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Avatar-mediated Interactions in the Metaverse: A Systematic Review and 

Future Research Agenda 
 
Abstract: The metaverse is becoming increasingly popular in recent years. As a mixed-reality 

media platform, the metaverse is essentially a shared virtual environment where consumers 

can interact synchronously through their avatars with other agents and objects. In the 

metaverse, digital avatars, instead of physical human beings, become the main interaction 

entities, which will shift the current digital marketing paradigm. So far, literature on 

consumer-embodied avatars and avatar-mediated interactions is highly fragmented and still 

sits in its primitive stage of development. To synthesise the current knowledge and shed light 

on future research on metaverse marketing, the authors conduct a systematic review of the 

extant literature on avatars and avatar-mediated communications in marketing domains. Three 

research themes are identified from the reviewed literature, and a theme-based research 

agenda is provided for future marketing researchers.    
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1. Introduction 
 

The metaverse has been drawing attention from practitioners and researchers in recent 

years. Although the metaverse is not fully realised yet, researchers from various disciplines 

anticipate that it will bring significant changes to the existing paradigm of research in 

marketing, information system, psychology and many others (see Dwivedi et al., 2022 for a 

review). 

In marketing, specifically, the metaverse is provisionally conceptualised as ‘an 

interoperated persistent network of shared virtual environments (SVEs) where people can 

interact synchronously through their avatars with other agents and objects’ (Kim, 2021). 

While the definition of the metaverse may vary across the literature in detail, one thing that 

has been generally agreed on is that digital avatars, instead of physical human beings, will be 

the main residents in the metaverse (Taylor, 2022). In other words, consumers need to create a 

digital representation of themselves, an avatar, to enter, experience and interact with the 

metaverse. Against this background, many questions arise. What are the connections between 

consumers and their avatars? Do these avatar-embodied consumers think and act the same 

way as they do in the physical world? What strategies should marketers use in order to 

effectively approach these avatar-based consumers? And how do consumer avatars interact 

with other avatars? The answers to these questions possess huge implications for future 

marketing research in the metaverse (Barrera & Shah, 2022). 

To address the aforementioned questions, the current paper presents a systematic and 

thematic review of the extant literature featuring the usage of avatars in marketing domains. 

So far, this body of literature is highly fragmented (Miao et al., 2022), with individual 

research streams in fields such as advertising (Gammoh, Jiménez and Wergin, 2018), 

consumer behaviour (Kim et al., 2022), consumer psychology (Butt et al., 2021) and 

information management (Zhang et al., 2017), etc. To summarise ‘what we know’ and shed 

light on ‘what we need to know’ about avatars in metaverse marketing, the authors synthesise 

the existing literature from a multidisciplinary perspective and identify three themes that 

underline the avatar-mediated interactions between consumers and marketers. A future 

research agenda is also developed based on the synthesis of the systematic review. 



 
2. Method 
 

The current study adopts the systematic review principles developed by Paul and Criado 

(2020) and follows a suggested five-step review process: (1) Propose research questions; (2) 

Search literature; (3) Evaluate studies; (4) Synthesise studies (5) Report findings. 

After an initial assessment of the literature, three research questions were formulated. 

RQ1: What are the connections between consumers and their own embodied self-avatars? 

RQ2: How do consumers interact with marketing avatars? and RQ3: How do consumers’ 

avatars interact with other people’s avatars in SVEs? 

Guided by the proposed research questions, the authors searched online databases such as  

EBSCO Host, Science Direct, Springer, Emerald Insights, and Scopus to locate relevant 

studies. The keywords used across the database search were ‘avatar’, ‘avatar AND marketing’ 

and ‘avatar AND consumer’. The initial article search covers multiple disciplines. However, 

only empirical papers that possess marketing relevance will be included in the final sample.  

In the current study, the avatar definition by Miao et al. (2022) is adopted, as they define 

avatars as ‘digital entities with anthropomorphic appearance, controlled by a human or 

software, that have the ability to interact’. This definition fits well with the focal research 

questions and the characteristics of avatars described in the metaverse literature (Dwivedi et 

al., 2022). Therefore, research featuring avatars that are inconsistent with our definition will 

not be included.  

In the end, a total of 122 papers are included in the final sample. More details of the 

literature search and selection procedure are presented in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. Visualisation of systematic literature search and selection procedure 



 
3. Thematic Analysis and Systematic Review Findings 
 

After a detailed review of the final sample, three research themes were identified by the 

authors. The first theme focuses on understanding the connection between consumers and 

their avatars in the virtual environment, which is noted as C × A(C) interaction – C stands 

for Consumer; A stands for Avatar; the letter in the bracket stands for the entity behind the 

avatar. The second theme highlights the avatar-mediated interaction between marketers and 

consumers, which is noted as C × A(M) interaction – M stands for Marketers. The third 

theme features the interactions between consumer avatar and other avatars within SVEs, 

which is noted as A(C) × A(C’) interaction – C’ stands for users other C. Table 1 provides an 

overview of the identified themes and their weighted citations in the final selected articles. 

Table 1. Weighted citations of research themes in the reviewed literature. 

 
The three identified themes closely resonate with the three research questions proposed by 

the current study. Under the first theme, research on C × A(C) interaction mainly examines 

the relationship between consumers and their digital representations (self-avatars) and 

investigates why consumers think and act in certain ways when experiencing the virtual world 

through their own avatars (RQ1). For example, from the extended self and self-presentation 

perspective, several studies conclude that consumers tend to project both their real selves and 

their ideal selves into their embodied avatars (e.g., Chen & Chen, 2020; Messinger et al., 

2019). Therefore, avatar identity partially represents the actual identity of the consumer 

controlling the avatar, but can also be influenced by social cues such as assigned avatar roles 

and community norms within the SVEs (Costa Pinto et al., 2015). Table 2 presents more 

selected articles under the theme C × A(C) that investigate the interaction between 

consumers and their self-avatars. 



Table 2. Illustrative research on C × A(C) interaction 

 

The second research theme focuses on consumers’ interaction with marketing avatars. 

Studies on C × A(M) interaction highlight various types of marketing avatars used by 

marketers in multiple contexts and examines the effectiveness of these avatar-mediated 

marketing approaches (RQ2). For example, adopting the social presence theory, several 

studies have established that in a digital service context, the perceived humanness of AI 

chatbots is positively related to consumer trust and consumer satisfaction (Jiang, Yang & 

Zheng, 2023; Söderlund & Oikarinen, 2021). Other characteristics such as the congruence 

between the sales avatar and promoted product (Beldad, Hegner & Hoppen, 2016), avatar 

identification (Hua & Xiao, 2023) and avatar’s real-time interactivity (Etemad-Sajadi, 2016) 

are also examined as influencing factors of avatar-based marketing effectiveness. Table 3 

shows more selected articles under the C × A(M) theme. 

Table 3. Illustrative research on C × A(M) interaction 

 



The third research theme highlights consumers’ avatar-mediated interaction with other 

avatars. Despite its limited number, this body of research accumulated important implications 

on fully avatar-mediated consumer interactions in various contexts (RQ3). Specifically, the 

study by Moon et al. (2013) suggests that social presence serves as an important underlying 

mechanism that supports avatar-mediated consumer interactions in SVEs. Moreover, other 

studies discovered that avatar behaviours are determined not only by individual factors of its 

controller but also by its own characteristics, such as the avatar’s age, gender and social role 

(Zhang et al., 2017). More selected article under the third theme is presented in Table 4. 

Table 4. Illustrative research on A(C) × A(C’) interaction 

 
 
4. Future Research Agenda 
 

The current paper synthesises the fragmented avatar literature in marketing domains and 

establishes state-of-the-art knowledge on avatar-mediated interactions under three identified 

research themes. Based on the findings of our thematic analysis, each theme possesses unique 

implications for future research on the topic of metaverse marketing. 

The most demanding research direction inspired by the C × A(C) theme would be 

avatar-based consumer targeting in the metaverse. The metaverse can potentially create and 

integrate highly immersive virtual experiences, which will generate an enormous amount of 

consumer data with high granularity. However, it is very likely that such data will be collected 

by tracking the digital touchpoints of consumer avatars (Hollensen, Kotler & Opresnik, 2022). 

The extant literature indicates a trackable but complicated connection between consumers’ 



physical selves and their digital avatars. Therefore, how to accurately target consumers via 

their avatar data will be an essential question for marketers to consider in the future. 

Research on the C × A(M) theme highlights avatar as a marketing tool to approach 

consumers. Based on our systematic review, most marketing avatars, such as AI chatbots or 

virtual sales agents (VSAs), are controlled by software or computer algorithms. The non-

human nature of these avatars brings huge risks and limitations for marketers to achieve better 

marketing effectiveness (Kim et al., 2022). However, in the metaverse, where almost all 

communications are avatar-mediated, marketers have the opportunity to approach consumers 

via their own human-controlled marketing avatars (Dwivedi et al., 2022). In this context, fully 

avatar-based marketing communications will be available and demand further thorough 

investigations. Yet so far, to our best knowledge, no research has examined this newly 

emerged marketing channel in the metaverse. Therefore, future research could try to expand 

the existing paradigm of digital marketing into the metaverse and shed light on new strategies 

for avatar-mediated marketing. 

 Studies under the third theme mainly investigate avatar-to-avatar interactions between 

consumers and other entities. Based on our systematic review, the extant research on avatar-

mediated consumer interactions sits at a relatively premature stage and calls for further 

theoretical and empirical contributions. One possible research direction could be examining 

consumers’ perspective taking in various virtual contexts. Specifically, past literature suggests 

that avatar embodiment may create identity discrepancy (Jin, 2009; Jin, 2012), which in turn 

raises many unanswered questions. One possible research question could be ‘if there is a 

significant difference between consumers’ true identity and their digital avatars’ identity, 

whose perspective will consumers take when they engage in avatar-mediated interactions with 

other avatars?’ Future research could also investigate unique avatar-related factors, such as 

identity anonymity, psychological distance shift, confidence boost, etc., and their potential 

impact on avatar-based consumer behaviours in the metaverse. 
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