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Overview

3 month study at a Hong Kong international school

Students taking an Intro to Design & Programming
course

15 hours per month of activities in a Collaborative
Virtual Environment (CVE): Second Life

Research question: how do social encounters in a
CVE affect the relational self-concept?




Background — self concept

« 1939 - Carl Rogers published his theory of personality,
which defined the "self" as a central construct

* Rogers described the self as a social product,
developing out of interpersonal relationships and striving
for consistency (Purkey & Schmidt, 1987).

» Personality congruence: where the
self-concept as perceived within,

and the social evaluations from without,
closely match up and thus achieve

an internal consistency




Incongruence

* Individuals may perceive themselves in ways
significantly different from the ways others see them

« A difference between the real self (I am) and the ideal
self (I should be)

 The eager desire to achieve an ideal self could involve
“self-presentational promotion” strategies (Higgins, 1996)

« Strategies to change other
people’s beliefs about oneself,
but also to change

one’s own beliefs about oneself
(Schlenkeretal, 1996)




Erikson’s ldentity Task

A major developmental task for adolescents is to
achieve a firm and unitary sense of who they are by
exploring new identities. (erikson, 1963;Harter, 1999; Marcia, 1993)

« To achieve identity is to “create a central
perspective and direction, some working unity, out
of the remnants of childhood and the hopes of
anticipated adulthood” (erikson, 1958, p. 14).
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Social Interactionism on Identity

« Social Interactionism: construction of self involves
multiple “public selves”, each playfully presented
according to the demands of the particular situation

« Traditionally, peers, family, and the school
environment have served as sounding boards
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 The rise of the Internet as a
social milieu has greatly
expanded the forums for
iIdentity experiments and
feedback on the self




Key Terms

« Self-concept Unity: the extent to which the self-concept
Is clearly defined, internally consistent, and temporally
stable (campbelletal, 1996, p. 141)

 Possible Selves: conceptions of future selves - who a
person hopes to become, who the person expects to

become, and who the person is afraid of becoming Mmarkus
and Nurius, 1986)

« Development can be seen as a
process of acquiring and then
achieving or resisting
certain possible selves




Possible Selves

* Through the selection and construction of possible
selves individuals can be viewed as active producers of
their own development (Lerer, 1982in Markus & Nurius, 1986, p. 955).

s * Research show that the possible self construct can
A predict:

gl - — awide range of adolescent behavior, including delinquency,
ol school drop-out, academic achievement, health-promoting and
¢ . health-risk behavior, and task competence

— important individual difference
variables, such as self-esteem,

optimism, and life-satisfaction
(Quinlan, Jaccard, and Blanton, 2005)
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Self-identification and self-presentation

 People as active constructors of their social
environment

« Driven by goals such as gaining respect or creating
{=-1§

» Transactions between the self as actor and the
audience in a particular setting (schienker, 1980)




Desired |dentity Images

« “Desired identity images” describe the type of person the
actor believes is appropriate in a given social situation

 The impression that is created is carefully monitored by
the actor to ensure that it facilitates the achievement of
the salient goal (schienker, 1984)

* When the audience reactions indicate that this is a
believable self-portrayal, evidence shows that
people internalize their self-presentations, thus -

influencing their own view of themselves v/
(Schlenker & Trudeau, 1990)




Internet identity experiments

* The use of the Internet enables adolescents to
encounter a wide variety of people, offering them
additional opportunities for self-discovery and self-
validation (Huffaker & Calvert, 2005).

* Research on Internet use among adolescents has
consistently found that the medium offers many

opportunities for identity experiments (katz & Rice, 2002; Stern,

2004 ; Subrahmanyam, Smahel, & Greenfield, 2006; VValkenburg, Schouten & Peter,
2005)

» |tis common for adolescents to pretend
to be someone other than who they

really are (identity experiments)

(Calvert, 2002; Lenhart & Madden 2007,
Maczewski, 2002).




Prior research

 Research on the consequences of such identity
experiments is scarce (valkenburg & Peter, 2008).

* Prior to 2008, three studies investigated the
relationships between online identity experiments (or
online communication) and offline social competence

* All of these studies found that online communication or
iIdentity experiments was to offline

social competence (caplan, 2005; Engelberg& Sjsberg, 2004; Harman,
Hansen, Cochran & Lindsey, 2005)




Current research

« Self-concept unity was associated with the
communication motive, and with Internet activities such
as interacting with strangers and having secret online
screen names (Matsuba, 2006)

 Engaging in online identity experiments had an indirect
but positive effect on adolescents’ social competencies,

and no effect on their level of self-concept unity (vaikenburg
& Peter, 2008)

 Both studies concluded that the
Internet may especially help
lonely adolescents in their search
for identity and struggle

for connectedness




Collaborative Virtual Environments

Researchers in the use of collaborative virtual
environments (CVE) agree that this medium offers
adolescents a new path to transformative identity

eX periments (e.g., Blascovich, 2001; Gonzales & Hancock, 2008; Merola, Pena &
Hancock, 2006).

The typical constraints upon self-definition and self-
presentation such as age, race, gender, and body shape
do not apply in the virtual world
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The anonymity afforded by the virtual

environment gave adolescents more

flexibility in exploring their identity

through language, role play, and

the personae they assume. (caivert2002) ( P‘
s




New affordances in a CVE

« The CVE experience is characterized by the use of
representational avatars which can be highly customized
to present a desired appearance

 Body shape, skin color, hair and eye color, height, hair
style and clothing: all are easily adjusted to create any
desired look, or to meet the perceived desires of

significant others

When social repercussions for offline
life are reduced, this may encourage

identity experiments
(O'Brian, 1999; Turkle, 1995).




The Proteus Effect

* Yee and Bailenson (2007) investigated the effects of the
varied avatar appearance on the attitude of the real
people they represent

« They found that their participants consistently made
Inferences about their expected dispositions from their
avatar’'s appearance, and then conformed their attitudes

and behavior to match — a phenomenon they termed the
Proteus Effect

* Follow-up study in 2009 suggested that an observable
short-term behavioral difference in subsequent face-to-
face interactions can be caused by experiences within a
virtual environment (veeetal, 2009)




The current study: Purpose

« Study purpose: extend Valkenburg & Peter’'s 2008
study of online identity experiments into the CVE
arena

Specifically:

« Does Yee's Proteus Effect apply to changes in the
self-concept?

« Can online identity experiments
cause a change in self-concept
In the real world?

 How should we measure self-concept?




The Relational Self-Concept

« Self-image is "better understood as depending on
ongoing feedback from within the context of

relationships”
(Seligman & Shanok, 1995, p.543)

* “For knowledge of the self to be useful for educators and
educational research, the manner in which the
adolescent's psychological interior is directly formed by

the school environment needs to be understood” (schott &
Bellin, 2001, p.87)

« Schott & Bellin used the term “relational self-concept” to
describe the dynamic mental structure that mediates
and regulates interpersonal behaviors and processes,
thus assisting individual functioning




Relational Self-Concept Scale (RSCS)

» This survey instrument examines the impact that
different social encounters within and around the
school context have upon the formation of self-
concept (schott& Beliin, 2001)

« Six factors were identified by Schott and Bellin as

subscales:
— Social Scholastic

— Scholastic Performance
— Peers

— Physical Appearance
— Parents
Possible Selves




Possible Selves subscale

« The Possible Selves subscale extends the temporal
dimension of self-concept measurement, an innovation
unique to the RSCS

« “This factor makes a temporal distinction between self-
evaluations that reflect the here-and-now and what

Markus and Nurius (1986) term possible selves” (schott
Bellin, 2001, p. 92)

* This subscale “provides adolescents
with an opportunity to evaluate
whether they would like to alter

aspects of their current status”
(Schott & Bellin, 2001, p. 98)




Possible Selves indicating congruence

* “the Possible Selves subscale successfully
demonstrated its ability to measure adolescents’ self-
evaluations concerning how content they were with

different aspects of their current school life” (schott Beliin,
2001, p.98)

« This measure of being “content with the self’ in
relation to the future is related to the idea of congruence,
where the perceived self and the social evaluations
received from others are internally consistent, resulting
In a reduction of tension (Rogers, 1959)







