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When digital spaces matter: the influence of uniqueness and place attachment on self-
identity expression with brands using generative AI on the Metaverse 

 
 

Abstract 
Generative artificial intelligence technologies are transforming brand-customer interactions by 
offering highly personalized and dynamic virtual experiences. This underscores the importance of 
studying their significant impact on customer experiences in the Metaverse. Accordingly, the study 
aims to explore how users’ attachment to the Metaverse relates to the underlying psychological 
drivers of customer engagement with brands using generative AI in the digital realm. A mixed-
method approach was adopted, beginning with an exploratory study that involved in-depth 
interviews with 24 participants to gain an initial understanding of consumers’ psychological and 
behavioral reactions to brands in the Metaverse. An empirical study was then conducted, surveying 
407 UK-based users of virtual worlds who interacted with brands using generative AI on these 
platforms. The goal was to understand how the need for uniqueness influences self-identity 
expression and to examine how these factors are affected by attachment to virtual places. The 
research highlights the nuanced relationship between the pursuit of uniqueness and the integration 
of brand narratives into one’s identity particularly when supported by highly personalized, 
adaptive AI technologies. 
 
Keywords: Virtual worlds, Metaverse, generative AI, place attachment, need for uniqueness, self-
identity expression, brands 
 
 
Introduction  
The rise of technological advancements and virtual environments has changed how people interact, 
communicate, and perceive their surroundings (Park & Kim, 2022). Virtual spaces encompass a 
variety of platforms designed for different experiences and activities. For instance, Meta Horizon 
is a social platform aimed at fostering online communities and interactions. Meanwhile, Roblox 
and Sandbox cater to online gaming enthusiasts, offering environments where gaming groups can 
connect and play together. On the other hand, Decentraland and Metahero are specifically crafted 
for immersive virtual reality settings, providing users with deeply engaging and interactive 
experiences (Dwivedi et al., 2022). The use of these virtual realms by individuals and brands is 
growing exponentially: as of 2023, there have been over 4.7 billion active social media users 
worldwide (Chaffey, 2024). The virtual reality market is expected to reach $441.84 billion by 2030, 
growing at a compound annual rate of 28.7% (Insight Partners, 2023). Particularly, in the 
UK, virtual reality has grown extensively, with a projected market volume of 57.2 million users 
by 2028 (Statista, 2023), highlighting the importance of these digital spaces for many individuals 
and businesses.  

Virtual worlds, also referred to as the Metaverse, are computer-generated settings that replicate 
or create new digital realities (Dwivedi et al., 2023a; Farah & Ramadan, 2024). These engaging 
online places enable users to communicate with others in the virtual environment using avatars, 
which are personal visual representations (Park & Kim, 2022). In fact, virtual worlds surpass the 
physical world’s constraints, allowing users to explore wide digital landscapes, engage in activities 
that are impossible in the real world, and even break physical constraints (Mishra et al., 2021). 



Similarly, generative artificial intelligence (gen AI), a subset of artificial intelligence, has the 
transformative power to influence consumer behaviors and interactions with brands while 
providing marketers with opportunities for deep interaction (Susarla et al., 2023). In fact, brands 
are increasingly using gen AI to build hyper-personalized experiences that resonate profoundly 
with individuals, resulting in significant shifts in customer behavior (Mir et al., 2023). 

As people spend more time engaged in interactive virtual spaces – such as Roblox, Sandbox 
Decentraland and Metahero – they establish unique emotional ties and attachments to these digital 
places, similar to those formed with real-world locations (Scarpi et al., 2022). The phenomenon of 
place attachment in virtual environments has garnered significant attention from scholars in 
marketing and psychology (Pizzi et al., 2019; Pizzi et al., 2020). This interest is driven by the 
implications of place attachment for understanding psychological needs, identity formation and 
consumer behavior in the digital era (Koslow & Stewart, 2022).  

Brands from health, tourism, education, and other industries have swiftly adopted gen AI and 
integrated virtual spaces in their strategies (De Freitas et al., 2022; Dwivedi et al., 2023b; Wong et 
al., 2023). Accordingly, the aim of the study is to explore how users’ attachment to the Metaverse 
relates to the underlying psychological drivers of customer engagement with brands using 
generative AI in the digital realm such as Roblox, Sandbox, Metahero, Decentraland, and Meta 
Horizon. By applying a mixed methodology approach, this research is one of the first that seeks to 
increase theoretical knowledge of place attachment in the context of gen AI-powered virtual brand 
interactions on the Metaverse. The findings have practical implications for businesses, 
psychologists, and developers seeking to build appealing and valuable experiences that cater to 
consumers’ needs on virtual worlds. 
 
Research Background and Approach 
With the significant ramifications for marketing and consumer behavior research, gen AI has 
become an innovative and revolutionary technical power (Caporusso, 2023). Based on user 
prompts and inputs, gen AI systems generate text, graphics, audio, and other content outputs that 
resemble human spoken words using massive language models and machine learning algorithms 
(Huang & Rust, 2023). With its great potential, this technology could greatly alter the way 
consumers engage with brands, goods, and services – both online and offline (Ooi et al., 2023). 
Indeed, as gen AI features develop, users may interact with material produced by AI that is 
customized to their interests and situations, making the distinction between content created by 
machines and content created by humans more difficult to discern (Chen & Esmaeilzadeh, 2024). 
This might affect consumers’ well-being (De Freitas et al., 2022); how consumers feel about 
brands, how they make decisions, and how they interact with them (Matz et al., 2024). 
Furthermore, gen AI can open up new possibilities for co-creation, customization, and interactive 
experiences, which might change how consumers view themselves and motivate demands for 
uniqueness (Hartmann et al., 2020). Given the proliferation of this disruptive technology, it is 
critical to examine the convergence of gen AI, customer psychology, and marketing strategy 
(Caporusso, 2023).  

This study is based on a mixed method approach whereby an exploratory study was first 
conducted in order to establish a topline understanding of consumers’ psychological and behavioral 
reactions towards brands present on the Metaverse, whether or not these are using gen AI. This 
stage was followed by an empirical study that tested the relationships between the ensuing 
constructs from Study 1. The integration of qualitative and quantitative methodologies was 
essential to explore the link between virtual place attachment and consumers’ psychological 



reactions within the context of gen AI (see Table 1). Despite the accelerated expansion of both gen 
AI and virtual worlds, the literature still lacks a thorough understanding of consumers’ perceptions 
and reactions towards brands that are integrating these disruptive technologies into their marketing 
strategies.  

 
Insert Table 1: Overview of the adopted research methodology 

 
 

Study 1 Exploratory Research 
Methodology 
Study 1 was based on an exploratory qualitative approach, where a sample of 24 participants were   
interviewed (13 males and 11 females). This stage was devised to conduct a deep dive into 
consumers’ perceptions of brands on the Metaverse, as well as to understand how gen AI could 
alter users’ psychological and behavioral reactions. Accordingly, in depth interviews were 
conducted with participants with an age range between 19 and 52 years. The sample of UK-based 
participants had prior experience with virtual worlds such as Roblox, Sandbox, Metahero, 
Decentraland, and Meta Horizon. They had engaged with brands using gen AI on these platforms 
and represented a range of educational backgrounds. A snowball convenience sampling technique 
was used, enabling participants to refer others who had experience with brands using gen AI and 
those that do not use this technology in virtual worlds.  

The open-ended questions concentrated on several key areas: users' overall perceptions and 
attitudes toward new technologies, with a particular emphasis on and current virtual platforms; 
their experiences in virtual worlds; their attachment to the virtual platform; their encounters, 
interactions, and relationships with brands (both those utilizing generative AI and those not); their 
perceived similarity with other users on these virtual platforms, as well as their modes of self-
expression within these environments. Probing techniques were employed to uncover the 
underlying motivations behind the interviewees’ behaviors (Mrad et al., 2022). 

The data was coded anonymously to protect the identity of the interviewees who had consented 
to participate in the study and have their interviews audio-recorded. All interviews were conducted 
online via Webex. Each interview lasted on average 39 minutes. The interviews were transcribed 
verbatim and analyzed to extract the emerging themes. 

Data analysis was conducted independently by three researchers, who then compared their 
coding and extracted themes to ensure validity (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Inter-coder reliability 
achieved 94% on the transcribed data, which was subsequently reconciled between the three 
coders. 

 
Findings 
The analysis of the transcribed data allowed for the extraction of the following three themes: (a) 
users’ attachment to the virtual platform, (b) users’ desire to be distinct from others in the 
Metaverse, and (c) users’ interaction with brands on the Metaverse. Table 2 lists down the extracted 
themes and related selected quotes. 
 



a. Theme 1: Users’ attachment to the virtual platform 
The results indicate that interviewees consistently acknowledged an enhanced attachment to virtual 
environments. In certain instances, participants reported that these platforms foster a sense of 
belonging that surpasses that of the physical world. Additionally, participants identified the ability 
to engage spontaneously with other users and favored brands as a significant factor contributing 
to their attachment to these virtual spaces. Finally, the interviewees emphasized their capacity for 
free self-expression within virtual worlds. 
 

b. Theme 2: Users’ desire to be distinct from others in the Metaverse 
Participants’ responses highlighted the benefits of virtual worlds in empowering users to express 
themselves according to their preferences. Users frequently design their avatars in unique and 
unconventional ways to demonstrate their individuality. However, as this practice has become a 
common trend in virtual worlds, the creative designs intended to distinguish one’s avatar from 
others have become ubiquitous. Additionally, the findings indicate that virtual worlds are 
perceived as having flexible social norms and being governed by relatively lenient rules. 

The responses provided significant insights into user perceptions and behaviors in virtual 
worlds, particularly regarding individuality and brand interactions. The participants highlighted 
the difficulty of standing out amidst a vast number of users and the importance of uniqueness in 
their online identities. Respondents converged on the necessity of distinguishing oneself from the 
masses to avoid becoming ‘just another user’. Here, they underscored the need for unique items 
provided by brands to achieve a sense of distinction as brands play a crucial role in facilitating 
user uniqueness by offering rare items that are not widely distributed. Nonetheless, virtual 
platforms have been criticized for their commodification of digital identities. Indeed, the 
respondents expressed their continuous efforts to ensure that their online presence remains unique 
and distinctive. This indicates a broader trend within virtual environments where users are acutely 
aware of the homogenizing effects of popular brands and seek to circumvent these effects through 
various means. This trend underscores a reactive form of differentiation, where users intentionally 
avoid popular brands to prevent blending in with the masses.  
 

c. Theme 3: Users’ interaction with brands on the Metaverse 
The integration of gen AI into virtual brand spaces within the Metaverse is transforming users’ 
interactions and enhancing engagement in several profound ways. Participants’ insights 
collectively underscore the critical role of gen AI in creating dynamic, personalized, and interactive 
experiences that maintain user interest and foster a deeper sense of connection and identity. 
Accordingly, brands need to move beyond static content to sustain user engagement. Traditional 
virtual brand spaces often fail to keep users’ attention due to their repetitive and unchanging nature. 
This stagnation is a significant challenge, as user expectations in virtual environments are rapidly 
evolving towards more interactive and immersive experiences. Gen AI emerges as a solution to 
this problem by enabling brands to offer tools and features that are adaptive and responsive, 
thereby keeping the virtual experience fresh and engaging. 

The integration of gen AI also plays a significant role in enhancing users’ sense of identity and 
community within the Metaverse. Engaging with brands using gen AI allows users to feel special 
and align themselves with futuristic trends. This not only bolsters their personal identity but also 
facilitates the formation of exclusive social networks centered on these innovative brands. In this 



way, gen AI would help cultivating a sense of belonging and community, which is essential for 
building strong brand loyalty in virtual spaces. Gen AI’s capability to enable user-driven content 
creation further deepens the interaction between brands and users. By allowing users to alter 
aspects of their virtual experiences, brands can transform passive consumers into active 
collaborators. This participatory approach enhances users’ emotional investment and connection 
to the brand, making them feel like integral parts of the brand’s identity. 

 
 

Insert Table 2: Study 1 – Extracted themes and related selected quotes 
 
 

Study 2 Empirical Research 
Despite the rising number of research, there is still a sizable gap in the literature discussing the 
link between place attachment and self-related psychological outcomes such as the need for 
uniqueness and self-identity expression (Ameen et al., 2022a; Pfaff & Spann, 2023) in the domain 
of gen AI (Chen & Yao, 2022; Claffey & Brady, 2017; Hilken et al., 2022b). Indeed, little literature 
has investigated how these digital connections affect an individual’s need for uniqueness and self-
identity expression in relation to brands (Ameen et al., 2022a; Pfaff & Spann, 2023).  

The findings of study 1 showed that users favored the relationship, experience and engagement 
with brands using gen AI and with which they were able to foster a higher connection. 
Furthermore, it presented a connection between virtual place attachment and brands using gen AI 
in the context of the virtual worlds, need for uniqueness, and self-identity expression. These 
findings informed the choice of constructs in study 2.  
 
Theoretical Framework 

a. Place attachment towards virtual places and the need for uniqueness 
The widespread use of immersive virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) technology, 
which are integral components of the Metaverse, has marked a new era in virtual world 
development (Farah et al., 2019; Hilken et al., 2022a). These exceptionally interactive digital 
environments go beyond standard computational interfaces, providing users with multimodal 
experiences that fully integrate the actual and virtual worlds (Rauschnabel, 2018; Ramadan, 2023; 
Ramadan, 2024). In fact, developers use game engines, 3D modeling instruments, and real-time 
rendering methods to create vividly realistic virtual environments suitable for a variety of 
applications such as video games, training modeling, architectural visualization, and remote 
cooperation (Leveau & Camus, 2023). As cutting-edge graphics, tactile sensations, and spatial 
computing technologies advance, virtual world development becomes increasingly important in 
defining how people perceive, communicate with, and augment the surroundings (Ameen et al., 
2022b). 

Place attachment is described as the emotional connection people have with their surroundings, 
and it is typically connected to physical locations (Oleksy et al., 2023). It includes features of 
identity, dependency, and belonging (Hosany et al., 2022). In fact, the framework for 
understanding place attachment was established by early studies by Relph (1976) and Tuan (1977), 
who emphasize the significance of emotional connections with places. As virtual environments 
have emerged as a result of digital technology and internet development (Hilken et al., 2022b), 



many researchers have identified how immersive experiences and areas for individual expression 
offered by digital platforms trigger attachments (Fan et al., 2022).  In this context, the theory of 
place attachment has grown significantly in digital worlds as a result of interactions, experiences, 
and the space’s particular meaning to each person (Pozharliev et al., 2021). However, in the context 
of virtual environments and gen AI specifically, no previous study has linked the phenomenon of 
place attachment to the need for uniqueness (i.e., the avoidance of similarity). One important aspect 
affecting behavior in social circumstances is the need for uniqueness, which may be described as 
an individual’s need to stand out and be distinct from others (Eastman et al., 2021). 

As discussed by Clark and Goldsmith (2005), individuals seek meaningful self-identification 
by recognizing their uniqueness from others. In fact, individuals with high need for uniqueness 
experience discomfort when perceived as similar to others and strive to differentiate themselves 
from the group (Snyder & Fromkin, 1977). These people strive to maintain their distinctiveness in 
order to enhance their self-image in the eyes of others (Clark & Goldsmith, 2005). Several 
behaviors, such as internet engagement, social relationships, and consumption patterns, are driven 
by this desire (Pentina et al., 2018). People’s need for uniqueness may also be shown in how they 
interact with content, showcase themselves, and develop emotional attachment to virtual spaces 
(Tian et al., 2001). For example, studies conducted on virtual gaming communities show that 
players frequently create close bonds with their virtual worlds, which in turn provides them with 
places for expressing their individual identities (Jin, 2012). Similarly, social media platforms allow 
users to construct their online personas by utilizing their bonds to these online communities as a 
means of showcasing their uniqueness (Gündüz, 2017, Farah et al., 2024). 

Although research on virtual worlds and gen AI has not specifically examined the connection 
between place attachment in these platforms and the need for uniqueness, a considerable body of 
literature indicates that when users perceive a system (such as virtual environments) as fulfilling 
their needs for enjoyment, gratification, and individuality, it positively influences various attitudes 
related to emotional attachment in the digital realm (Leveau & Camus, 2023). Likewise, studies 
have demonstrated that users are more likely to seek out unique experiences in these virtual 
locations as immersive encounters build engaging place connections (Ramadan et al., 2023). 

Indeed, virtual spaces encourage people to form an emotional attachment with brands while 
also increasing the desire to be unique (Pantelidis et al., 2024; Sung et al., 2023). This interaction 
reflects the changing nature of human-environment connections in the digital age, suggesting that 
virtual place attachment not only fulfills traditional emotional attachments, but also enables 
contemporary psychological requirements (Rauschnabel et al., 2024). Therefore, we hypothesize 
the following: 

H1: Place attachment towards virtual places positively affects the need for uniqueness. 
 

b. Place attachment towards virtual places and self-identity expression with brands using gen 
AI 

Place attachment, in the context of virtual reality, is a complex phenomenon with emotional, 
cognitive, and behavioral components that are equally applicable to virtual and physical 
environments (Boley et al., 2021). Indeed, through generative AI, these virtual environments can 
be tailored to enhance emotional connections by leveraging user data to create spaces that reflect 
unique identities and preferences (Zhao et al., 2018). It is noteworthy that gen AI technologies are 
computer systems that can create new content, such as text, pictures, music, or other types of 
data through learning patterns from existent data and use that information to produce innovative 
yet realistic results (De Freitas et al., 2022; Hollebeek et al., 2024). 



Self-identity relates to an individual’s perception of himself/herself as a distinct and cohesive 
entity, including the characteristics, beliefs, values, and experiences that shape their sense of self 
(Wiedmann et al., 2009). On the other hand, self-identity expression refer to the different ways in 
which people convey and interact with their inner self-identity, whether through their words, look, 
behaviors, or connections (Thorbjørnsen et al., 2007). In fact, individuals rely on self-identity and 
its external manifestations to build a stable and valuable self-concept, facilitate interpersonal 
connections, and navigate their social contexts (Reed, 2002). In the business world, brands are 
increasingly attempting to build individual identities and promote self-identity expression among 
their customers, nurturing emotional attachments and a feeling of belonging to the brand family 
(Giakoumaki & Krepapa, 2020). By integrating their identities with their favorite brands, 
consumers can gain symbolic significance, confirming their self-concepts and signaling valued 
personal traits to others (Rogova & Matta, 2023). 

Several studies have showed that individuals can develop strong attachments to virtual places, 
influencing their sense of identity and community belonging (Loh et al., 2021). For instance, in 
the virtual world, individuals’ identities and self-concepts are shaped by their assets and settings 
(Pala, et al., 2022). This also applies to branded virtual environments, where a consumers’ identity 
may be influenced by their interactions and attachment to these virtual spaces. Moreover, virtual 
worlds give people the freedom to explore and express many aspects of who they are (Dwivedi et 
al., 2023a). These branded spaces give customers a platform to connect with the brand’s 
community, values, and aesthetics, incorporating that brand into their identity (Pala et al., 2022). 
This effect is further amplified by the function of gen AI in developing more personalized and 
immersive branded environments, enabling greater engagement and identification with the brand 
(Ooi et al., 2023). 

Gen AI facilitates a dynamic interplay between self-identity expression with a brand and place 
attachment to virtual places (Scholdra et al., 2023). Users’ social and personal identification 
narratives incorporate virtual venues developed or branded by companies as they grow more 
attached to these places. For example, Daryanto and Song (2021) assert that customers might co-
create brand meanings in virtual communities and incorporate these meanings into their self-
concept. Gen AI enhances this process by offering highly customized and captivating virtual 
experiences that correspond with unique identities and preferences, thereby integrating the brand 
into the user’s virtual and real-life identity (Hartmann et al., 2020). In fact, users can find areas 
that feel specifically their own because of the technology’s ability to generate subtle and adaptable 
surroundings, which strengthens their sense of attachment and identification with the brand (Koles 
& Nagy, 2021). They also develop stronger emotional connections with these virtual locations as 
a result of this dynamic engagement, which intensifies their sense of belonging and freedom to 
express themselves (Atzeni et al., 2022). Therefore, we hypothesize the following: 

H2: Place attachment towards virtual places is positively related to self-identity expression 
with brands using gen AI. 

 
c. The need for uniqueness–avoidance of similarity and self-identity expression with brands 

using gen AI 
The need for uniqueness is the drive for a person to set oneself apart from others by their 
belongings, values, and actions (Tian et al., 2001). This psychological characteristic shapes how 
consumers behave, directing them to choose products and brands that strengthen their self-identity 
(Geng et al., 2019). However, self-identification is a construct of the self that includes both social 
and personal identities (Wiedmann et al., 2009). Indeed, social identity is associated with group 



affiliation, whereas personal identity is concerned with self-recognition (Guan & So, 2023). 
Nowadays, brands function as tools for communicating both aspects of self-identity, enabling 
people to convey their distinctive characteristics and social connections (Liu, 2024). 

Gen AI has introduced a new paradigm to branding, where computers that learn from large 
datasets are utilized to create customized products and content (Chen & Esmaeilzadeh, 2024). 
Particularly, these technologies use machine learning and data analytics to identify individual 
customer preferences, allowing firms to provide goods and services that appeal to consumers’ 
personal desires (Huang & Rust, 2023). In addition, the development of gen AI technology has 
brought a shift in which customization and personalization are essential components of brand 
strategy rather than optional add-ons (Ooi et al., 2023). Marketers can now appeal to consumers’ 
need for uniqueness by providing highly tailored experiences and products (Mehta et al., 2022). 
Fashion labels, for example, are increasingly employing AI to suggest tailored ensembles 
depending on the client’s previous purchasing patterns, social media activity, and even the newest 
trends in fashion (Giri et al., 2019). Companies such as Nike and Adidas use AI to offer 
personalized shoe designs, catering to the individual’s desire for distinctiveness (Huang & Rust, 
2018). This strategy not only meets the demand of the customer for individuality, but it also 
enhances the brand’s status by proving a thorough comprehension of and dedication to each 
customer’s preferences. 

There are several facets to the interaction between gen AI, self-identity expression, and the 
desire for uniqueness in branding (Brüns & Meißner, 2024; Caporusso, 2023). Gen AI allows 
companies to cater directly to customers’ need for uniqueness by enabling them to develop 
individualized, unique products and experiences (Matz et al., 2024). Additionally, by developing 
distinctive, captivating experiences that strengthen individual identity, gen AI significantly 
contributes to improving the customer journey (Caporusso, 2023). Brands may provide immersive 
experiences that enable customers to envision items in a customized context by utilizing virtual 
reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) driven by AI (Brüns & Meißner, 2024). This can 
strengthen the bond between the customer’s self-identity expression and the brand (Rahman et al., 
2023). For example, IKEA’s augmented reality software, IKEA Place, satisfies consumers’ need 
for a distinctive and customized living area by allowing them to see how furniture might appear in 
their own place (IKEA, 2017). As everyone has access to tailored alternatives, widespread 
personalization may paradoxically diminish perceived distinctiveness. This situation poses a 
challenge for brands aiming to leverage gen AI without compromising the consumer’s need for 
uniqueness, a critical component of their self-identity expression (Harreis et al., 2023). 

Nevertheless, research indicate that although consumers strive for uniqueness in their 
selections, they also utilize brand connections to attain social acceptance and a sense of belonging 
(Loh et al., 2021). By allowing companies to create highly customized stories and goods that speak 
to each person’s sense of self while also being connected to larger social groups or trends, gen AI 
can help brands resolve this conflict (Oc et al., 2019). An evident example is when Spotify 
introduced its AI-generated customized playlists that provide consumers with a distinctive 
listening experience while also linking them to wider musical communities and trends (Spotify, 
2023). Therefore, we hypothesize the following: 

H3: The need for uniqueness – avoidance of similarity positively affects self-identity expression 
with brands using gen AI. 

 
All the proposed relationships are reflected visually in figure 1.  
 



 
 

Insert Figure 1: Proposed Model 
 
 

Methodology 
For the purpose of understanding the psychological factors shaping consumer experience in the 
virtual world, and further to study 1, the research adopted a quantitative methodology in study 2 
to measure the effect of virtual place attachment on the need for uniqueness and self-identity 
expression with brands using gen AI technology. Study 2 was based on an online survey, which 
included closed-ended questions. Data were collected from a sample of 407 UK-based 
participants who had previously used virtual worlds such as Roblox, Sandbox, Metahero, 
Decentraland, and Meta Horizon, and engaged with brands using gen AI on these platforms. 
Although a sample of 300 participants is a widely accepted sample size for structural equation 
modeling – SEM (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013; Kyriazos, 2018), and while Tinsley and Tinsley 
(1987) suggested a ratio of 5 to 10 participants per item, and Nunnally and Bernstein (1994) 10 
per item, this study, with a sample of 407 participants, reached a much higher ratio of 19 
observations per item.  

The study employed a 7 points Likert-based scales (1-strongly disagree to 7-strongly agree). 
The survey featured validated multi-item measures for the following constructs: virtual place 
attachment (Oleksy et al., 2023), the need for uniqueness (Tian et al., 2001), and self-identity 
expression (Batra et al., 2012). The only dimension that was adopted from the need for uniqueness 
scale was the “avoidance of similarity”. This choice was informed by the results of the preliminary 
exploratory study (Study 1), which indicated that among the dimensions of the need for 
uniqueness, avoidance of similarity most closely aligned with the conceptual framework employed 
in this study. Indeed, the exploratory findings revealed that in the context of virtual worlds in 
particular, the two other dimensions under the need for uniqueness, namely “creative choice 
counterconformity” and “unpopular choice counterconformity”, were not relatable. The qualitative 
study demonstrated that creative choice counterconformity, particularly in avatar design, had 
become widespread in virtual environments, rendering it commonplace rather than a unique 
expression of individuality. Furthermore, virtual worlds were perceived as lacking rigid and 
confined social norms that users might wish to breach as a form of an unpopular choice 
counterconformity, thus reinforcing their sense of individuality. Consequently, virtual world users 
focused predominantly on the avoidance of similarity as a means to differentiate themselves and 
cultivate a sense of uniqueness on these platforms.  

The survey which took an average of 14 minutes to fill included demographic questions 
through sample profiling. The research employed a thorough methodology of establishing the 
validity tests to verify the face and discriminant validity. Moreover, the study carried out an early 
pilot study with a limited sample of 47 participants to assess the face validity of the survey. The 
researchers asked the participants to complete the survey, rate the instrument, and determine 
whether they thought the survey was too long or whether any of the questions were vague or 
confusing (Farah et al., 2023). The researchers then investigated the discriminant validity by 
confirmatory and exploratory factor and analyzed data using SPSS and LISREL. 

 
 



Analysis, Model Estimation and Findings 
Cronbach’s α for the used scales indicated adequate internal consistency with the following values: 
0.90, 0.90, and 0.89. No single factor accounted for the majority of the variance. All the un-rotated 
variables loaded on different factors, with the first one accounting for 40% of total variance (see 
table 3). This result is less than that the threshold of 50% established by Podsakoff and Organ 
(1986). The sample size was deemed adequate following the calculated Critical N (CN) index of 
231.758 which is higher than the minimum threshold of 200 proposed by Hoelter (1983) for the 
evaluation of SEM sample size. 
 
 

Insert Table 3: Descriptive statistics, factor loadings, AVE, and CR 
 
 

The study used LISREL to test data validity using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). It 
utilized the following indices to evaluate the fit of the model: the goodness of fit index (GFI), the 
normed fit index (NFI), the comparative fit index (CFI), Root Mean Square Error of 
Approximation (RMSEA, and the incremental fit index (IFI). All of the indices had acceptable fits 
(Steenkamp and Baumgartner, 2000; Browne and Cudeck, 1993): χ2=411 (186), p-value=0.00. 
GFI = 0.916, CFI= 0.985, NFI=0.974, IFI=0.985, and RMSEA = 0.0520. 
 
Based on the model estimation, the results show that all hypotheses are statistically significant, 
hence supported (see figure 2).  
 
 

 
 

Insert Figure 2: Model Estimation 
 
 
As hypothesized, place attachment towards virtual places has a direct impact on the need for 
uniqueness (H1: β = .383, p < .001) and self-identity expression (H2: β = .754, p < .001). The need 
for uniqueness has a significant positive effect on self-identity expression (H3: β = .169, p < .001).  
 
Discussion of the Findings and Implications 
Scholarly Implications 
From a scholarly perspective, this study fills a sizable gap in the literature related to investigating 
the psychological aspects of virtual worlds and their impact on consumer behavior. To the best of 
the researcher’s knowledge, this study covers a significant gap in the existing literature by studying 
the relationship between place attachment in virtual worlds, the need for uniqueness, and self-
identity expression with brands using gen AI. While earlier research has explored these constructs 
separately or in other contexts (De Freitas et al., 2022; Loh et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2022), this 
study is one of the first to evaluate their interplay in the context of AI-powered virtual brand 
encounters. Therefore, it advances theoretical knowledge of how psychological elements such as 
attachment with digital spaces and the desire for individuality influence customers’ self-identity 
expression in immersive virtual environments. 



Moreover, this study offers significant findings into the changing dynamics of brand-
customer relationships in today’s technological world. As virtual places and gen AI technologies 
become more prevalent (Dwivedi et al. 2023b; Scarpi et al., 2022), understanding the 
psychological reasons driving consumer behavior in such settings is critical. By revealing the 
significance represented by place attachment, the need for uniqueness, and self-identity 
expression, this study provides a broader view of how people build relationships with brands and 
integrate them into their identities in AI-powered virtual worlds. These findings can help shape the 
creation of theoretical frameworks and conceptual models that reflect the intricacies of consumer 
psychology in the virtual world and other emerging digital spaces.  

The testing of the first hypothesis (H1) claimed that place attachment to virtual places increases 
the need for uniqueness. The findings of this study support this hypothesis, which is consistent 
with prior studies linking immersive virtual worlds to the satisfaction of psychological need for 
uniqueness and self-expression (Brüns & Meißner, 2024; Caporusso, 2023). This data supports the 
theory that when people build emotional relationships with digital environments, their motivation 
to stand out and be different increases. The feelings generated by place attachment in virtual 
environments appear to meet modern psychological needs that go beyond standard feelings of 
attachment (Oleksy et al., 2023). 

This place attachment also increases self-identity expression with brands using gen AI. The 
second hypothesis (H2) investigated the relationship between location attachment to virtual places 
and self-identity expression with brands using gen AI. The positive relation established by this 
study is consistent with previous research indicating that virtual settings might influence people’s 
perceptions of identity and community belonging. Notably, this research emphasizes the potential 
for emotional attachment built with virtual spaces to influence how customers integrate products 
and brands into their self-concepts, especially in the setting of AI-powered commercial 
engagements. In fact, because gen AI allows for the construction of highly customized and flexible 
virtual experiences (Park & Kim, 2022), individuals may find it simpler to express themselves 
through businesses that use these technologies. 

Additionally, the testing of the third hypothesis (H3) proposed that the need for uniqueness 
promotes self-identity expression with brands that use gen AI. The support of this hypothesis is 
consistent with prior studies demonstrating the impact of the need for uniqueness on customer 
behavior and brand selections (Tian et al., 2001; Geng et al., 2019). However, this study applies 
these findings to gen AI-supported brand interactions, shedding light on the relationship between 
the desire for uniqueness and the incorporation of a brand’s identity into one’s self-image. 
 
Managerial Implications 
This study offers significant insights that can guide marketing managers as well as virtual 
platforms developers. Based on the findings, gen AI can help establish strong psychologically-
grounded virtual interactions that meet customers’ needs for uniqueness, self-expression, and 
emotional attachment with brands and digital environments.  

For marketers, the findings highlight the need for developing immersive virtual brand 
encounters that promote a feeling of place attachment by integrating with consumers’ identities 
and allowing for self-expression. In fact, utilizing gen AI can enable the construction of highly 
tailored and adaptive virtual worlds that respond to individual desires, creating a sense of 
connection with the brand (Dwivedi et al. 2023b). To cater to users’ desire for individuality, it is 
crucial to strike a balance between offering unique, exclusive items and avoiding over-distribution, 
which can dilute their value. Understanding these user behaviors and perceptions can help in 



developing strategies that align with the users’ need for distinctiveness while also managing the 
risks associated with commodification. The integration of gen AI into virtual brand interactions 
within the Metaverse represents a pivotal shift from static, one-dimensional engagements to 
dynamic, personalized, and interactive experiences. Gen AI’s ability to continuously innovate and 
adapt to user preferences ensures that virtual brand spaces remain engaging and relevant. In 
addition, gen AI fosters a deeper sense of identity and community among users, enhancing their 
emotional connection to the brand. By enabling collaborative content creation, gen AI transforms 
users into active participants in the brand’s narrative, solidifying their loyalty and investment. This 
holistic approach to gen AI integration is essential for brands to thrive in the rapidly evolving 
landscape of the Metaverse, ensuring sustained user interest and meaningful interactions. These 
platforms enable collaborative development, allowing customers to actively construct brand 
stories and integrate the brand into their own identities. 

The findings also highlight the need of incorporating gen AI, virtual spaces, and the Metaverse 
into companies’ marketing strategies in order to generate distinctive, personalized experiences that 
correlate with users’ identities and establish emotional relationships. Using the power of place 
attachment to create virtual brand places that create a sense of belonging and allow for self-
expression can be an effective strategy for brand development and client engagement. Moreover, 
collaborating with customers to co-create virtual brand encounters, harnessing their need for 
uniqueness and including their feedback into the development process, can boost brand devotion 
and support. For instance, some brands such as Reebok are leveraging this technology to empower 
customers with design capabilities such whereby they have been allowing their customers to design 
their own digital sneakers using generative AI to use in virtual worlds such as Roblox (McDowell, 
2024). However, businesses must constantly monitor and alter these digital experiences in 
accordance with changing consumer feedback and psychological demands, leveraging the 
adaptability provided by gen AI. 

Developers of virtual worlds, AI-powered technologies, and the Metaverse ought to build 
psychological resonance, self-expression, and flexibility to adapt to individual interests and 
identities. Indeed, incorporating dynamic and generative features that can evolve in response to 
user feedback and behaviors is critical for promoting connection and personalization. Moreover, 
strong privacy and ethical protections must be put in place to ensure that personal data is used 
responsibly and transparently in the construction of customized virtual experiences (Scarpi et al., 
2022). Working with marketers, psychologists, and brand teams is critical for developers to 
comprehend and handle the psychological ramifications of virtual world design and AI-driven 
interactions. 

 
Conclusion and Future Research 
Companies nowadays have an unprecedented chance to provide immersive experiences to their 
customers with brand-customer interactions almost entirely automated owing to gen AI. This study 
contributes significantly to the understanding of the relationship between place attachment in 
virtual worlds, the need for uniqueness, and self-identity expression with companies that use gen 
AI. The findings of this study demonstrate intricate relationships between the variables of place 
attachment in virtual worlds, the need for uniqueness, and self-identity expression in AI-powered 
marketing encounters. The positive association between place attachment to virtual spaces and the 
need for uniqueness highlights that when people form emotional bonds with digital settings, their 
need to stand out and distinguish themselves grows stronger. This attachment to virtual sites tends 
to meet contemporary psychological demands beyond traditional geographical attachments. The 



validated positive relationship between place attachment and self-identity expression with gen AI 
brands shows how attachments to virtual spaces might affect the incorporation of brand identities 
into a person’s self-perception, particularly in AI-facilitated encounters. Specifically, the need for 
uniqueness has shown a positive impact on self-identity expression with brands utilizing gen AI. 
This highlights the nuanced relationship between the pursuit of uniqueness and the integration of 
brand narratives into one’s identity, particularly when supported by highly personalized, adaptive 
AI technologies. These interrelated conversations provide insights to the psychological 
foundations of consumer behavior and brand engagement in the developing fields of virtual worlds 
and AI-driven marketing approaches. 

Despite its sizeable contributions, this study is not without limitations. The sample was chosen 
from the UK, which may limit the generalizability of the results to other settings. Furthermore, the 
cross-sectional structure of the data limits its potential to establish causal links between the 
variables under examination. Future studies could address such limitations by performing cross-
cultural studies and using experimental or longitudinal designs to investigate the causal 
mechanisms that underpin the reported relationships. Future research could also conduct a follow-
up experiment on brands’ usage versus no usage of gen AI to investigate the specific features 
within gen AI systems that contribute to the observed outcomes. Moreover, examining the long-
term implications of gen AI usage on consumer behavior, brand perception, and identity formation 
could offer valuable insights for both scholars and practitioners navigating the evolving landscape 
of technology-driven branding strategies. Last but not least, psychologists could investigate the 
potential behavioral consequences of excessive attachment to virtual worlds, particularly in 
relation to confidence and societal comparison. 
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