parallel identities and as such separate or multiply 
the identity dynamics among those different characters (Maffesoli 
2008; Cogerino 2009). This is a major potential difference with 3D 
commercial universes. Indeed, if it’s possible for an individual to 
have several accounts, the commercial aim of the website encourages 
consumers to have only one account, as on a “classical” merchant 
website, and so one and only avatar. The whole process and dynam-
ics of personalization and identification will then be invested in that 
single avatar that will be the only representation / embodiment of the 
individual in that universe. 

Though, if the traditional typology of the real vs enhanced self-
representation or Parmentier and Rolland (2009)’s identity dynamics 
are interesting, they were mainly developed within online gaming or 
life-simulation context. It seems interesting to question that dynam-
ics to the light of a commercial consumption context such as a 3D 
shopping mall and to assess its consequences on the consumption 
experience. 

Furthermore, an extensive observation of methodologies used 
to study avatars show that most researches are realized through one-
shot studies or on the basis of life narratives. This does not allow 
to apprehend and to empirically validate the dynamics of creation 
and identification that should be. However, as observed by Hamilton 
(2009), the projection of identity, as well as identification to an avatar 
has to be framed at the outset as contextual, fluid, and socially con-
tinuous. Our research then focuses on the exploration of the process 
and the dynamics of avatar creation and identification, in the specific 
context of a 3D shopping mall, from a longitudinal perspective. 

METHODOLOGY AND ANALYSES
The exploratory nature of our research, that is, to our knowledge, 

the first one to deal with the process of creating an avatar in a 3D com-
mercial universe, led us to adopt an exploratory methodology associat-
ing qualitative and quantitative data. Two studies were conducted in 
order to study the creation of the avatar during the first visit of a 3D 
shopping mall and the dynamics of personalization throughout time. 

First, 286 students, aged 19 to 24, were recruited to participate 
to a visit of a newly developed 3D shopping mall (launched in France 
in 2012). This virtual universe reproduces a commercial shopping 
center, with shops where it’s possible to buy and spaces to move in-
side and outside (see Appendix 1 for illustrations)2. Each respondent 
had to create his/her avatar and then visit the website as long as he/
she wished to, in a totally open way. After the visit, each respondent 
had to immediately fill a qualitative logbook, composed of ten or 
so open questions on the experience he/she had just lived3, among 

1 Indeed online gamers can play several characters with different abilities 
and appearance on a same account, each one being an avatar to personalize 
and make live.  

2 This universe also offers consumers the possibility to have an apartment 
and to personalize it with products of brands being sold in the mall. It 
also offers a social network tool focused on purchase recommendations 
and sharing. Playful events are also organized in the mall (artistic events, 
animations, games). However, those different possibilities were not inves-
tigated within the framework of this research. 

3 The study was globally dealing with the experience of visiting the 3D shop-
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which some of them focused on the personalization of the avatar. 
Namely, respondents were to state if they had personalized their ava-
tars or not, and if yes, describe how and why they had personalized 
it. Respondents had also to insert a screen copy of their avatars, so to 
check reality of the visit (in addition with individual login tracking) 
and reality of discourses in logbooks. 

The methodology of logbooks was used on the basis of Carù 
and Cova’s (2003, 2006) suggestions to study experience with lim-
ited biases (no interferences with an interviewer that could inhibit 
the experience, immediate description right after the experience). We 
coupled this qualitative methodology with an associated question-
naire respondents had to fill directly after the logbook. The question-
naire measured, among other variables, identification to the avatar 
(Hefner, Klimmt and Vorderer 2007), immersion (as a proxy to mea-
sure experience) (Fornerino, Helme-Guizon and Gotteland 2008) 
and consequences such as satisfaction and intentions (combined 
measures of individual items of global satisfaction and intentions to 
return, intention to recommend and intention to purchase) (see Ap-
pendix 2 for details on measurement validity and reliability).

In the second study, 32 participants from the first study volun-
tarily continued the experience4 through a longitudinal study com-
posed of at least 3 other visits over a 2-months period. As for the 
first study, each participant had to fill for each visit a logbook and an 
online questionnaire, with identical themes and identical scales for 
repeated measures. The logbook included a complementary theme on 
possible modifications of the avatar and motivations to do so (or not). 

Qualitative data analyses followed an interpretive process. In or-
der to analyze the collected textual corpus, data were coded by two 
independent coders thanks to the NVivo8 software, on the basis of 
themes issued from literature (avatar creation, identity dynamics) and 
same coding units. Flexibility was preserved thanks to open coding, in 
order to identify and integrate possible new themes that could emerge 
from data. The two independent coding were then confronted and dis-
cussed and a satisfying level of inter-coders reliability was reached. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Results articulate around two major elements: avatar creation 

during the first visit and the dynamics of personalization happening 
- or not – throughout the following visits. 

Avatar creation strategies during the first visit
Three main strategies have been identified: 

1. the realistic representation of the individual (real self  
 reproduction) 

“I chose to personalize my avatar so that it fits me. 
Possibilities of personalization are large enough so that we 
can make an avatar that looks like us as much as possible. 
You better take it over like that.” (F); “I find it nice to be 
able to move with an avatar that looks like me as much as 
possible, it makes things more real. It makes the visit more 
interactive.” (M)

60% of our sample opted for representing their real self, es-
pecially through physical resemblance and adequate clothing style.

2. the representation of an enhanced or ideal self 

ping mall. Due to our focus on the avatar, only data concerning that specific 
topic are presented in this paper. 

4 Results obtained for the first study allowed us to assess and confirm that 
those volunteers do not differ from the original global sample on control 
variables (satisfaction, immersion and identification with the avatar during 
the first visit more especially). 

“I’ve made her a little bit taller and with a little more breast 
but otherwise, she looks like me.” (F); “I’ve tried to put 
physical characteristics that are often put down to beauty: 
blue eyes, cheekbones, tall and tanned.” (F); “I think that this 
character can physically attract and can motivate his group 
of friends to go out.” (F); “I think that my avatar is typical 
of the young active guy, just graduated, with a relatively high 
purchasing power.” (M)

37% of our sample created an enhanced or ideal self, mainly by  
improving their physical characteristics or by representing who they 
would like to be in a near future. 

3. the “fantasy” representation 

“I wanted to have fun by inventing an original bearded 
character, with sunglasses and an “afro” haircut.” (M); 
“I wanted to personalize my character to make it unique 
and original. It’s like a game, I wanted to use the different 
possibilities offered.” (M); “I put a cowboy hat because I think 
it’s original and I wouldn’t dare wear it in real life, even if 
it’s nice. I took advantage of the fact that it is virtual to dare 
wear that.” (F)

This type of representation is highly a minority (1 respondent at 
the first visit, and 2 respondents that added more fantasy stuff later on). 

These results in a commercial context are in line with literature 
on avatar personalization strategies in other contexts (Parmentier and 
Rolland 2009; Vasalou and Joinson 2009) and on possible underlying 
motivations (Messinger et al. 2008; Suh et al. 2011) of self-confirma-
tion or self-enhancement. 

If the representation of a real self is a majority, ideal or event 
“fantasy” representations also appear, contrary to what we could sup-
pose previously. However, arguments in favor of a realistic represen-
tation are not necessarily linked to the utilitarian commercial context 
(as we thought). They seem to be mainly linked to the need for cling-
ing on to reality and making up for the virtuality of the universe. 

Enhanced representations can be explained by the social aspect 
of the universe. They allow individuals to reveal a positive social 
identity, to play a role or to pass a message on their identity. This en-
hancement is in line with what Yee and Bailenson (2007, 2009) name 
the Proteus Effect: self-representation has a double identity effect, 
individual (on one’s own behavior) and social (on others’ behavior) 
and makes the individual get in an identity role play.  This includes 
a behavioral confirmation phenomenon regarding avatar appearance 
so that a tall and handsome avatar is socially more attractive and can 
lead its user to behave in a more extrovert way during social interac-
tions with other avatars (Yee and Bailenson 2009). 

Finally, fantasy representations mainly lie on the playful aspect 
of the commercial universe and on the subsequent desire to depart 
from self-presentation social norms. 

From identification to the avatar to immersion 
Building on the quantitative data collected during the first visit 

on 286 respondents, we predict in line with literature that the stronger 
the relationship between the consumer and his own avatar (identifica-
tion with the avatar) the more he is likely to dive/immerge in the new 
environment and in turn to be satisfied with the experience. Figure 1 
illustrates the relationships we planned to observe during the first visit.

As expected, identification to the avatar explains more than 57% 
of the immersion variable (R²adjusted=0.573, t=19.51, p<0.001). 
It means that the more the consumer feels embodied in his avatar, 
the more he/she is able to live an experience in the new environ-
ment. Moreover, building on literature, it may be that immersion is  
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mediator of the relationship between identification with the avatar 
and satisfaction. However, conversely to our expectations, the three 
conditions (Baron and Kenny 1986) necessary for the mediating role 
of the immersion are not gathered. As expected, we observe that 
identification to the avatar and immersion significantly explains sat-
isfaction but both variables remain significantly if they are in the 
same regression.  Nevertheless, building on the work of Preacher and 
Hayes (2004), we applied the Sobel test (1982) (macro of Preacher 
and Hayes (2004)) to confirm a partial mediation of immersion. 

Table 1:  Sobel test on mediation effect of immersion  
on satisfaction

Z P
Immersion 3.02626053 0.00

Therefore, we conclude that only a partial mediation of immer-
sion between identification to the avatar and satisfaction exists. How-
ever, the process of embodiment in the avatar may be dynamic and 
the relationship between immersion and identification with the avatar 
circular. Therefore this relationship may evolve when the customer has 
appropriated the new environment, feels completely embodied in his 
own avatar and is able of fully immerge in the virtual environment.

Process and dynamics of avatar personalization
25% of the sample modified their avatar at the second visit. Re-

spondents that have first created a realistic avatar tend to modify it 
more than people who created an idealized/enhanced one: 32% of 
respondents that created a realistic avatar modified it (vs 16%). Dif-
ferent profiles of personalization dynamics were observed according 
to motivations to modify the avatar:

1. Variety seeking and fun procured by avatar personalization

“I’ve changed clothes of my avatar. First, I wanted to see 
if there were new ones and I find it quite funny to change 
according to my mood.” (F); “I’ve kept the same body, but I 
changed clothes. I wanted to see if there were new things in 
the “Appearance” section.” (F); “During the first visit, I had 
made an avatar that looked like me as much as possible. This 
time I wanted to try the opposite, to change.” (F) 

2. Improvement of self-likeness 

“I wanted to change haircut so that it fits me better.” (M); 
“I’ve changed the haircut of my avatar because meanwhile 
I’ve really changed it.” (F) 

3. Adaptation to physical and/or behavioral reality 

“I’ve added sunglasses because summertime is coming and 
I meet more and more people with sunglasses in shopping 
malls.” (M); “I’ve adapted my clothes to shopping for a waffle 
iron. If I go out to ponce around a shopping mall as for the 
first visit, I would dress more elegantly. But to go and buy a 

waffle iron is more a bit of shopping so a tee-shirt fits better, 
all the more it is hotter than for the previous visit.” (F); “Yes, 
I’ve changed my avatar as it is colder. I wanted to wear a 
jacket to adapt my avatar to the context I was at the moment 
(in reality). (…) As hopefully in real life we change clothes 
and make-up every day, why keeping the same avatar if it 
assumed that the avatar is just like me?” (F)

The most widespread aim among respondents is the maximal 
search for realism, through the progressive improvement of avatar 
realism, to adapt it to possible changes in reality and consequently 
improve identification to one’s avatar. If the playful and variety seek-
ing  motivations can seem a priori contradictory with search for re-
alism, they however can match personality traits of the respondent 
(variety seeking) or support for the recreational aspect of that new 
virtual universe and desire to discover all offered possibilities. 

It is important to note that individuals that modified their avatar 
during the second or third visit finally stop doing major modifications 
(only 2 respondents out of 32 modified their avatar continuously at 
each visit). Indeed, they finally come to consider that they are satis-
fied with their avatar and that they identify to the avatar enough to 
keep it as it is. 

However, not all respondents modified their avatar: a major-
ity, 75% of the sample, kept the avatar as they created it during the 
first visit. This questions the supposed personalization and identity 
dynamics. 

Avatar stability and identification reinforcement process 
68% of people that created a realistic avatar and 84% of those 

who created an idealized/enhanced avatar kept it identical through-
out the visits. 

Three motivations to not modify the avatar can be identified in 
respondents’ narratives: 

1. Absence of novelty in the avatar personalization tool 

“First I wanted to change the appearance of the avatar. 
But once in the “Appearance” tool, I found out that there 
was nothing new, no new possibilities of transformation of 
elements that I wanted to change such as haircut or height. So 
I’ve not modified my avatar.” (F) 

2. Time spent to personalize the avatar during the first visit and  
 satisfaction regarding the created avatar

“I haven’t modified my avatar because I was satisfied with its 
appearance. I must admit I had spent a lot of time during 
the first visit to make it fit my expectations.” (F); “I have not 
modified my avatar since my first visit because I find it funny 
and acceptable.” (H) 

3. Desire for stability and progressive reinforcement of identification 

“No, I haven’t changed my avatar because it’s an 
avatar that looks like me thanks to its characteristics. 

Figure 1:  1st visit: from identification to satisfaction
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It allows me to totally identify with my avatar and to 
better control my actions.” (F); “I’ve decided to keep 
the same avatar because I assume that I’m still the 
same person visiting the shopping mall. So my avatar 
already knows the place and how it works. Moreover, 
according to me, my avatar is still in the same state of 
mind and must then keep the same traits and the same 
characteristics.” (F); “The playful pleasure of playing 
to dress/modify a virtual character left place to the 
personal pleasure to wander myself (as an extension 
of the avatar) in the shopping mall. In other words, 
the character is not that important now, as we really 
have the feeling to be him. There is not that primary 
distinction between her and me anymore.” (F); “No 
I didn’t do it because the previous one fitted me pretty 
well. It’s with him that I’ve discovered the website and 
I think he’s become a kind of mark in that virtual 
universe, as a well-known person. It helps me better 
absorb the website and to be one with my avatar. In 
fact he has taken my place in that virtual world.” 
(M); “I have no reason to do it because I created it to 
represent myself and to be able to identify to it. It’s my 
representation in the virtual world and he must remain 
stable.” (M) 
This last motivation is largely a majority among respondents 

that haven’t modified their avatar. If it’s impossible to talk here of 
personalization dynamics, the identity dynamics is nevertheless 
present through a reinforcement of identification to the avatar. This 
progressive identification then allows individual to build landmarks 
within the commercial virtual universe and to appropriate it. It also 
allows respondents to immerse more strongly in the universe and 
consequently live an experience though their avatar as an extension 
of themselves. 

The identity dynamics is then present throughout visits of the 
commercial virtual universe and goes through two distinct processes: 
(1) the personalization dynamics, resulting in modifications of the 
avatar so that it fits the reality of the individual, and (2) the identity  
reinforcement dynamics, resulting in a stability of the avatar that al-
lows the individual to identify to the avatar more and more at each  
visit and to preserve his landmarks and habits. Those two processes 
can be consecutive: after a personalization phase and successive 
modifications, the individual then enters an identity reinforcement 
dynamics by keeping his avatar stable. 

Despite taking different ways, these two processes finally meet 

the same objective, identification to the avatar, in order to be im-
mersed as much as possible in the consumption experience of that 
commercial virtual universe and to take the best advantage of it. The 
results of our quantitative data explore that link between identifica-
tion to the avatar and immersion over time. 

From immersion to identification to the avatar: a circular 
relationship? 

According to Hamilton (2009), we become coupled with the 
avatar through the process of embodied interaction.  In the qualita-
tive data, we observed that the two dynamic processes of managing 
one’s avatar (either the personalization dynamics or the identity re-
inforcement dynamics) is meant to strengthen the relationship with 
the avatar. Therefore the relationship between identification with the 
avatar and immersion may evolve during Visit 3 and Visit 4 and be 
reinforced by these dynamic processes. After a certain level of ap-
propriation of the new environment, this relationship may be either 
reversed or circular. The more the consumer immerges in the com-
mercial mall, the more he feels present in the environment and em-
bodied in his own avatar, and the more he is satisfied. During the 
second visit, 1/3 of the sample (10/32) adopts the personalization 
process but for the last visit, only 3 consumers (3/32) have decided 
to modify again their avatar. In all cases, consumers were women 
trying to take into account either a change in their own appearance 
or due to a change in weather time (haircut or sunshine apparel). 
Interestingly, we observe that the strategy adopted during the second 
visit significantly impacts the level of identification with the avatar 
during Visit 3 and Visit 4. (Visit 3, Personalization=3.38; Stabiliza-
tion=2.56; F(1, 31)=4.74; p<0.05; Visit 4, Personalization=3.04; 
Stabilization=1.99; F(1, 31)=7.59 ; p<0.01)). The action to person-
alize again the avatar firstly seems to reinforce embodiment in the 
avatar. However, the strategy adopted during the last visit has no 
more impact on the level identification with the avatar felt during 
that last visit (Visit 4, Personalization=3.16; Stabilization=2.23; F(1, 
31)=2.05; n.s). If the strategy used in the second visit explains 11% 
of the variance of the identification to the avatar (R²adjusted=11%, 
t-test =-2.18, p<0.05), this is no more significant to predict neither 
immersion nor satisfaction. Moreover, the strategy used in Visit 4 is 
non-significant to predict identification to the avatar, immersion and 
satisfaction during Visit 4.

However, interestingly and as expected, the relationship be-
tween identification with the avatar and immersion to predict satis-
faction appears to be reversed by comparison to Visit 1 both in Visit 
3 and Visit 4 (see figure 2 by comparison with figure 1). 

Figure 2: Evolution through time: from immersion to satisfaction
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In that case, we observe that the three conditions described by 
Baron and Kenny (1986) for a mediating effect of identification with 
the avatar between immersion and satisfaction are gathered both in 
Visit 3 and in Visit 4. As expected, we observe that immersion and 

identification to the avatar significantly explains satisfaction but only 
identification remains significantly when the two variables are in the 
same regression (table 2 and table 3).

 

Table 2:
R²adjusted=0.280 - Dependent variable: V3Satisfaction

Coefficients

Table 3:
R²adjusted=0.324 - Dependent variable: V4Satisfaction

Coefficients
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CONCLUSION
Conversely to what may happen in most virtual worlds where 

multiple life and avatars are possible and where the individual may 
gearing itself in a myriad of different specimens (Maffesoli 2008), 
in this commercial context, the avatar is unique. The use of the same 
avatar produces continuity. The role of the avatar is not anonymity 
or masquerade, but its opposite: self-representation. As suggested 
by Hamilton (2009) that it is through identification with an avatar 
that the process of perceptual transferal and immersion in the screen-
space occurs. This research identified different strategies of avatar 
creation within a 3D commercial universe, globally corresponding 
to personalization strategies identified in literature on other types of 
virtual universes. Two identity dynamics process have been identi-
fied: modification and sta-bility of the avatar. However both have the 
final aim to reinforce identification of the individ-ual to his/her avatar 
and to improve the experience of visit of the commercial virtual uni-
verse. As the individual feels embodied in and represented by a digi-
tal body, extension or substitute of him/herself in the virtual universe, 
he feels more immersed. In turn, immersion positively influences sat-
isfaction with regards to the experience in the 3D shopping mall. We 
also identi-fy a circular relationship over time between identification 
to an avatar and immersion, with continuous and recursive reinforce-
ment between those two phenomena (see Appendix 3 for a summary 
of quantitative results).  

From a theoretical point of view, main contributions are a better 
understanding of the process of avatar creation in the context of a vir-
tual commercial environment as well as the observation of the evolv-
ing relationship between avatar and immersion throughout time. 
More particularly, the search for a strong identification to the avatar 
has been highlighted. The commercial context, with strong and real 

incidences (purchase, social relationships), encour-ages individuals 
to project themselves as much as possible in their avatars, so to cling 
on to a form of reality in that very specific consumption experience. 
Those results concerning the identity dynamics could be extended 
to other virtual universes and other commercial virtual universes, 
especially concerning virtual models on more classical commercial 
websites. This research also contributes to the identification, for the 
first time in literature, of the circular re-lationship between identifi-
cation to an avatar and immersion in a virtual environment. From a 
methodological point of view, our main contribution then lies in the 
longitudinal perspective we adopted to observe those processes, as 
longitudinal studies on avatars are quite rare. Final-ly, from a mana-
gerial point of view, this research offers marketing practitioners that 
wish to use avatars some insights on what consumers expect: person-
alization options variety, regular renewal of possibilities to ensure 
pleasure of modification or to fit reality. It also gives in-sights to 
practitioners on the necessity to understand identification to an ava-
tar dynamics so that the consumption experience they offer the con-
sumer can be more compelling and immer-sive. As Park and Chung 
(2011) we think that tools that enable better self-presentation are cru-
cial to satisfy consumers. It is also important to underline that equi-
librium has to be found between the most utilitarian aspects of avatar 
creation (for example on size, height and mor-phology), that are very 
important in a commercial context, especially for apparel shopping, 
and more playful aspects that allow creating fantasy characters. This 
is clearly a risk for the virtual commercial universe of lacking/losing 
credibility if the playful side is exaggerated as compared to the utili-
tarian side, as it was shown by Garnier and Poncin (2009) and Poncin 
and Garnier (2010) in the case of a 3D shop. Moreover the results 
have a crucial implication on the shopping process of trying on and 

Figure 3:  Circular relationship between identification and immersion

Table 4:
R²adjusted=0.562 - Dependent variable: V4Identification to the avatar  

Coefficients

Interestingly, it appears therefore that the relationship between 
identification with the avatar and immersion is circular, depending 
on the level of embodiment in the avatar and appropriation of the en-

vironment (see figure 3). For instance, the level of immersion during 
Visit 3 explains more than 56% of the identification with the avatar 
in Visit 4 (see table 4)
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buying real products on the 3D shopping mall as well as an impli-
cation on the relationship between the self and consumption in this 
context. In particular, avatars may be useful resources when direct 
and voluntary self disclosure of in-formation by consumers online is 
limited (Lee, Im, and Taylor 2008). Bélisle and Bodur (2010) con-
cluded that real-life companies that intend to virtual worlds can use 
member ava-tars as proxy for members’ personalities and lifestyles. 
This statement appears even truer in this commercial context.

This research is not free from limits. Some methodological out-
comes must be underlined. The logbook method, if interesting for 
that kind of study, cannot lead to a very deep understanding of un-
derlying mechanisms as deep individual interviews would do. The 
sample is composed of students and the number of participants to 
the longitudinal study is relatively low. As such, we were not able 
to highlight specific patterns between the three creation strategies, 
underlying motivations and modification of the avatar, as the num-
ber of combinations was too high regarding the number of respon-
dents. Finally, it was not possible to highlight a specific effect of 
avatar realism in a commercial context. Those limits are as many 
research perspectives: identification of the identity dynamics accord-
ing to avatar creation strategy, deepening the understanding of the  
circular relationship between identification to the avatar and immer-
sion (antecedents, others consequences, potential moderators), tak-
ing into account the heterogeneity in motivational drivers of using 
this type of website (Eisenbeiss et al. 2012). Those researches should 
be conducted on more important and more representative samples 
of consumers. It would also be interesting to study in details the im-
pact of avatar realism in that commercial context: does the tyranny 
of embodiment suggested by Yee et al. (2009) really exist in that 
context, as some respondents created and then modified or kept fan-
tasy avatars ? What would be the impact of totally fantasy avatar (as 
in MMORPG for example: trolls, elfs, dwarfs, animals, etc.) on the 
credibility of the universe and the consumption experience? 
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1  Illustrations of the 3D shopping mall

          

Avatars in the external space of the shopping mall
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Avatar in a 3D shop

Avatar personalization tool
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Interestingly, it appears therefore that the relationship between 
identification with the avatar and immersion is circular, depending 
on the level of embodiment in the avatar and appropriation of the en-
vironment (see figure 3). For instance, the level of immersion during 
Visit 3 explains more than 56% of the identification with the avatar 
in Visit 4 (see table 4)

Appendix 2. Reliability and validity of scales from the quantitative data analyses

Appendix 3. Evolution of the relationship between Identification with the avatar, 
Immersion and Satisfaction between Visit 1, Visit 3 and Visit 4


