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Introduction. The rise of interactive platforms (e.g., social media, metaverse) has positioned
self-avatars in a pivotal role, transforming the way individuals perceive themselves (Cleland,
2008). Acting as multifaced reflections, self-avatars allow users to customize digital entities to
mirror their actual appearance or the self they wish to present within virtual environments (Kim
& Sundar, 2012; Pringle, 2015). Engaging with these avatars gives users the freedom to tailor
their appearances and fashion styles and to decorate their avatars with virtual fashion products
(e.g., clothes and accessories) through personalized adjustments (Buisine et al., 2016; Johnson,
2016). This customization process encourages users to reassess their self-image, fostering a
deeper connection with avatars that reflect their ideal or actual selves (Poole, 2022). In this
regard, avatars and digital fashion become important for users’ self-expression and self-
extensions, especially for the tech-savvy Generation Z (Gen Z), born between 1997 and 2012,
who value blending digital identities with their physical presence (Personal Care Insights, 2023).
Due to the popularity of avatar, extensive research has explored how self-congruity with avatars
affects attitudes toward them (e.g., Koo et al., 2014; Park & Kim, 2023). Yet, the influence of the
avatar customization process and experience on avatar-self congruity and its impact on users’
internal states, particularly within the context of fashion, has not been fully explored, to the
authors’ knowledge. Given that avatars allow individuals to express their real or aspirational
selves in virtual settings, this study, grounded in the Self-Congruity Theory (SCT) (Sirgy, 1982),
aims to investigate how avatar customization affects self-congruity, attachment, and liminality
toward avatars, and how these factors affect attitudes toward virtual fashion items. Moreover,
this research examines the moderating role of the length of time spent using an avatar.

Hypotheses development. According to SCT, users are drawn to entities that mirror their self-
image and aspirations (Sirgy, 1982). On interactive platforms, avatar customization allows users
to craft a digital persona that resonates closely with their real-life appearance (actual self) as well
as their desired self-image (ideal self) (Kim & Sundar, 2012). This process facilitates alignment
with users’ actual and ideal selves, thereby enhancing external self-congruity (H1). Besides,
actual self-avatar congruity is expected to positively affect self-actualization, as self-
representation in virtual spaces can enhance users’ sense of authenticity, thereby facilitating an
authentic understanding of their actual self (Bauer, 2021) (H2a). Likewise, external ideal avatar-
self congruity is proposed to positively influence self-actualization since Rogers (1951) posited
that self-actualization is achieved when users’ ideal self is congruent with their actual self-image
(H2b). External avatar-self congruity is also linked to liminality, which refers to the experience
at the threshold between different existential planes (Kipers, 2011). On interactive platforms, a
high degree of congruity between real-self and avatars serves as seamless extensions of the
individual, bridging the physical and digital worlds, thus enhancing liminality (H3). Further,
Vaughn et al. (2009) observed that characteristics of self-actualization include forming close
connections with others, which could lead to stronger attachments between users and their
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avatars (H4). As Belk (2023) pointed out, liminal spaces act as gateways through which
individuals access virtual realms of platforms, potentially increasing users’ attachment to their
avatars (H5). This attachment, in turn, is likely to heighten users’ attitudes toward virtual fashion
products, as attachment is often strongly correlated with attitude (Shen et al., 2019) (H6).
Additionally, the length of time for using an avatar is proposed to moderate the relationship
between avatar customization and external self-avatar congruity. It is anticipated that as users
spend more time interacting with and personalizing their avatars, there will be a more refined
representation of their real and aspirational identities within the virtual world (H7).

Research Methods. A preliminary study using the survey method was conducted to test the
proposed hypotheses. Data was collected from a sample of Gen Z participants at Southeastern
University who have had experiences of creating and using avatars for longer than 6 months.
After removing ineligible responses based on several screening questions, 83 samples were
retained for analysis. To examine the conceptual framework and hypotheses, statistical tools such
as SPSS and SmartPLS were utilized.

Results and discussions. A two-step approach was employed to assess the model fit and test the
hypotheses using bootstrap resampling with PLS-SEM. After removing three items, all factor
loadings exceeded the minimum threshold of 0.708 (Hair et al., 2019). Reliability was confirmed
with Cronbach's alpha values for all constructs ranging from 0.830 and 0.937, and composite
reliability values ranging from 0.894 to 0.969. Convergent validity was confirmed with all latent
variables displaying an average variance extracted (AVE) above 0.500. Discriminant validity
was supported, as the square root of the AVE of each construct was higher than the correlations
between constructs (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). R square values for the dependent variables were
all greater than 0.10 (R?actual = 0.191, R?ideal =0.139, R?actualization = 0.169, R?liminality =
0.108, R2attachment = 0.349, R?attitude = 0.151), showing acceptable levels of explanatory
power (Falk & Miller, 1992). Variance inflation factor (VIF) values ranged from 1.000 to 1.657
(Hair et al., 2019), indicating no collinearity issues (Kock & Lynn, 2012).

For the hypotheses testing, the proposed relationships were partially supported. The results
showed that avatar customization positively impacts both actual self-avatar congruity (Hla: =
0.311, p < 0.01) and ideal self-avatar congruity (H1b: p =0.218, p < 0.05), emphasizing the
value of enabling users to personalize their avatars in ways that resonate with their real and
aspirational selves. The significant effect of ideal self-avatar congruity on self-actualization
(H3a: f=0.392, p <0.01) and liminality (H3b: B = 0.489, p < 0.001) demonstrated the
psychological advantages of aligning avatars with users’ ideal selves. However, actual self-
avatar congruity did not exhibit a significant influence on self-actualization and liminality (H2a:
B=-0.149, p = n.s., H2b: B =-0. 123, p = n.s.). The relationships between self-actualization and
attachment to the avatar (H4: B =0.369, p <0.01), as well as between liminality and attachment
(H5: B=0.309, p <0.01), highlighted the emotional connection users develop with their avatars.
This attachment, in turn, positively affects users’ attitudes toward virtual products that can
decorate the avatar (H6: = 0.388, p <0.001). Unexpectedly, the length of time using an avatar
did not significantly moderate the relationship between avatar customization and actual self-
avatar congruity (H7a: p =-0.220, p =n.s., B =-0.215, p = n.s.). Moreover, a negative
moderation effect was observed between avatar customization and ideal self-avatar congruity,
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suggesting that extended engagement with using avatars might decrease the initial
customization’s alignment with users’ ideal self-concepts.

Implications. Findings of this research contribute to the existing literature on self-congruity
theory within interactive platforms (e.g., metaverse), emphasizing the psychological advantages
of ideal self-avatar alignment over actual self-avatar congruence. Practically, this study findings
are invaluable for both developers and marketers introducing a new way of engaging users
through avatar customization. Findings of the present study elaborate the necessity to offer
extensive customization options, which may influence the users’ intention to purchase digital
products through self-actualization and congruity with the avatar created.
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