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Abstract

Context and relevance. In digital reality, the attachment of young Internet users to their avatar — the digital
self-image — is linked to the search for life’s meaning and the problematic pathway of identity development.
However, little is known about the sign mediation mechanism associated with these phenomena. The theo-
retical basis of the research was cultural-historical theory, within which an attempt was made to interpret an
avatar as a sign. Objective. To study the mediating role of the avatar in the development of virtual identity
and life-meaning orientations. Hypothesis. The avatar identification characteristics mediate the connections
between virtual identity, identification with the avatar, and life-meaning orientations. Methods and materi-
als. The study involved 457 young Internet users of online platforms (M = 20,6, SD = 2,6, 67% female). The
study measured the indicators of virtual identity (VISI), Purpose-in-Life Test, (PIL), avatar identification
(IOS), and avatar identification characteristics (the “Who am I?” test with modified instructions). Results.
The results showed that the social, physical, and reflective characteristics attributed to the avatar are me-
diators of the effects of the search for and acceptance of virtual identity on life-meaning orientations (Goals,
Result, Locus of control) and avatar identification. This means that avatar-mediated identity enhances clar-
ity in life goals and satisfaction with self-realization, while reducing the flexibility of meaningful control over
behavior among Internet users. Conclusions. It has been shown that the semiosis of the avatar, mediating the
preadaptive pathway of development of identity and life-meaning orientations, depends on the experience and
gender of the Internet user. The materials can be used in the development of new methods of applying avatar
technologies to foster the psychosocial well-being of young Internet users.
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Pesztome

KownTtekcert u aktyanpHOCTh. B 111dpoBoii peambHOCTH TPUBSI3aHHOCTD MOJIOBIX MHTEPHET-TI0Ib30BaTeNeH
K CBOEMY aBarapy CBsI3aHa C IIOUCKOM CMbICJIOB JKU3HU U IPOOJIEMHBIM IIyTeM PasBUTHSI UIEHTUYHOCTH, HO
MaJIO M3BECTHO 00 aCCOLUMPOBAHHOM C STUMHU SIBJIEHUSIMU MEXaHU3MOM 3HAKOBOIO OIIOCPeACTBOBaHuUsT. Te-
OpETUYECKOI OCHOBOI MCCIIEI0BAHIS OCTYKIIIA KYJIbTYPHO-UCTOPUYECKAS TEOPHSI, B KOHTEKCTE KOTOPOI
IPEITPUHSTA MOMBITKA OCMBICTUTD aBaTap Kak 3uak. Ileas. 3y4nTh onocpencTByIoONyio poJib aBatapa B
Pa3BUTHUHU BUPTYATbHON NAEHTUIHOCTH W CMBICJIOKI3HEHHBIX opreHTaIwil. I'unoresa. [Tokasarenn curam-
(pUKATUBHBIX M KOHHOTATUBHBIX 3HAYEHU I NIeHTU(UKAIIMOHHBIX XapaKTEPUCTHUK aBaTapa OMOCPE/ICTBYIOT
CBSI3U MEJK/ly BUPTYAJIbHOIN MICHTUYHOCTBIO, MIeHTU(UKAINEH ¢ aBATAPOM, CMBICJIOKU3HEHHBIMI OPUEH-
tarusiMu. MeTozbl 1 MaTepuaibl. B nccienoBanuy MpuHsIN yaactue 457 MOJOIBIX HHTEPHET-TI0Ib30Ba-
teseit onmaiin-miaardopm (M = 20,6, SD = 2,6, 67% sxenmuui). B uccienoBanum n3amMepsiinch mokasarein
Bupryasbnoil unentnunoctu («Craryc BU»), embicnoxusnennsix opuentammii (C/KO), naentnduka-
nun ¢ aBatapoM (1OS), nnentndukanmonnse xapaktepucTuku aBatapa (tect «Kto {7» ¢ nsmenennoit
uHCTpyKIHeit). Pe3yabrarel. PesysibraTbl MOKasasu, 4TO KOHHOTATUBHBIE U CUTHU(DUKATUBHbIE 3HAUECHUST
COLMATBHBIX, (pr3nuecknx, pedIeKCUBHBIX XapaKTEePUCTHUK, TPUITUCBIBAEMbBIX aBaTapy, SABJSIOTCS MeIH-
atopamut a((HeKTOB BAUSHUSA TTOUCKA ¥ TPUHSATUS BUPTYAJIbHON MAEHTUIHOCTH HA CMBICIOKU3HEHHDIE
opuenTanuu (1eJiv, pe3yJabTar, JIOKYC KOHTPOJIST) U UAEHTU(MDUKAIIUIO C ABATAPOM TaK, YTO aBATAP-OTIOCPE]I-
CTBOBAHHAS UICHTUYHOCTD CIIOCOOCTBYET MOBBIIIEHIIO ICHOCTH SKM3HEHHBIX 1[eJIeil 1 Y/I0BJIETBOPEHHOCTH
camopeas3anneil, Ho CHUKaeT OCMBICTIEHHBII KOHTPOJIb Ha/l TIOBEIEHIEM NHTEePHET-0Ib30oBaTeeil. Boi-
BO/IbL. [l0Ka3aHo, 4TO CeMUO3UC aBaTapa, OTIOCPE/ICTBYS MPEAAANTUBHBINA MTyTh Pa3BUTHS UJACHTUYHOCTH U
CMBICJIO;KM3HEHHBIX OPUEHTAIMI, 3aBUCUT OT OIIbITA U 110JIa MHTEPHET-TI0JIb30BaTesis. MaTepuasbl MOTYT
ObITh KCIIOJIb30BAHbI B Pa3pad0TKe HOBBIX METOJIOB IIPUMEHEHUSI aBaTaP-TEXHOJIOT U JJist COAEHCTBYSI TICH-
XOCOIMATLHOMY OJIATOIIOIYYUI0 MOJIO/IBIX UHTEPHET-I0JIb30BATEEIl.

Kmouesvte cnosa: 3makoBoe OIIOCPEACTBOBaHME, 3HAYEHNE, CMbIC/TIOKU3HEHHDbIE OpUEHTAlIUN, NACHTHUY-
HOCTb, BUPTyaJIbHAA NICHTUIHOCTD, aBaTap, I/I[[CHTI/IC];)I/IKB.LII/IH C aBaTapom

Dunancuposanue. VccenoBanue BbIIONHEHO Ipy hUHaHCOBOIT opepkke Poccuiickoro nay4Horo gonaa B paMkax
HayuHoro npoekta Ne 25-28-00056, https://rscf.ru/project,/25-28-00056 /

s nutupoBanus: Kinementohesa, M.B., ViBanosa, B.1. (2025). ABatap-omnocpescTBoBaHHAS UIEHTHIHOCTD U CMbBICIIO-
JKU3HEHHBIE OPUEHTAINY MHTEPHET-M0/b30BaTenell. Kyavmypuo-ucmopuueckas ncuxonozus, 21(4), 50—58. https://doi.
org/10.17759/chp.2025210405

Introduction

According to the principle of mediation, adopted
in cultural-historical psychology (Zavershneva E.,
van der Veer R. (Ed.), 2018), the existential-personal
development is mediated by sign systems and practices.
Advances in digital technologies have stimulated the
development of the metaverse — a computer-generated
immersive digital environment that simulates the
physical world and in which social interaction between
people occurs (Giang Barrera, Shah, 2023) — and have
led to the “decarnation” of the physical environment,
associated with the complication of the mechanisms
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of sign-symbolic mediation in the development of the
human user: digital technologies as “secondary” signs
(Rubtsova, 2019) “re-mediate” previously formed mental
and personal structures (Tikhomirov, 1993), lead to the
digital expansion of the personality and transformation
of identity (Soldatova, Chigarkova, Tlyukhina, 2024),
blurring the boundaries between personality and
technology.

Although most research on the phenomenon of
human presence in the metaverse is conducted from a
technological perspective (Crespo-Pereira, S nchez-
Amboage, Membiela-Poll n, 2023), the most traceable
theme in psychological research on identity in the
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metaverse concerns the phenomena related to the
mediating role of the avatar — a digital visualized image
controlled by a human user or software and capable of
interaction (Mancini et al., 2024). Researchers note that
a new type of technologically mediated attitude of the
human user to their self-image embodied in the virtual
environment is being formed — identification with the
avatar (Brown et al., 2024), attachment to the avatar
(Stavropoulos et al., 2023), and merging with the avatar
(M sseler, von Salm-Hoogstraeten, B ffel, 2022).

The influence of the avatar on the cognitive, affective,
and behavioral aspects of human development in the
virtual environment has become evident (Peng, Cowan,
Lo Ribeiro, 2025). However, contemporary empirical
research demonstrates contradictory data regarding
the role of avatar identification in the psychosocial
well-being of young people. Researchers note that
identification with the avatar negatively correlates with
indicators of psychosocial well-being (Mancini et al.,
2024), clarity of life meanings (Klementyeva, 2024),
and self-perception (Yang et al., 2024), but positively
correlates with identity crisis (M ller, Bonnaire, 2021)
and the search for meaning in life (Fraser, Slattery,
Yakovenko, 2023). Other authors assert a positive
correlation between avatar-mediated technologies and
mental health indicators (Barabanschikov, Selivanov,
2023). Modern psychologists often find explanations
for these contradictory effects within the framework
of RW. Belk’s “extended self” and E.T. Higgins’ “self-
discrepancy” theories, suggesting an extension of the
“actual self,” “ideal self,” and the avatar (Snodgrass et al.,
2025). The emergent “self-avatar” systemis characterized
by measures of identification with the avatar,
objectivation, idealization, and user self-actualization
through the avatar, and is also considered a factor of
compensatory behavior in the virtual environment.

However, within this system, the interrelation
between the avatar and virtual identity, which
integrates the experience of uniqueness and belonging
to a virtual community, is defined ambiguously. Some
researchers interpret the avatar as virtual identity
(Nagy, Koles, 2021); others differentiate between
virtual identity and the avatar, identifying different
types of user-avatar relationships such as self-
identification, symbiosis, subject-object, and subject-
subject relations (Banks, Bowman, 2021), emphasizing
the relative independence of the avatar from the user's
preferences and personality traits (Lemenager et al.,
2020; Mancini et al., 2024; Zimmermann, Wehler,
Kaspar, 2023). In other words, avatars, through which
users express themselves, form identity, establish
social partnerships in the virtual environment, and are
not equivalent to virtual identity.
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The debate about the avatar’s role in users’
psychosocial ~development highlights problematic
issues concerning the attributive characteristics of
avatars. Previous research has focused on the technical
characteristics of avatars — the realism of their form
and behavior as correlates of users’ “real” identity
(Stavropoulos et al., 2023; Snodgrass et al., 2025;
Wang et al, 2024; Zimmermann, Wehler, Kaspar,
2023), emphasizing a higher level of self-presentation
in interactions with realistic and “intelligent” avatars
compared to unrealistic ones (Miao et al, 2022).
Contemporary researchers emphasize the preferential
use by online users of anthropomorphic, realistic avatars
for their self-presentation — “metahumans” in the virtual
world (Pawar, Mishra, 2025).

Undoubtedly, this approach has its advantages.
However, such an interpretation is incomplete, as it
hindersthe psychological analysisofavataridentification.
We believe that such an analysis is possible within the
context of the “mediation” principle, where the avatar
can be interpreted as a sign, a psychological tool for the
formation of virtual identity and the promotion of human
psychosocial well-being in the virtual environment.

The works of Russian researchers (Klementyeva,
2024; Rubtsova, 2019; Soldatova, Chigarkova, Ilyukhina,
2024) have outlined a pathway for applying the ideas
of cultural-historical psychology to explain the sign-
symbolic mediation of identity development processes in
the digital environment; however, research on the sign
function of the avatar is lacking.

With the present study, we contribute to the existing
research concerning the role of the avatar in user identity
development and propose to apply a cultural-historical
approach for the psychological interpretation of avatar
identification.

Carrying on the traditions of cultural-historical
psychology, we believe the avatar can be interpreted
by extrapolating the attributive characteristics of signs,
as generalized in the works of Russian psychologists
(Veraksa, 2024; Zavershneva E., van der Veer R.
(Ed.), 2018): sociality, mediation, arbitrariness,
systemic nature, intentionality, conventionality, and
meaningfulness. From this perspective, the avatar
is presented as a significant (sign) function of the
human user’s self-consciousness, reflecting and forming
their virtual identity in the digital environment in a
generalized and structured manner for the purpose
of generating, storing, processing, and transmitting
personally significant information. In other words,
as a sign, the avatar functionally replaces and models
human identity in the virtual environment, at the same
time serving as a means for its formation and self-
awareness. Within the sign structure of the avatar, one
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can distinguish the material aspect of the avatar and the
ideal aspect, which influences identity — the meaning.
Identification with the avatar can be viewed as a result
of virtual collaboration with avatars of other users (and/
or avatars managed by artificial intelligence), during
which the avatar becomes “signified” and attached with
subjective meaning. The emergent network of meanings
and significations of the avatar, we believe, guides the
user’s identification process in the virtual environment.
The transition from the interpsychic to the intrapsychic
plane of avatar use is governed by interiorization
mechanisms and concerns the formation of a new type of
identity — virtual identity.

Indirect confirmation of our hypothesis can be found
in studies that have substantiated the mediating role of
the avatar in mental and behavioral functions: 1) both
proximity to the user’s self-perception (Yang et al., 2024)
and correspondence with the “ideal Other” (Snodgrass
et al,, 2025; Wang et al., 2024) have been found in
avatars; 2) the “Proteus effect” data demonstrate users’
tendencies to transfer behaviors that corresponded to
avatar characteristics into their natural environment
(Coesel, Biancardi, Buisine, 2024).

The study of avatar identification is possible within
the framework of examining the process of imbuing the
avatar with meaning and significance, in the dialectic
of comprehending the meanings and signifying the
significations. The primary function of a sign is semiosis,
the formation of meanings. The most important place
in cultural-historical psychology is given to the study
of meanings fixed in language, which generalize and
comprehend the “transformed” form of existence of
cultural objects and social relations world. An analysis
of the significant and connotative meanings of the
avatar, with which the user imbues it, will allow for
a psychological analysis of the formation of avatar-
mediated identity within a system of connections with
existential-personal properties. And although an attempt
at semantic analysis of avatar identification has been
made in modern psychology (Banks, Bowman, 2021;
Brown et al., 2024), the interpretation of the obtained
results does not involve the meanings of the avatar, and
identification with the avatar is conducted within the
psychodynamic context of “self-discrepancy.”

Thus, numerous attempts to understand the
mechanism of user identification with an avatar, and
through it, the ways identity and life meaningfulness
are formed in the virtual environment, contribute to
the rapid accumulation of empirical material that is
characterized by multifacetedness and generalization
challenges, which makes the problem of the limited
research contexts of avatar-mediated identity relevant.
A contradiction is evident between the accumulated
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scientific psychological knowledge about avatar
identification and the lack of a conceptual understanding
of the sign mediation mechanisms associated with this
phenomenon.

Based on the foregoing, the purpose of this research
is to study the sign function of the avatar within the
system of connections between virtual identity, avatar
identification, and life meaning orientations among
internet users.

The research hypothesis is that the significant and
connotative meaningsof theidentification characteristics
of the avatar mediate the connections between indicators
of virtual identity, avatar identification, and life meaning
orientations.

The general hypothesis is further elaborated in the
following specific hypotheses:

1) there is an interrelationship between the meanings
of the avatar, virtual identity, avatar identification, and
life meaning orientations;

2) indicators of the significant and connotative
meanings of the avatar mediate the influence of virtual
identity on life meaning orientations and avatar
identification.

Materials and methods

Sample. 457 internet users aged 18-25 studying at
universities in Moscow (n = 257) and Tula (n = 200)
participated in the research. The median age was 20
years. Of these: 67,5% (n = 308) were female and 32,5%
(n = 149) were male. The sample was randomized.

Procedure. The inventories were submitted remote-
ly and anonymously. Written informed consent was ob-
tained from respondents for their participation in this
study. A mixed-methods research plan was employed,
combining quantitative and qualitative approaches.

Research tools. The following methods were applied:
assessment of virtual identity (Klementyeva, 2024), life
meaning orientations (Osin, Kosheleva, 2020), avatar
identification (Yang et al., 2024), and avatar identifica-
tion characteristics (the “Who Am I?” test (Rumyant-
seva, 2006) with a modified instruction: “You need to
give as many answers as possible to one question related
to your avatar: What kind of avatar?”).

Quantitative data processing was carried out using
comparative (t-test and Fisher’s *- angular transforma-
tion criterion), correlational (Pearson’s r-test), and re-
gression (Hayes’ process) analysis.

Qualitative data processing (avatar identification
characteristics) was conducted using content analysis.
30 K-variables were identified and grouped into 8 cat-
egories of significant meanings (significates, Lat. signi-
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ficata) of identification characteristics: social, commu-
nicative, material, physical, activity-based, prospective,
reflective, problematic (Rumyantseva, 2006).

Additionally, respondents’ answers were classified
into two groups based on avatar realism (Miao et al.,
2022): 1) unrealistic — 2D images, anime, and static
images (45% of participants); 2) realistic — 3D images,
visually dynamic images, and anthropomorphic images
(55% of participants).

Results

A comparative analysis of the frequency of occur-
rence of avatar identification characteristics in groups
ranked by gender revealed that men more often single
out the social characteristic of the avatar (¢* = 2,14,
p = 0,016), while women emphasize the physical char-
acteristic of the avatar (¢* = 1,71, p = 0,045). Further-
more, comparatively lower indicators of physical and
reflective avatar characteristics were found among inter-
net users experiencing a moratorium on virtual identity
(p* < 2,32, p <0.01). Pairwise comparisons revealed a
preferential use of reflective (¢* < 2,49, p < 0,005) and
physical (¢* < 1,98, p <0,02) avatar characteristics com-
pared to other characteristics.

It was also revealed that participants more frequent-
ly attribute reflective characteristics to realistic avatars
(p* =191, p=0,03), and physical characteristics to un-
realistic ones (¢ * = 1,8, p = 0,04). The study participants
who indicated the use of realistic avatars demonstrated
higher levels of avatar identification (t = 2,4, p = 0,01)
compared to those participants who used unrealistic
avatars.

The results of the correlation analysis are given in
Table 1. Table 1 only presents the indicators of signifi-

cant values (significates) of avatar identification charac-
teristics that have relevant correlations.

Based on the correlation analysis data, the
predominant use of the physical characteristic of the
avatar (avatar’s appearance) distinguishes internet
users who meaningfully adapt their identity to the
virtual environment, identify with their avatar,
and also demonstrate clarity of life goals, general
meaningfulness of real life, and satisfaction with
self-realization. Conversely, the emphasis on the
social characteristic of the avatar (avatar’s position,
role, status, and affiliation with social groups) is
characteristic of internet users who are oriented
towards a meaningless adaptation to the virtual
environment, accompanied by a low meaningfulness of
real life, confusion of life goals, and aloss of control over
life. Internet users who attribute existential-personal
properties to their avatar (reflective identification
characteristic of the avatar) tend to identify with
their avatar in the virtual environment, while those
who imbue their avatar with a communicative
characteristic are satisfied with self-realization in the
real world. The problematic characteristic of the avatar
is inherent in Internet users who avoid interaction in
the virtual environment using an avatar, experience
difficulties with virtual identification, and are
dissatisfied with self-realization. Internet users who
use negative connotations of the avatar experience
difficulties with life meaning orientations.

Furthermore, a correlation was found between the
extent of avatar usage experience and the physical
(r=0,12, p = 0,01) and reflective (r = 0,15, p = 0,003)
characteristics of the avatar, as well as with avatar
identification (r = 0,20, p < 0,001), and the search
for and commitment to virtual identity (r < 0,14,
p <0,004).

Table 1
Correlation of indicators of virtual identity, life-meaning orientations, avatar identification
and avatar identification characteristics (N = 457)
Avatar identification characteristics
Parameters Significants Connotations
C K D P n + -
Meaningfulness of commitment of virtual identity -0,16* | 0,03 | 0,15* | 0,05 |-0,13* -0,01 -0,03
In-depth exploration of virtual identity -0,12* | -0,01 | -0,03 | -0,01| 0,03 -0,01 0,02
Avatar identification 0,06 | 0,07 | 0,14* | 0,12* | -0,21* 0,14* 0,05
Purpose -0,18* | 0,08 | 0,13*| 0,01 | —0,05 0,07 —-0,18*
Process -0,06 | 0,04 | 0,06 | 0,02 | —0,02 0,09 -0,20*
Result -0,05 | 0,44* | 0,43* | 0,01 |-0,14* 0,08 -0,20*
Locus of control -0,15% | 0,05 | 0,09 |-0,01| —0,06 0,03 —-0,08
Overall index of meaningfulness of life -0,16* | 0,08 | 0,14* | 0,01 | —0,07 0,09 —0,22*

Note: «*» — correlation is significant at the 0,01 level (two-sided). Avatar identification characteristics: «C» — social, «K» —
communicative, «®» — physical, «P» — reflective, «II» — problematic; «+» — positive connotative meanings; «<—» — negative

connotative meanings.
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Table 2 presents the relevant results of the mediation
analysis, where the parameters of life meaning
orientations and avatar identification are the dependent
variables, indicators of virtual identity are predictors,
and the connotative and significant values (significates)
of avatar identification characteristics are mediators,
mediating the effects of the connection between
dependent and independent variables.

The results demonstrate a statistically significant
indirect effect of influence of indicators of the
search for and commitment to virtual identity on
life meaning orientations and avatar identification
through the indicators of significant and connotative
meanings of avatar identification characteristics
(social, physical, communicative, and reflective),
which validate the proposed hypothesis. Furthermore,
there is a statistically significant direct influence
of virtual identity on life meaning orientations and
avatar identification. In other words, avatar-mediated
virtual identity contributes more to the variability of
life meaning orientation indicators (purpose in life,
outcome of life, and locus of control) compared to non-
avatar-mediated virtual identity, increasing clarity of
life goals and life satisfaction, but decreasing the sense
of control over life in the real world.

Discussion of results

This study expands the scope of previous research on
avatar identification by offering a new perspective on the
connection between internet users and their avatars, a
topic explored in foreign psychology, within the framework
of LS. Vygotsky’s cultural-historical psychology. We
continue the tradition of Russian psychology in studying
the mechanism of sign mediation in virtual environments
(Rubtsova, 2019; Soldatova, Chigarkova, Ilyukhina,
2024), interpreting the avatar as a sign and analyzing its
meanings (significant and connotative).

The study confirmed the hypothesis that the significant
and connotative meanings of avatar identification
characteristics mediate the interrelation of virtual identity,
avatar identification, and life meaning orientations — one
of the key indicators of human psychological well-being.
This aligns, in general, with the conclusions of previous
works (Barabanschikov, Selivanov, 2023; Soldatova,
Chigarkova, Ilyukhina, 2024; Banks, Bowman, 2021;
M sseler, von Salm-Hoogstraeten, B ffel, 2022). It was
found that the meaningful commitment to avatar-
mediated identity by internet users contributes to
increased clarity of life goals and satisfaction with self-
realization. This primarily occurs through attributing

Table 2

Analysis of the effects of avatar-mediated virtual identity on the life-meaning orientations
and avatar identification (N = 457)

) ) Quality indicators of the mediation model
Dependent variables Mediators Total effect | Direct effect | Indirect effect
Predictor — Meaningfulness of commitment of virtual identity
Purpose Social significates b=0,16 b=0,14 b=10,02
(F=7.2%%% R2=0,11) (t = 5,6%*%) (t = 5,0%%*%) (t = —2,42%)
Negative connota- b=0,01
tions (t=-3,47*%)
Result Communicative b=10,10 b=10,08 b=0,02 (t=2,41%%)
(F =4,9%**;R?=0,09) significates (t=4,43%*%) (t = 4,02%%%)
Negative connota- b=0,01
tions (t = —4,00%%%)
Locus of control Social significates b=0,06 b=0,04 (t = 2,38%) b=0,02
(F =4,7%**; R?=0,06) (t=2,89%*) (t=-2,01%)
Avatar identification Social significates b=10,28 b=10,26 b=10,01
(F = 6,3%** R2 = 0,10) (t = 2,92%%%) (t = 4,72%%) (t=2,01%)
Reflective signifi- b=0,01
cates (t=1,98%)
Predictor — In-depth exploration of virtual identity
Locus of control Social significates b=-0,06 b=-0,04 b=10,01
(F = 2,8** R2 = 0,05) (t = —1,98%) (t=—-2,12%) (t = —2,98%*%)
Physical b=0,01 (t =2,08%)
significates
Identification with an Physical b=0,16 b=0,18 b=10,01
avatar significates (t=3,00%%) (t=3,11%%) (t=2,00%)
(F=41"""R*=005)  |Reflective signifi- b=0,01
cates (t=2,12%)

Note: «*»> — p <0,05; «**> — p <0,01; «<**» — p <0,001.
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significant meanings of social, physical, and reflective
identification characteristics to their avatars. Negative
connotations reduce the effect of the positive influence
of avatar-mediated identity on the meaningfulness of
life in the future and the past. Apparently, the semantic
space of avatar meanings formed in this manner, within
the dialectic of “external-internal” relationships, facilitates
the transition from sociocultural manipulation of the avatar
as a mediator (or tool) in interactions between users (e.g.,
for role-playing or representation in social networks) to
an existential-personal use of the avatar within the new
“self-avatar” psychological system, where the avatar
embodies the user’s identity. Of interest in this context
is the revealed reduction in the conscious sense of control
over life and behavior among young internet users with
avatar-mediated virtual identity, which is likely caused by
the “decarnation” of the physical environment, increased
uncertainty of the virtual environment and dependence
on technical avatar settings (degree of avatar realism), and
reduced freedom of choice due to the limited conditions of
the virtual environment.

The positive effect of influence, as we believe, is due
to the mechanism of sign mediation within the artificial
system of “identity — avatar (sign) — meaning of life,”
which creates new sociocultural connections between
functions where identity dominates. However, the
limited technical characteristics of the avatar pose
a barrier to further psychological mediation by the
avatar-as-sign, hinder the flexibility of conscious
control over behavior and, more broadly, life in general,
forcing the user to adapt the “identity — avatar (sign) —
meaning of life” system to the avatar’s capabilities and
limitations. In this case, it is the avatar, not the identity,
that assumes the dominant function. The difficulties
in self-regulation arising in this artificial system, in
our opinion, are one of the reasons for the correlation
between psychosocial ill-being and problematic avatar
identification observed in modern research (Brown et
al., 2024; Mancini et al., 2024; M ller, Bonnaire, 2021;
Yang et al., 2024).

The study revealed that the frequency of social,
physical, and reflective identification characteristics
attributed to one’s avatar reflects the dependence
of the avatar’s significant function on gender, usage
experience, and virtual identity status. The obtained
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