in Goggin,
New York:

G and Hjorth, L. (Eds.)

Routledge,

pp.221-234

(2009)

Mobile

Technolo

%
3
|
.
.
3
i
f
|
|

1eS.

From Telecommunications to Media

17 Face to Face
Avatars and Mobile Identities

Kathy Cleland

INTRODUCTION

With the growing pervasiveness of screen-based communication tech-
nologies, including personal computers and mobile phones, face-to-face
communication is increasingly becoming augmented and in some cases
even replaced by mediated screen-to-screen communication. With this
growth of screen-based communication, the self is continually being
mediated, remediated,' and intermediated* as it is networked and distrib-
uted through a variety of different media forms. We present ourselves as
visual images on Web sites, in blogs, games, virtual worlds, IM windows
and chat sites, and on mobile phones. As well as traditional indexical
images such as photographs and videos, the avatar—a graphical 2D or 3D
representation of the self—is increasingly becoming a familiar presence
in online and computer-mediated environments such as games, virtual
worlds, chat spaces, and now mobile phones. This chapter investigates
how avatars are increasingly starting to act and interact as proxies for our
physical selves, and looks at the sociotechnical forces shaping the design
and use of these new avatar identities as they migrate from games and the
Web to mobile phones. -

Just as the Internet has become an increasingly image-rich environment
since the introduction of the World Wide Web and improved bandwidth
rates and download speeds, we are seeing a similar trajectory with mobile
phones. Although mobile phones are still primarily used for voice com-
munication and SMS, with increasing technology convergence they are
now increasingly being used to access, create, and distribute a variety of
image-rich media content. In countries like South Korea and Japan, where
the data rates charged for mobile phone usage are relatively low and the
transmission speeds are high, mobile phones are often used as the primary
mode of Internet access. And, with new and improved convergent mobile
devices like Apple’s much-hyped new iPhone, released in mid-2007 in the

- United States, mobile phones look set to become even more significant

devices for media production, distribution, and consumption, as well as
for interpersonal communication including the use of avatars.
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However, while the virtual body of the avatar offers some interesting
and productive opportunities for new forms of technologically mediated
identity and ‘presentations of self’,? it also represents an increasing consum-
erization and commodification of identity. Dominant sociocultural stereo-
types (gender, race, class) are reinscribed on the virtual body of the avatar
both through the choices of users and via computer software program;
where they become parameters and presets that perpetuate and reinforce
existing social stereotypes and cultural norms.

AVATAR IDENTITIES

Virtual environment researchers Jeremy Bailenson and Jim Blascovich define
an avatar as “a perceivable digital representation [in a virtual environment]
whose behaviours are executed in real-time by a human being.”* As the Inter-
net has become increasingly media-rich, graphical environments and graphical
avatars have largely replaced the earlier text-based environments and identi-
ties of role-playing games such as MUDs (Multi-User Domains) and MOOs
(MUDs Object Oriented).” By assuming a graphical avatar, an individual
can become digitally embodied in a virtual environment, and he or she can
interact with other avatars and objects within that environment in real time.
Research shows that using avatars as communicative proxies creates a strong
sense of intersubjective presence and copresence in virtual environments.
This experience of real-time interaction has much in common with the feeling
of ‘shared presence’ or ‘presence at a distance’ with which we are familiar in
our everyday telephone interactions. With conventional telephony, this sense
of shared presence is established by voice alone, but with the increasing media
convergence enabled by digital technologies, mobile phones now combine the
intimacy of voice communication with graphical signifiers of identity such as
photographs, video, and avatars. On mobile phones it is becoming common
to assign photographs as the caller IDs of friends and family or use them as
screen savers and wallpapers. We also use our mobile phones to take and
distribute photographs and videos of ourselves. When images are shared on
a moment-by-moment basis, they can create a sense of shared experience that
connects individuals in the visual reality of each other’s lives even though they
are physically separated. Mizuko Ito’s investigation of mobile-phone use in
Japan suggests that the sharing of photographs and viewpoints can create a
shared “intimate visual co-presence” between groups of friends or intimate
others such as boyfriends and girlfriends.” And because the mobile phone is
carried with us everywhere we go, it enables individuals and intimate groups
to maintain 24/7 this sense of “presence at a distance”—a “being here and
being there,” as Larissa Hjorth and Heewon Kim describe it.?

With the use of animated avatar images, real-time interaction and pres-
ence can be signaled graphically through facial expression, gaze, head ori-
entation, and body movements, as well as by speech, which on the Web is
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typically represented in speech bubbles that appear above the avatar’s head
or in text boxes at the bottom of the image window. As avatars migrate to
the mobile phone, however, text will be replaced by live speech, creating an
even stronger sense of immediacy and copresence.

Although the avatar shares this quality of real-time interaction with
other real-time images of the self, such as those offered by webcams, video-
conferencing, and videophones, it offers two significant advantages. First,
the animated graphical image of the avatar needs far less bandwidth than
the real-time video image, so that problems with image lag and jerky move-
ments are decreased. This makes the avatar image a particularly attrac-
tive option for mobile phones. Second, unlike the video image, which is
anchored in the physical reality of the body, the graphical avatar allows
individuals to access more transformative modes of visual identity, enabling
them to present a much more editable and customizable version of the self
than is possible with the indexical video image. In this context it is interest-
ing to note that one of the key reasons (in addition to technical constraints)
that videophones have never really taken off is because they reveal too much
of the individual’s “backstage” environment. One of the key benefits of
voice-only phone communication is that aspects of the individual’s physical
appearance and location can be successfully hidden. With the use of graph-
ical avatars individuals can continue to successfully hide their aspects of
their physical appearance and “backstage” environment while presenting a
visual persona of their choice. Inappropriate clothing and/or locations and
embarrassing behaviors such as blushing or sweating can be conveniently
climinated in the avatar presentation, giving the individual far greater con-
trol over the front stage “face” or “faces” they present to the world.”

Indeed, with the digital avatar, it is possible to be “whoever you want to
be” (or at least look like them) without being limited by the physical speci-
ficities of your gender, age, race, or even species. In an online article “Get
Real! Creating a Sim in The Sims Online™,” Bob King, the lead artist for
The Sims Online,' invites users to experiment with the look of their avatar
identity by literally stepping into a new skin:"

Have you ever wanted to know what it feels like to be someone else?
Ever dreamed of the ability to step into a totally different skin than
your own? Would you like the ability to create a persona for yourself
that could have your social and communicative qualities, and yet look
nothing like you? Imagine being able to walk up to a good friend, hold
a complete conversation with him, and have him never recognize you.
Would you like a skin-colour change? Have you ever fancied a gender
change? Ever thought of becoming an alien? You can enjoy this type of
charade and many more online in The Sims Online."

Although these types of avatars are only just starting to emerge on mobile
phones, they are already a significant presence on the Web and in games
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and virtual worlds; so it is instructive to look at the kind of avatar identities
that are emerging in those contexts to gain some insights into the types of
avatar identities that we may soon see more of on mobile phones and other
portable convergent devices.

The promise of inhabiting a new skin and creating a fantasy alter ego
or second self through the avatar identity lies at the heart of the popular
Second Life® virtual world."” Rather than just watching our favorite media
identities on television or in films, through avatars we can now become
cartoonlike media identities in our own right as we interact with each other
in the new media terrain of games and virtual worlds. While some Second
Life® virtual-world residents, particularly those who have a recognizable
and marketable real-life identity, inhabit avatars that resemble their offline
selves (albeit frequently glossier and younger graphically rendered versions
of themselves), one of the pleasures of online worlds is being able to con-
struct an idealized fantasy identity and the lifestyle to go along with it. In
Second Life® virtual world you can be a model or a rock star; you can wear
designer clothes, drive in expensive cars, and live in palatial mansions.

Although maintaining a consistent avatar identity can be an important
factor in establishing trust and building up a reputation in virtual communi-
ties, individuals often have a “wardrobe” of different avatar identities from
which they choose to show different facets of their personality or to experi-
ment with new identities." For example, individuals may have a “work” ava-
tar, an “intellectual” avatar, a “sporty” avatar, a “party” avatar, and so on.

AVATAR IDENTITIES AND PRESENTATIONS OF SELF

In The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1973), sociologist Erving Goff-
man describes the various “presentations of self” we enact in our everyday
real-world interactions where we present different versions of ourselves in
different social contexts.'”s Using a theatrical metaphor, Goffman describes
these presentations as a type of performance, where we move between “front-
stage” (public) and “backstage” (private) arenas, manipulating our appear-
ance (clothes, accessories, makeup) and behavior to present different personas
in different social roles and interactions—for example, student, daughter, girl-
friend, friend, employee. This idea of individuals carefully constructing and
performing their different social identities through a range of techniques of
impression management provides a useful framework for analyzing the tech-
nologically mediated presentations of self that are currently being enacted on
the Web and are starting to emerge in the mobile-phone environment.

In online environments, individuals can achieve much greater levels of
control and “impression management” over their presentations of self than
they can in their real-world interactions. In personal home pages, ¢ blogs,
and social networking sites like MySpace and FaceBook, photographs and
text can carefully be selected and edited to present the individual’s desired
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persona within that particular environment. With avatar identities, even
more “impression management” is possible, as the 1.nd1v1du.al can Fon};ol
and transform his or her visual identity beyond thc?lr real-life spec?lﬁcllt}es
of age, gender, race, and appearance. In on]in‘e environments, the mdwnfi-
ual’s real-world physical appearance and physical gnwr‘?nment can remain
completely hidden “backstage” so that only the desired “front-stage ia‘wftar
identity is visible. Individuals can also move seamlessly between different
online “windows” or “social frames,” where they can activate and play out
different performative identities. . - 4
The difference between the “front-stage” online presentation of self and
the “backstage” reality is the focus of a series of digita! pr,ints cEeated by
Australian-Malaysian artist Emil Goh (see Figure 17.1). Goh’s My(Jy (2006)
series of digital prints is based on South Koreajs hugely popular online com-
munity Cyworld,"” which is accessed via mobile phone and the Internet.

Figure 17.1 Emil Goh, MyCy, digital print, 2005.




224 Kathy Cleland

In Cyworld, community members create and customize their own car-
toonlikg avatars and mini-homepages. Each Cyworld member has their
own miniroom, created by selecting various backdrops, wallpaper, furni-
ture, and other appliances and accessories. The miniroom operates as the
backdrop for the avatar and plays an important role in creating the avatar’s
identity. For many young South Koreans who still live at home and go out
to social.ize, the miniroom is their opportunity to create their own ideal
fantasy living space which can express their tastes, aspirations, personality.
and group affiliations. ’

In MyCy, Goh presents a series of prints which show the “front-stage”
view of Cyworld avatars in their minirooms, paired with a “backstage”
view showing the Cyworld members in their real-world bedrooms, The
prints highlight the discrepancy between the fantasy self projected in the
idealized avatar identity, with its aspirational lifestyle, and the individual’s
real-life identity and environment.

Goffman’s analysis of front-stage and backstage behavior and the dif-
ferent social frameworks and environments within which social interaction
occurs has also been widely applied in the study of mobile-phone usage.'®
However, in contrast to the clear distinction between front stage and back-
stage that we see on the Web, with the public performance of mobile-phone
conversations this distinction is not so clear-cut. Mobile-phone users, par-
ticularly in public places like cafés or on public transport, typically’ have
two audiences, the person on the other end of the phone and the audience
that surrounds him or her in the physical environment. While the recipient
of the mobile-phone call may only get to see the front-stage presentation
those in the immediate environment of the person making the call also geé
to see and share in the participant’s backstage environment.!”

AVATARS IN THE CROSS-MEDIA ENVIRONMENT

With the growing popularity of avatars, along with increasing media con-
vergence and cross-media activity, we are starting to see avatars (or sim-
plified versions of them) migrate from games and virtual worlds to other
applications and platforms such as chat rooms, Internet messaging (IM)‘
and mobile phones.

While a strict definition of avatar would limit its use to the description
of animated graphical characters controlled by users in real time, in general
usage the term avatar is also often used more inclusively to include a variety
of still or minimally animated images that represent users in online environ-
ments such as home pages, chat spaces, IM, and mobile phones.?* The popular
Yahoo! avatars* used in their IM service are constructed by choosing differ-
ent identikit facial features, wardrobe items, and accessories from a library
of items. The avatars’ facial expressions can also be controlled by sendiﬁg
emoticons so they can perform simple gestures and facial expressions.

3
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Other examples of simple avatars that can be used either on the Web or
on mobile phones are WeeWorld’s WeeMee avatars?? and Skype’s Klonies
avatars.? In the United Kingdom, the Glasgow-based DA Group and their
consumer entertainment brand Yomego®?* offer a range of animated ava-
tars and virtual characters for television, the Web, and mobile phones. In
2006, Yomego launched MTV Flux, a new cross-media (T'V, Web, mobile)
virtual community where members can create an animated 3D Flux avatar
that can appear on the MTV Flux television channel. Members can com-
municate with other “fluxers” by texting their avatars, and can request
videos or upload media content on the MTV Flux channel either by SMS or
through a Web interface.

However, while some of these avatar examples are being designed for
use on multiple platforms and devices, in many cases competing propri-
etary standards and problems with interoperability will continue to make
it difficult for users to have a “universal” avatar that they can port across
different media applications or platforms. Your Sims Online avatar won’t
work in Second Life® virtual world or on your mobile phone and, although
it is possible to export still avatar images and prerecorded animations and
machinima?’ to different media platforms and applications, the real-time
interaction of the avatar is only possible within the application in which it
was created. Interoperability issues and the complexities of different mobile
phone standards and platforms may also limit the uptake of avatars on
mobile phones.

Creating viable mobile-phone avatars that can be controlled in real
time depends on increased improvements in bandwidth and transmission
speeds, as well as new software applications and hardware modifications.
In the mobile-phone environment, there is also an increased emphasis
on the spoken voice instead of the speech bubbles and text windows
which are the norm in virtual communities and chat environments. New
improvements in synchronizing avatar lip movements and facial expres-
sions with real-time speech inputs (in addition to prerecorded voice and
text inputs) are necessary for real-time avatars to be a success on mobile
phones, and it is likely that these developments will in turn flow back
into virtual worlds.

Companies such as Motorola Labs and California-based company
3-Dmsg are starting to develop more complex animated 3D avatars that
can “talk” on behalf of users on mobile phones, and there is a lot of
research going into developing applications that can generate real-time
avatar-mediated messages by using speech recognition and video image
recognition to generate the avatar’s speech, facial expressions, and move-
ment?® (Jana 2006).

SeeStorm, a subsidiary of the Russian company SPIRIT, offers a range of
ready-made and customized 3D avatars that can be animated by real-time
voice inputs. The animation is generated by matching the avatar’s mouth
movements with the live voice input using speech phonemes recognition.
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Figures 17.2 and 17.3 3D mobile phone avatars designed by Motorola Labs.
Images courtesy Motorola, Inc.

Figure 17.4 SeeStorm’s 3D tal

king head avatar for Skype phones. Image courtesy
of www.seestorm.com.
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Figure 17.5 OKI Electric Industry’s FaceCommunicator®-BBE uses a camera and
its FSE™ (Face Sensing Engine) to map users’ facial expressions on to avatars.

The user can also change the avatar’s facial expressions by selecting the
appropriate smiley emoticon (see Figure 17.4).

In Japan, OKI Electric Industry has developed FaceCommunicator®,”” a
proprietary software application that enables users to control the movement
and expressions of their avatar by using a camera to detect the movement
of the users’ eyes and eyebrows, and then using those inputs to generate
synchronized movements in the animated avatar (see Figure 17.5).

COMMODIFICATION AND STEREOTYPES
IN AVATAR IDENTITIES

While avatars offer some interesting and productive opportunities for
individuals to control and craft their online identities, and to experiment
with new identities, they can also be seen as representing an increasing
consumerization and commodification of identity. In our media-driven
consumer culture, where identity has become associated with physical
appearance and possessions, consumption has become a primary site of
identity formation as we seek to obtain the various identities that are
promised along with the purchase of brand-name clothes and other con-
sumer goods. In the virtual terrain, the selection of an avatar identity can
be seen as just another consumer choice; in this case, however, as well as
selecting clothes and accessories, we can also choose the more personal
determinants of our identity such as gender, age, face, skin color, and
body shape.

In Neal Stephenson’s cyberpunk novel Snow Crash (1992), users who
don’t have the skill to design their own avatars typically buy ready-made
off-the-shelf versions such as those described next.

Brandy and Clint are both popular, off-the-shelf models. When white-
trash high school girls are going on a date in the Metaverse, they invari-
ably run down to the computer-games section of the local Wal-Mart
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and buy a copy of Brandy. The user can select three breast sizes: im-
proba'ble, impossible, and ludicrous. Brandy has a limited repertoire
of facial expressions: cute and pouty; cute and sultry; perky and inter-
§sted; smiling and receptive; cute and spacy. Her eyelashes are half én
inch long, and the software is so cheap that they are rendered as solid
ebony chips. When a Brandy flutters her eyelashes, you can almost feel
the breeze.?

Versions of these Ken and Barbie clones along with other cute cartoon char-
acters proliferate in games and virtual worlds and are also beginning to
appear on the mobile platform. It is ironic (but perhaps not surprising) that
in this new virtual arena where theoretically we can be anything we wan;
to be, homogenizing social stereotypes and idealized media types domi-
nate the virtual landscape. These real-world norms and stereotypes are
reinscribed in the virtual terrain both through the types of avatars grlade
available for users by virtual-world developers and through the choices of
avatars made by users themselves.

At the moment there are very limited options available for users to
select or create their own animated avatars on mobile phones bu\t in
the popular Second Life® virtual world, a thriving online marl;etplace
has developed where users trade avatar skins, body shapes, clothes, and
accessories. Users who don’t have the skills to customize thejr Own’avq—
tars can buy whatever attributes they desire, and in this marketplace sex;/
ideahzed avatars dominate. Although there are a few offbeat “alien” o;
.‘monster” avatars, the most popular types of avatars are overwhelm-
ingly made up of idealized Ken and Barbie clones and their updated pop-
ular culture cousins such as Japanese-style manga and anime characters
In Second Life®virtual world, it is easier to buy a glamorous idealizeci
avatar identity than it is to design one that actually looks like your real-
worlc'i self. These idealized identities are far more prevalent in the virtual
terrain than in real life because they can be attained much more readil
Modifying your digital avatar is much easier, cheaper, and less bainfzi
than plastic surgery, and if you don’t like your new look you can easil
change it.?’ Y

The freedom of users to construct their own avatars s also limited by a
number of design constraints. Designers and programmers make ChOiZCS
about the type of world or environment your avatar will inhabit, and the
glso determine the overall visual style of your avatar and its possii)Ie behav}—,
iors. Some of these decisions are a result of technical considerations (for
example, hardware, software, and infrastructure limitations), but they are
al§o the result of social, cultural, and aesthetic choices. As rr’ledia theorist
Vilem Flusser points out, our technological apparatuses are part of our
culture, and “consequently this culture is recognizable in them »30 Just
as Flusser describes the photographer as the “functionary” of the. camelta
because the actions are constrained by the functional abilities of the camera,
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so too are computer users the functionaries of the computer hardware and
software systems they use:

Photographers select combinations of categories . . . It looks here as
if photographers could choose freely, as if their cameras were fol-
lowing intention. But the choice is limited to the categories of the
camera, and the freedom of the photographer remains a programmed
freedom. Whereas the apparatus functions as a function of the pho-
tographer’s intention, this intention itself functions as a function of
the camera’s program. It goes without saying that photographers can
discover new categories. But then they are straying beyond the act of
photography into the metaprogram—of the photographic industry
or of their own making—from which the cameras are programmed.
To put it another way: in the act of photography the camera does the
will of the photographer but the photographer has to will what the

camera can do.3!

Individual users or functionaries may challenge and subvert the cultural
norms and stereotypes inscribed in the apparatus and its program, but only
to the extent that the program itself allows; otherwise, as Flusser points
out, they need to initiate change in the metaprogram itself. It is at this level
of the metaprogram where the apparatus is constructed and programmed
that sociocultural ideologies, practices, and norms are inscribed into the
virtual terrain.’? Different virtual environments have very different graphi-
cal styles or “looks,” which range from cute cartoonlike avatars such as
the WeeMees, Klonies, and Yahoo! avatars to the more highly rendered 3D
avatars in Second Life® virtual world.

The users’ freedom to personalize their avatar identity is a “programmed
freedom” typically made by selecting from a predetermined array of mix-
and-match options, body parts, and accessories. Users can generally change
the gender and skin color of their avatars and select different facial fea-
tures, clothing items, and accessories, but it is not always possible to change
things like body shape or age. Slim, young (and usually white) adult is typi-
cally the default setting. :

Even in more sophisticated virtual environments like the virtual world of
Second Life®, where users are offered a vast range of options to customize
their avatars’ appearance, the slim, young adult is still the default setting.
New users entering Second Life® virtual world are offered a choice between
male and female versions of six default avatars. Until recently, the options
included a Furry (a fox character), Girl/Boy Nextdoor, City Chic (young
urban professional), Harajuku (an anime-styled character), Cybergoth,
and Nightclub. Like the majority of avatar default types available online,
all of these avatars (even the Furry) were young, slim, and white/Asian.
The new default avatar selection has a few new avatar types; the Furry
and Asian-styled Harajuku avatars have been removed and a black avatar
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Select an Avatar

[”Skip this step

Choase this avatar

Figure 17.6  Default avatar selection in the virtual world Second Life®, Image repro-

duced with the permission of Linden Rescarch. Inc COPYRIGH '
: the S , Inc. T ~
LINDEN RESEARCH, INC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. © 20012008

has been added along with the nonhuman avatar options of a dinosaur
and a cardboard box (see Figure 17.6). While these stereotypes may reflect
the (presumed) preferences and demographics of users, they also serve to
emphasize and privilege these particular identities and to suggest particular
types of interaction and behaviors.

Your .control over your avatar’s movements, facial expressions, and
gestures s also limited by the preset animations available within d’iffer—
ent environments—for example, waving, crying, blowing kisses, smiling
dancing, frowning, and so on.3* These behaviors are typically quite stylizcci
and exaggerated, and in some cases they are also heavily gendered—for
example, if you want your Second Life® virtual world avatar to blow a kiss
you have to choose the male or female version of that action. In some cases’
it is possible to create your own individualized movements and gestu;e;’
either by designing your own animations or by buying them from othe;
players, but in many cases you are stuck with the preset options.
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Alchough Second Life® virtual world residents are actively encouraged to
modify the virtual environment and the appearance and behaviors of their
avatars, this “freedom” is still constrained by the overall framework of the
system and the design and programming skills of its residents. Residents
who can’t design and program their own avatar identities are limited to
selecting from among the built-in features and items and behaviors avail-
able for purchase in the online marketplace.*

As demand grows for avatars on mobile phones it is likely that similar
types of user-generated avatar designs will also start to emerge as long as
they meet the technical specifications of different mobile platforms (and
those specifications are made available to users and other third-party devel-
opers). But as we have seen with the Second Life® virtual world example,
even when users can design or buy their own mobile-phone avatars rather
than just choose from the limited selections offered by developers, it is likely
that stereotypical avatar identities will continue to be dominant.

CONCLUSION

In the twenty-first-century media and communication environment, the
avatar is set to become an increasingly common identity stand-in in our
mediated screen encounters. In many ways, these avatar identities offer
individuals far greater choice and control over their visual identities
than they have with their real-world physical selves. However, as we
have seen from the examples explored in this paper, embedded software
preferences play a big role in setting the parameters for the appearance
and behaviors of our new avatar identities, and also tend to intensify
media stereotypes that idealize youth and beauty, creating an online
world that is currently dominated by cute cartoonlike entities and hunks
and babes. Even when users can go beyond the software limitations of
avatar construction kits and design their own avatars and accessories,
stereotypes still prevail, as is evident in the thriving online economies
where avatar identities or skins, body shapes, clothes, and accessories
are routinely traded and ideal types dominate. The “anything we want
to be” would appear to be the stereotypical ideal types that proliferate
in the popular media—young, buff, and good-looking with a full com-
plement of materialistic accessories, designer clothes, hi-tech gadgets,
cars, and palatial houses.

We can learn a lot about the likely types of avatar identities that we
will see on mobile-phone platforms by looking at existing practices on the
Web and in games and virtual worlds. However, as avatars increasingly
start to migrate to mobile-phone environments, the norms and practices
of the telephone medium will also have an impact on the style and chan-
nels of avatar communication. The importance of live voice will inevitably
become a more dominant feature of avatar interaction than it has been on
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the Web, where text (via speech bubbles and text chat boxes) still domi-
nates. The combination of real-time avatar images with live voice interac-
tion in future avatar developments for mobile platforms will produce an

increasingly stronger sense of virtual presence which blends the existing
strengths of the mobile and Web platforms.
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