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Abstract

A number of studies have examined the motives behind the use of one-click communication
features such as the “like” button. This study considered how personality might shape how
users employ the “liking” button in order to establish different online impressions, particularly
when online posts include both everyday (normal) or risky (controversial) content. Using an
online survey, we tested whether self-monitoring, agreeableness, affinity seeking and need for
gratification would influence the likelihood with which participants would “like” posts given
the transparent nature of social networks. Results based on an online sample (N=217) revealed
that “liking” of normal posts was positively predicted by agreeableness and need for
gratification. However, only need for gratification positively predicted “liking” of controversial
posts. This indicates that the content of the post as well as the personality characteristics play
arole in online one-click interaction, reflecting different means to manage impressions online.

Introduction

Social media networks serve numerous functions. Individuals can generate profiles that allow
them to stay in touch with personal and professional contacts, allowing them to share updates
and information with one another (boyd and Ellison, 2007). There are a number of different
options available to the user to express approval or dislike for what is posted. These features
are routinely used on a daily basis by many social network users (Brandtzaeg and Haugstveit,
2014). A well-known example of such one-click communication features is Facebook’s and
LinkedIn’s “like” button (Hayes, Carr, and Wohn, 2015). This allows users to use a single-
click phatic feature that can be interpreted as a sign of approval and agreement to the status
update and the poster (Hayes, Carr, and Wohn, 2015). On Twitter, the users have the options
to click “favorite” (see work by Meier, Elsweiler, and Wilson, 2014), which was also replaced
by the “like” button with a small heart in November 2015. On Google plus, liking can be
expressed by using “+1”.

Several researchers and bloggers have already considered the meaning of such one-click
communication features. One interpretation is that these “likes” or “favorites” represent “a
virtual pat on the back” (Pauw, 2014), a feature that has become increasingly popular for a
range of purposes, which include showing approval and agreement, prompting others to follow
you (on Twitter), expressing dislike by using the “favorite” feature sarcastically, and even
confirming reading a tweet (see also Hanley, 2014; Smock et al, 2011). Other explanations for
using such features are to give (1) a contact a quick and easy nod, (2) to affirm something about
ourselves and 3) to express virtual empathy (Seiter, 2015). These reports suggest that this
simple feature serves multiple functions and can reveal important aspects about how social
network users respond as well as the influence of different personality traits. Therefore, the use
of these features is an example of intentional and conscious self-disclosure that can serve the
purpose of self-presentation and advantageous impression management (see also Spiekermann
etal., 2010).

The difficulty in the interpretation of behaviours such as “liking” may be further attributable
to the following: users respond to posts depending on the context (e.g., social norms, see Hayes
et al., 2015), the type of relationship with the user posting the update, and the content of the
posts. The potential for interactions between the variables may be amplified online, given the
complex and transparent nature of interactions on social media. The focus of the current paper
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is to study how individuals using social media respond to different kind of posts. That is, posts
may feature general and everyday content as well as controversial content not in line with the
social norm. Giving likes to those controversial posts might endanger one’s image from a third
person’s perspective. Therefore, this study aims to investigate the role of personality in
predicting the likelihood of liking giving likes with regard to different types of “liking” (normal
vs. controversial posts). The next section provides an overview of how impression management
may be pursued, driven by personality traits and potentially related to “liking” of various posts.

Impression management, personality and “liking”

Impression management has been defined as “conscious or unconscious attempts to influence
images during interaction” (Gilmore, Stevens, Harrell-Cook, and Ferris, 1999, p. 322).
Impression management encompasses all means and tools that individuals use in a conscious
or unconscious manner in order to influence the impression that others have of them (Reber,
1995). Individuals who score higher on impression management - usually captured via self-
monitoring scales - are more attentive to the various social expectancies that may operate in
different social contexts (Hogan, 1991). A variety of different dimension seem to make up this
construct, such as the ability to adjust self-presentation and performance, as well as being
attentive and sensitive to the expressive behaviours exhibited by others (Estow, Jamieson, and
Yates, 2007).

In the online context, impression management may also include attempts to be noticed, to
be acknowledged, and to appear more attractive to others (e.g., Delery and Kacmar, 1998;
Howard and Ferris, 1996). The interconnected and transparent nature of most social networks
enables social network users not only to engage with their contacts, but also allows their
contacts to observe each other’s online interactions and behaviours. Many social networks
actually allow others to see what users have “liked”. For those concerned with how they are
perceived by others, impression management concerns are likely to arise. Many organizations
have started to view the social network profiles of prospective applicants (Chiang and Suen,
2015; Muscanell, 2013) and assess the image that these applicants may present on professional
networks and settings (Posey et al., 2010; Sievers et al., 2015). In response, social network
users have thus started to recognize the importance of managing impressions online and
adopted appropriate and potentially selective, idealized or realistic self-presentation strategies
online (Gosling et al., 2011; Harman et al., 2005; Kramer and Winter, 2008; Misoch, 2015;
Muscanell, 2013; Seidman, 2013; Sievers et al., 2015). This may be due to the fact that social
network users often may have personal and professional contexts on their contact list. This
creates the problem of “context collapse” (Marwick and boyd, 2011). In other words,
participants may be concerned about the reactions from different audiences.

Impression management may also influence what kind of content social network users will
“like” online. This then publicizes his or her actions to more than just the person whose post
he or she “likes”. For example, users may come across posts published by their network that
they may view as controversial. That is, the posts may outline unethical, unhealthy, or socially-
disapproved behaviour or perspectives. By “liking” controversial posts, the respondent risks
creating an image that impacts their positive impression management. Such “likes” may even
affect the relationships with other contacts. That is, the more controversial the content, the
greater the risk that a “like” may offend or alienate a valued social network contact who does
not endorse the controversial content of the post.

A particularly relevant personality characteristic in relation to impression management is
self-monitoring (see Moser and Galais, 2007). Self-monitoring has been defined as the extent
to which an individual is able to adjust his or her presentation in social situations and respond
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by adjusting performance in order to achieve a desirable impression (Hogan, 1991). Higher
self-monitoring is associated with greater sensitivity to social cues and impression management
(Caldwell and O’Reilly, 1982; Rosenberg and Egbert, 2011; Snyder, 1974). Self-monitoring
essentially represents the propensity to engage in impression management in order to be viewed
favourably by others (Moser and Galais, 2007; Turnley and Bolino, 2001). Greater behavioural
variability and sensitivity to expectations and other cues is therefore a characteristic of high
self-monitors, which goes hand in hand with evidence on their more frequent use of impression
management tactics to construct desirable social appearances (Estow, Jamieson, and Yates,
2007; Gangestad and Snyder, 2000). Self-monitoring may therefore reduce such controversial
“liking” of posts and instead increase the “liking” of normal posts issued by their network.

A number of other personality characteristics may also influence the likelihood with which
individuals will “like” potentially normal vs. controversial posts, specifically affinity-seeking
and agreeableness. Affinity-seeking is also relevant here. High affinity seekers tend to foster
more positive impressions and relationships with contacts on social media (Lee, Moore, Park,
and Park, 2012), which may increase the likelihood of these individuals “liking” normal.
However, fear of negative evaluation (see Leary, 1983) may reduce their “liking” of potentially
controversial posts online. Agreeableness is also related to affinity-seeking, as both strive
towards accommodating others. Social media users with greater agreeableness tend to provide
more frequent emotional support to others (lvcevic and Ambady, 2013). Their focus appears
to be on maintaining a positive and helpful image. This suggests that these users are more likely
to “like” normal posts in order to maintain this positive image. At the same time, low
agreeableness may predict greater “liking” of controversial posts in line with research linking
low agreeableness to more badmouthing behaviour online (Stoughton et al., 2013).

Two more characteristics may influence social networking behaviour such as “liking” of
both normal and controversial posts. First, the need for gratification — a need to be rewarded
for behaviours, quick or immediate feedback — may also play a role (Teo, 2013). Immediate
feedback online may help social network users to meet their social connection needs, resulting
in the perception of an actual and live social presence of others while being online (see work
by Han, Min, and Lee, 2015). A greater need for instant gratification and reward may also
increase “liking” behaviour for both controversial as well as normal posts. Second, age has also
been linked to more sensation seeking and risk taking. As a results, younger social network
users also engage in more risky decision making online (Rolison, Hanoch, and Wood, 2012),
which may also increase their tendency to “like” controversial (risky) content online.

Rationale and hypotheses

We propose that given the complex nature of online interaction, the motives for using “like”
may also be driven by specific personality characteristics of the social network users. Therefore,
rather than considering the motivations behind the use of specific features or platforms (e.g.,
Meier et al, 2014), we look at a number of personality traits as predictors of “liking” different
content in order to try and understand motives and purpose behind content-specific “liking”.
This rationale is, in part, based on some previous work that has demonstrated that “likes” can
predict certain personality traits (see work by Stillwell, Kosinski, and Tunney, 2011).
Nevertheless, there is little research to date about how “liking” may be subject to the type of
post content and different personality traits (such as self-monitoring, agreeableness, affinity-
seeking, and need for gratification).

In this study, we will explore the relationships between the pre-mentioned personality traits
and the perceived usefulness of “likes”. Given the evidence that “like” is a means by which
social network users can express themselves (e.g., as a means of acknowledgment and approval;
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see Hanley, 2014; Pauw, 2014; Smock et al, 2011), we would expect all our traits to correlate
with greater perceived usefulness. We ask the following question: To what extent does a social
media user’s personality predict likelihood of “liking” controversial and normal posts? In line
with the literature review, we propose to test the second hypotheses with two separate
hypotheses:

Hyp. 1: “Liking” of normal posts is positively predicted by self-monitoring, agreeableness,
affinity-seeking and need for gratification.

Hyp. 2: “Liking” of controversial posts is negatively predicted by self-monitoring,
agreeableness, affinity-seeking, age and positively predicted by need for gratification.

Method
Participants

Data collection involved two different samples and took place in the beginning of 2015. The
first dataset included a UK student sample. The second dataset was based on a Facebook
convenient sample. Participants were required to be at least 18 years old and hold at least one
social media account. Following deletions of drop-puts, the final sample (N=217) included 46
males and 157 female participants (14 missing values). The overall average age was 24 years
(M =24.02, SD = 9.33, n = 203; 14 missing values). The UK sample composed of students
with an average age of 19 (M = 19.88, SD = 2.58, n = 137). The Facebook convenience sample
had an average age of 32 years old (M = 32.62, SD = 12.06, n = 66). The large majority of
participants had used at least one social networking site for at least 3 years (n=190). Only a
small minority (n=19) had used such sites between up to 6 months and 3 years. Participants (n
= 73) spend at least 1-3 hours online, 4-6 hours (n = 65), 6-8 hours (n = 29), 9-10 hours (n =
19) or even more than 11 hours per day online (n = 6).

Procedure

Participants were recruited via email invitation and an announcement on a university research
portal. Once participants gave consent, participants completed several measures regarding their
likely responding to normal or controversial posts. This was followed by several personality
measures. At the end, participants completed several questions about their social media use and
demographics.

Measures

The study collected information about how participants used the features of social networks,
the extent to which they engaged in strategic behaviours as well as numerous personality
measures. Unless specified, all items were used to create mean-centred scale composites that
had the same range as the original items in each scale.

Controversial post “liking”. “Liking” of potentially controversial content was assessed
using ten risk-involving scenarios from the Domain-Specific Risk-Attitude Scale (Weber, Blais,
and Betz, 2002), including six ethical-related items, three health-related items, and one social-
related item. An example of an ethical-related items is “lllegally copying a piece of software”,
and an example of health-related items is “Riding a motorcycle without a helmet”; and the
social-related item is “Defending an unpopular issue that you believe in at a social occasion”.
In each case, respondents were asked to what extent they would “like” posts containing
controversial/risky content, with response options ranging from (1) “very unlikely” to (5) “very
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likely”. A composite for controversial “liking” was created based on all ten items, with higher
values representing greater tendency to “like” potentially controversial posts (a = .76, M = 1.54,
SD = .42). In addition, two subscales were created, one for controversial “liking” of health-
related posts (based on two out of three highly correlated items, r =.579, p<.001, M = 1.28, SD
= .50) and another for “liking” of ethics-related posts (¢=.82, M = 1.30, SD = .45). The one-
item social item had a slightly higher average (M = 3.01, SD = 1.33).

Normal post “liking”. In addition to the controversial content items, participants also
responded to six other items with ‘normal’ content (e.g., N0 content that could be perceived as
controversial and risky in social interactions). These included the following items: (1)
“Announcing the birth of his/her first child,” (2) “Thanking everybody who remembered
his/her birth,” (3) “Reporting on how the house move is going,” (4) “Getting called in to attend
an interview for a new job,” (5) “Talking about a new hobby that he/she is taking up,” and (6)
“Inviting contacts to a party/social event.” The same response options were used as those
employed for the controversial items. All items were combined into one composite scale that
had good reliability (« = .73, M = 3.31, SD =.71).

Self-monitoring. This was assessed using 10 of 13 items from the self-monitoring scale by
Lennox and Wolfe (1984), the wording was slightly adjusted. Three items were excluded (as
these assumed face-to-face interactions) to ensure that the new scale could be applied to the
online context as well. An example item in the final item list is: “I have the ability to control
the way | come across to people, depending on the impression | wish to give them”. Higher
values composite reflect greater self-monitoring. The scale featured a six-point Likert scale
ranging from (0) “certainly, always false” to (5) “certainly, always true” (o = .77, M = 4.30,
SD = .56).

Affinity seeking. This was assessed using five items from the strategic performance
subscale from the Affinity-Seeking instrument (Bell, Tremblay, and Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1987).
An example item is “When necessary, | can put on an act to get important people to approve
of me”. The second item was reverse-scored. The scale composite was created using all five
items. Higher scores reflect higher affinity-seeking. The scale ranged from (1) “disagree
strongly” to (7) “agree strongly” (o = .81, M = 4.43, SD = 1.05).

Agreeableness. Four items were selected from the International Personality Item Pool
(IPIP) to measure agreeableness. An example item for measuring agreeableness is “lI make
people feel at ease”. A five-point Likert scale was used, ranging from (1) “strongly disagree”
to (5) “strongly agree” (a. = .69, M = 3.74, SD = .56).

Need for instant gratification/feedback online. Four items were used to assess the extent
to which individuals thrive on instant gratifications and rewards (Teo, 2013). An example item
is: “I expect quick access to information when I need it.” Respondents were asked to rate them
on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “disagree strongly” to (7) “agree strongly”.
Higher values on this scale reflect a greater expectation and need for instant feedback and
gratification while online (o = .62, M =5.36, SD =.79).

Usefulness “liking” function. In order to measure the perceived usefulness of the function
of “liking”, three items were amended from a study by Kuo, Tseng, Tseng, and Lin (2013).
These three items were: (1) “By using ‘Like’, | am able to communicate easily that | agree with
a statement” (M = 3.52, SD = .56); (2) “By using ‘Like’, I have the ability to regulate the flow
of communication between my communication partner and myself (e.g. by showing that I have
read / seen the message)” (M = 3.12, SD = .66); and (3) “By using ‘Like’, I can avoid topics
that I don’t want to discuss in detail” (M = 2.61, SD =.89). The item had four response options
(“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”).

Demographic information. In order to describe our sample and also consider potential
differences between the two subsamples, participants were asked to report their age, gender,
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nationality, ethnicity, and general care responsibilities (children, vulnerable adults) — as
responsibilities for others may influence participants’ posting and “liking” behaviour online.
There was no evidence that these factors played a role (except for gender, controlled for in our
analyses).

Results
Reliability and Descriptives

The correlations are shown in Table 1. Two scales showed low reliability (Cronbach’s a is
above .6 but still below .7, see Nunnally, 1978). Skew and kurtosis values suggest positive
skew for age and all risky liking scales above 1 (except for social risky liking). However, as
the skew values did not exceed 2.49 for any of the scales. Z-values indicated that at the most
5.5% of the sample (N=217) had z-values above 1.96 (p<.05). Given the large sample (n>200)
and these findings, the data was not transformed to correct for skew (see also Field, 2005).
However, for the sake of clarity, the correlations include provide both Pearson’s and
Spearman’s rho coefficients (Table 1). No other issues were found in terms of the normality
and linearity of the scales. Since two different subsamples (UK student sample and a Facebook
convenience sample) were used, the first assessment considered the extent to which the two
subsamples differed in terms of their characteristics. The UK student sample featured
significantly more women than the Facebook sample, while the Facebook convenience sample
featured more men than the UK sample (¥*(1) = 18.584, p<.001). The Facebook sample was
significantly older than the UK sample (F(1,201) = 140.278, MS = 7227.215, p < .001,
np?= 411).

Due to the relatively high correlation between self-monitoring and affinity-seeking (r=.6,
p<.01), LISREL 9.20 was used to conduct a confirmatory factor analysis of the subscales
measuring self-monitoring and affinity-seeking. Our results provide stronger support for a two-
factor structure (x%(89) = 284.53, p<.001; RMSEA = .10, 90% CI[.09, .11], SRMR=.9, CFI=.81,
and NFI=.75). The model fit improved further as soon as we allowed modifications between
items of the same subscale. All items loaded significantly onto the factors (one for self-
monitoring and one for affinity-seeking, ps<.05). The model fit statistics for a one-factor
structure incorporating all self-monitoring and affinity-seeking items was significantly worse
(x%(90) = 343.69, p<.001; RMSEA = .12, 90% CI [.10, .13], SRMR=.11, CFI=.76, and NFI=.70;
Ax?*=59.16, p<.05). All items loaded significantly onto the one factor (p<.05) in line with the
correlation observed between the two scales. As a result, we decided to retain the two subscales
rather than merging the self-monitoring and affinity-seeking items into one scale.

-- Insert Table 1 here —

In the first step, we analysed whether or not the perceived usefulness or expressiveness of
the “like” function is also correlated with different personality traits. The correlations matrix
provides further insight here: Self-monitoring correlated positively with “liking” being seen as
a means to communicate more easily with contacts (“like” function 1: r=.189, p=.005),
informing others that their posts have been read (“like” function 2: r=.181, p=.012) and
potentially avoid discussing topics at length (“like” function 3: r=.238, p<.001). Agreeableness
similarly correlated with these three functions of “like” (r >.177, p<.01). Affinity seeking
similarly correlated greater perceived ease of communication (“like” function 1: r=.175,
p=.010) and as a means to avoid discussion (“like” function 3: r=.254, p<.001), while only
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marginally in terms of regulating communication with others (“like” function 2: r=.130,
p=.057). Need for gratification was positively correlated with “like” function 3: “Liking” as a
means to inform others that their posts have been read (r=.150, p=.029).

Hypothesis Testing

Hierarchical regression analysis was used to test hypotheses 1 and 2 (Table 2). Hypothesis 1
predicted that “liking” of normal posts would be positively predicted by self-monitoring,
agreeableness, affinity-seeking and need for gratification. We obtained only partial support for
our hypothesis: Agreeableness and need for gratifications were indeed positive predictors of
the likelihood with which participants’ would “like” normal (non-controversial) posts. Only a
marginally significant result was obtained for affinity seeking. Self-monitoring was not a
significant predictors of “liking” normal posts.

-- Insert Table 2 here --

These results suggest that participants wishing to have good relationships with other
individuals (e.g., those who scored highly on agreeableness) and those seeking instant feedback
and gratification online were more likely to “like” normal posts. In terms of impression
management, the results suggest that agreeableness may capture attempts to create positive
impressions. This may also explain why greater affinity-seeking tendency (those keen to build
relationships) was a marginally significant and positive predictor “liking” normal posts as well.
In addition, a more pronounced need for feedback (gratification) may be the result of
individuals wanting to be noticed by others. “Liking” normal posts may cater to this need to be
noticed and gain the attention of others.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that “liking” of controversial posts would be negatively predicted
by self-monitoring, agreeableness, affinity-seeking and positively predicted by need for
gratification and age. We obtained only partial support for our hypothesis: Only need for
feedback and gratification was a significant a positive predictor of “liking” controversial posts,
in line with hypothesis 2. Self-monitoring, agreeableness, affinity seeking and age were not
significant predictors. Younger participants were not more likely to “like” controversial posts
than older participants.

Controversial “Liking”: Type differences

In the next step, we conducted the same analysis as for hypothesis 2 with the controversial item
subscales. The results showed that agreeableness was a negative predictor of the likelihood of
“liking” health-related posts (see hypothesis 2). Need for gratification positively predicted
“liking” of posts that described unethical behaviours if not health and socially controversial
behaviour (results in Table 3).

-- Insert Table 3 here --

Due to the correlation between self-monitoring and affinity seeking, all analyses were also run
separately. The exclusion of either variable in the regression analyses did not change the results
reported in Table 2 and 3.
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Discussion

Past research suggests that single click features such as “likes” are affordances that enables
interactions amongst the users on a social network sites, allowing for both self-presentation
and mass communication in one (Walther et al., 2011). The current study attempted to build on
this research as to what motivates “liking”. We first explored whether or not the perceived
usefulness of “like” correlated with different personality traits. The correlations suggest that
our participants’ personality appeared to be related, at least to a small degree, the perceived
usefulness of the “like” function. We obtained further evidence that some personality traits
influence potentially impression management-related “liking” of different posts. Self-
monitoring and agreeableness were both positively related to all functions, including the fact
that “liking” makes it easier to communicate, provide acknowledgement, and potentially
minimize the need for further discussion. Most of the results, if not all, were linked to affinity
seeking and need for gratification. This suggests that the personality traits of online users do,
at least to a small degree, relate to how useful they find the features to express themselves
online.

The main research question asked to what extent a social media user’s personality predicts
the likelihood their “liking” normal and controversial posts online. Both agreeableness and
need for gratifications were positive predictors of the likelihood with which participants’ would
“like” normal (non-controversial) posts. These results are in line with previous research on the
need for gratification influencing social network behaviour (e.g., Han et al., 2015). Individuals
with high-level agreeableness tend to care about what others may think of them and adopt a
friendlier disposition (Eftekhar et al., 2014; Stoughton et al., 2013). Only a marginally
significant and positive result was obtained for affinity seeking, providing at least some
tentative support for the idea that affinity-seeking may be linked to social capital building (Mo
and Leung, 2015) and relationship maintenance (Lee et al., 2012). It is possible that our
participants were able to meet their social interaction needs through their immediate social
network, reducing their affinity-seeking behaviour online (see work on social interaction needs
by Smock et al., 2011).

However, in contrast to our expectations, the results of the first hypothesis regarding the
“liking” of normal posts suggested that self-monitoring is not significant predictors of “liking”
normal posts. A number of different explanations may be put forward. First, high self-monitors
may be more aware about the need to monitor their reputation online. As a result, they may
reflect on whether or not “liking” a post contributes to the positive image they wish to maintain.
While the regression coefficients were not significant, in all cases, they were negative. It is
possible that social network users are quite aware of the fact that all their “likes” may be
misinterpreted. Second, this was a hypothetical scenario in which participants with higher self-
monitoring tendencies were not provided the social cues that they would have potentially
needed. Indeed, without specifying a target for impression management, self-monitoring may
not have played a key role in terms of the posts overall. And third, participants may have had
different relationships with the social network contacts. Despite their ability to interact
positively with everybody, high self-monitors have been shown to maintain fewer close
personal or work relationships (Day and Kilduff, 2004). This might also play out online. Recent
work suggests that more public sharing of information leads to stronger attitudes towards
individuals on social media (see Johnson and van der Heide, 2015). This may actually work
counter self-monitoring efforts, reducing the willingness of high self-monitors to share
information about themselves, potentially even “like” posts. And lastly, one alternative is that
impression management is not the main motive per se for using “like” — maybe the main motive
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is to be noticed when possible, irrespective of whether or not this attention leads to positive or
negative impression (a particularly prominent characteristics for individuals with higher need
for gratification and feedback).

In conclusion, agreeableness and affinity may play a role in “liking” behaviour of normal
posts, each trait potentially outlining an effort to manage impressions with others: To be
perceived as congenial or available to meet the needs of other (agreeableness and affinity
seeking). This suggests that users with greater agreeableness and affinity seeking may put much
more emphasis on “pleasing others” (see also Lee et al, 2015), which then increases their extent
to which they would “like” normal posts. What is more, need for gratification also emerged as
an important variable reported to influence use of “likes” in the work by Hayes et al (2015). It
appeared to be driving “liking” of posts that covered normal posts and unethical behaviours
(but not health or socially controversial behaviours). “Liking” normal as well as controversial
posts may cater to this need to be noticed and gain the attention of others. Engaging more with
other users may make certain online users more distinct and increase their noticeability (and
potentially notoriety), resulting in stronger attitudes about these individuals as well (see public
sharing effect on attitude formation in Johnson and van der Heide, 2015). Therefore, offering
privacy setting options, such as grouping and selectively sharing, is also important for the
function of “like”.

And finally, we had expected that when the content of a post is controversial, those with
highly agreeable and high self-monitors as well as older social network users may be less likely
to click “like” as “liking” controversial posts may negatively impact their attempts to build
social capital (Mo and Leung, 2015) or contradict social norms found in online community and
social networks (Hayes et al., 2015). However, neither self-monitoring, agreeableness nor age
were significant negative predictors (but note that all coefficients were negative). This further
suggests that the contents of posts do play a role, certainly in terms of whether or not
participants with greater agreeableness will respond to positive content.

Contributions

Our research has several important implications for the research studying online impression
management (see work by Hall et al., 2014). Past research has already demonstrated the
complexity of meaning behind online behaviours such as “liking” (Hayes et al., 2015) as the
use of such features cannot always be linked to particular motives (see also Meier et al., 2014;
Smock et al., 2011; Wallace et al., 2014). Meier et al. (2014) described the use of Twitter’s
“favorite” function as ‘repurposing.’ In other words, users may be using one and the same
feature online for numerous different reasons, obfuscating which motives is driving the use of
this feature (Smock et al, 2011).

Our research results provided at least some understanding for this complexity. We proposed
that some personality traits may help understand what motivates “liking”, at least to a small
degree. Our focus was less on motives per se but understanding how impression management
motives, potentially expressed by different personality traits, would influence “liking” of
different content. Our regression analyses show that some people may engage in “liking” as a
form of impression management, but for different reasons: e.g., to be viewed as more likeable
and approachable (affinity seeking), to maintain positive relationships (agreeableness), and to
be noticed and visible to others (need for gratification).

We should also note that our nonsignificant findings about self-monitoring may be
important for two reasons. First, in terms of impression management, particularly amongst high
self-monitors, it is possible that some social network users are increasingly focusing on
responding in more detail only to non-ambiguous posts that come from people known to them.
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This would reduce the potential of misunderstandings. This makes it difficult to determine
which impression management motive might be influencing which behaviour. Second, the
online context may actually decrease the potential predictability of this trait. Some research
suggests that high self-monitors display behaviours which lack predictability (Snyder, 1974)
as they are influenced more by external cues than internal cues (Blakely, Andrews, and Fuller,
2003), which means behaviours vary across situations which makes it harder to see consistent
behavioural patterns. This suggests that in online context, it may be more difficult to find any
trends when using self-monitoring compared to other traits such as agreeableness, affinity
seeking or need for gratification.

Several methodological limitations apply to the current research. Some of the compared
groups were quite small, as were some of the effect sizes. The explained variances were low,
which may affect the extent to which certain relationships could be detected. Others include
participant familiarity with various controversial and normal posts, the frequency with which
they themselves post such news or see such posts on their social media outlets. Some
controversial posts may also differ in terms of the degree to which they raise significant self-
presentation concerns (Gosling et al., 2011; Harman et al., 2005; Sievers et al., 2015).

Future research

“Liking” of posts may also be driven by assumed, implied or actual similarity — as a function
of the amount of knowledge social network users have about one another. While some evidence
suggests that social network users have met their contacts offline (see Ellison, Steinfield, and
Lampe, 2007), this may not be the case for all contacts, particularly when social networks are
used to connect to others for professional purposes (e.g., LinkedIn). Future research may wish
to consider measuring similarity and impression management in relation to contacts that the
social network users have never met but stay in contact with due to mutual connections or
common interests. In addition, post content may reflect different goals: relational development,
social validation, self-expression (see Bazarova and Choi, 2014). Not all social network users
would respond to these equally, particularly when the posts may be affectively biased (negative
or positive news, reflecting potential controversial and everyday events and behaviours of the
user posting the update).

Past work has suggested that the perceived likeability and prototypicality of online contacts
may also play a role in terms of how people engage with and evaluate the content posted by
these contacts (see work by Mou, Miller and Fou, 2015; Weisbuch, Ivcevic and Ambady, 2009).
Our selected “liking” measures were very broad and not contact-specific, which may have
played a role in terms of the nonsignificant results observed for self-monitoring as this tends to
influence other-directed behaviour.

The focus in this study was to examine the likelihood of “liking”, rather than the specific
meaning of the “likes” or “liking” practices. These practices may be worth exploring further.
Brandtzaeg and Haugstveit (2014), for example, used content analysis to identify six different
“liking” reasons for humanitarian causes such as emotional or information “liking”. While our
paper focus on liking as a means to build and maintain relationship, we acknowledge that
“liking” may also be self-serving and thus potentially manipulative. Future work may wish to
test these scenarios and compare the results to normal/controversial posts to examine how much
the content and different motives drive “liking” behaviour. Finally, we only consider
interpersonal “liking” instead of “liking” of (commercial) public pages (see work by Wallace
et al, 2014). It would be interesting to research the extent to which “liking” commercial pages
differs to “liking” personal posts.

10
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Conclusions

The use of social media for both private and professional reasons is on the increase. This also
increases the need to understand which factors drive online engagement and user interaction
on these sites. The current paper examines the extent to which motives captured by personality
traits (e.g., impression management, the need to receive feedback, the need to be close to and
have good relationships with other people) influence the degree to which social media users
will “like” content that may be controversial or even risky in relatively transparent social
settings such as social networks. Evidence from our study suggests that when content reflects
everyday events and activities, greater agreeableness and need for gratification increases
content “liking”. However, when the posts may be potentially controversial in terms of the
actions they reference (which may be potentially unethical, unhealthy and asocial — thus
triggering potentially negative impressions amongst other contacts on social media), content
“liking” of controversial posts is higher amongst individuals who also crave gratification and
instant feedback, while those seeking positive relationships (e.g., more agreeable individuals)
were significantly less likely to “like” these pages.

The current findings therefore build on previous research on how social media interactions
and use of features on these platforms may be influenced by content and user’s motives and
hence their personality. At the same time, it is clear that more research is needed to consider
how the “panoptic” nature of these networks may in and of itself influence users’ interaction.
The current study provided some first exploratory evidence, but more work is needed for two
reasons. First, without gaining a better understanding of these influencers and questioning
assumptions (e.g., about the importance or irrelevance of impression management in online
settings), it is unlikely that we can really understand the complex nature of how online
interactions, identities and relationships are negotiated. And second, without further efforts to
study social media behaviour and users, it is unlikely that we gain a reliable as well as accurate
understanding of other people’s online behaviour and interaction with user-generated content
— as demonstrated in terms of the content-specific use of specific social media features, such
as the “like” button, in this study.

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank the IJWBC reviewers and editors as well as Kenneth S. Shultz and
Brett Buttliere for their suggestions and helpful feedback.

References

Aluja, A., Kuhlman, M. and Zuckerman, M. (2010) ‘Development of the Zuckerman,
Kuhlman, Aluja Personality Questionnaire (ZKA-PQ): A Factor/Facet Version of the
Zuckerman, Kuhlman Personality Questionnaire (ZKPQ)’, Journal of Personality
Assessment, VVol. 92 No. 5, pp.416-431.

Bazarova, N.N. and Choic, Y.H. (2014) Self-disclosure on social media: Extending the
functional approach to disclosure motivations and characteristics on social network sites’,
Journal of Communication, VVol. 64 No. 4, pp.635-657.

Bell, R.A., Tremblay, S.W., and Buerkel-Rothfuss, N.L. (1987) ‘Interpersonal attraction as a
communication accomplishment: Development of a measure of affinity-seeking
competence’, Western Journal of Speech Communication, VVol. 51 No. 1, pp.1-18.

11



RUNNING HEAD: Content-dependent “liking” on social media

Blakely, G.L., Andrews, M.C. and Fuller, J. (2003) ‘Are chameleons good citizens? A
longitudinal study of the relationship between self-monitoring and organizational
citizenship behavior’, Journal of Business and Psychology, Vol. 18 No. 2, pp.131-144.

boyd, d. m. and Ellison, N. (2007) ‘Social network sites: Definition, history, and scholarship’,
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, VVol. 13 No. 1, pp.210-230.

Brandtzaeg, P.B. and Haugstveit, I.M. (2014) ‘Facebook likes: A study of liking practices for
humanitarian causes’, International Journal of Web Based Communities, Vol. 10 No. 3,
pp.258-277.

Caldwell, D.F. and O'Reilly, C.A. 111 (1982) ‘Responses to failure: The effects of choice and
responsibility on impression management’, Academy of Management Journal, VVol. 25 No.
1, pp.121-136.

Chen, G.M. (2011) ‘Tweet this: A uses and gratifications perspective on how active Twitter
use gratifies a need to connect with others’, Computers in Human Behavior, Vol. 27 No. 2,
pp.755-762.

Chiang, J.K.-H. and Suen, H.-Y. (2015) Self-presentation and hiring recommendations in
online communities: Lessons from LinkedIn’, Computers in Human Behavior, VVol. 48 July,
pp.516-524.

Day, D.V. and Kilduff, M. (2004) ‘Self-monitoring personality and work relationships:
Individual differences in social networks’, In M. Barrick and A.M. Ryan (eds), Personality
and Work: Reconsidering the Role of Personality in Organizations. John Wiley & Sons,
pp.205-228.

Delery, J.E. and Kacmar, K.M. (1998) ‘The influence of applicant and interviewer
characteristics on the use of impression management’, Journal of Applied Social
Psychology, Vol. 28 No. 18, pp.1649-16609.

Eftekhar, A., Fullwood, C. and Morris, N. (2014) ‘Capturing personality from Facebook photos
and photo-related activities: How much exposure do you need?’, Computers in Human
Behavior, Vol. 37 August, pp.162-170.

Ellison, N.B., Steinfield, C. and Lampe, C. (2007) ‘The benefits of Facebook "friends:" Social
capital and college students' use of online social network sites’, Journal of Computer-
Mediated Communication, Vol. 12 No. 4, pp.1143-1168.

Estow, S., Jamieson, J.P. and Yates, J.R. (2007) ‘Self-monitoring and mimicry of positive and
negative social behaviors’, Journal of Research in Personality, Vol. 41 No. 2, pp.425-433.

Field, A. (2005) ,‘Discovering Statistics using SPSS¢, 2nd ed., London: SAGE Publicaitons.

Gangestad, S.W. and Snyder, M. (2000) ‘Self-monitoring: appraisal and reappraisal’,
Psychological Bulletin, VVol. 126 No. 4, pp.530-555.

Gilmore, D.C., Stevens, C.K., Harrell-Cook, G. and Ferris, G.R. (1999) ‘Impression
management tactics’, in R.W. Eder and M.M. Harris (Eds) The Employment Interview
Handbook (pp. 321-336), Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.

Gosling, S.D., Augustine, A.A., Vazire, S., Holtzman, N. and Gaddis, S. (2011)
‘Manifestations of personality in online social networks: Self-reported Facebook-related
behaviors and observable profile information’, Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social
Networking, Vol. 14 No. 9, pp.483-488.

Hall, J.A., Pennington, N. and Lueders, A. (2014) ‘Impression management and formation on
Facebook: A lens model approach’, New Media & Society, Vol. 16 No. 6, pp.958-982.
Han, S., Min, J. and Lee, H. (2014) ‘Antecedents of social presence and gratification of social
connection needs in SNS: A study of Twitter users and their mobile and non-mobile usage’,

International Journal of Information Management, VVol. 35 No. 4, pp.459-471.

12



RUNNING HEAD: Content-dependent “liking” on social media

Hanley, B. (2014) ‘12 Secret reasons why people like your posts on social media. Available at:
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/brian-hanley/12-secret-reasons-why-peo_b_5614316.
html (accessed on 23 July 2014)

Harman, J.P., Hansen, C.E., Cochran, M.E. and Lindsey, C.R. (2005) ‘Liar, liar: Internet faking
but not frequency of use affects social skills, self-esteem, social anxiety’, Cyberpsychology
& Behavior, Vol. 8, No. 1, pp.1-6.

Hayes, R.A., Carr, C.T. and Wohn, D.Y. (2015, May) ‘One click, many meanings: Interpreting
paralinguistic digital affordances in social media’. Paper presented at the annual meeting
of the International Communication Association, San Juan, Puerto Rico.

Hogan, R.T. (1991) ‘Personality and Personality Measurement’, in M.D. Dunnette and L.M.
Hough (Eds) Handbook of Industrial-Organizational Psychology Vol. 2 (pp.873-919)
‘Palo Alto, CA: Consulting Psychologists Press.

Howard, J.L. and Ferris, G.R. (1996) ‘The employment interview context: Social and
situational influences on interviewer decisions’, Journal of Applied Social Psychology, Vol.
26 No. 2, pp.112-136.

IPIP (2014) ‘International Personality Item Pool: A Scientific Collaboratory for the
Development of Advanced Measures of Personality Traits and Other Individual
Differences, available at http://ipip.ori.org/ (accessed on 24 January 2014).

Ivcevic, Z. and Ambady, N. (2013) ‘Face to (Face)Book: The Two Faces of Social Behavior?’,
Journal of Personality, VVol. 81 No. 3, pp.290-301.

Johnson, B.K. and Van der Heide, B. (2015) ‘Can sharing affect liking? Online taste
performances, feedback, and subsequent media preferences’, Computers in Human
Behavior, Vol. 46, May, pp.181-190.

Kréamer, N. and Winter, S. (2008) ‘Impression management 2.0: The relationship of self-esteem,
extraversion, self-efficacy, and self-presentation within social networking sites’, Journal
of Media Psychology: Theories, Methods, and Applications, VVol. 20, No. 3, pp. 106-116.

Kuo, F.-Y., Tseng, C.-Y., Tseng, F.-C. and Lin, C. S. (2013) ‘A study of social information
control affordances and gender difference in Facebook self-presentation’, Cyberpsychology,
Behavior and Social Networking, Vol. 16 No. 9, pp.635-44.

Leary, M.R. (1983) ‘A brief version of the Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale’, Personality and
Social Psychology Bulletin, VVol. 9 No. 3, pp.371-376.

Lee, J.-E.R., Moore, D.C., Park, E.-A. and Park, S.G. (2012) “Who wants to be “friend-rich”?
Social compensatory friending on Facebook and the moderating role of public self-
consciousness’, Computers in Human Behavior, VVol. 28 No. 3, pp.1036-1043.

Lee, S.-Y., Hansen, S.S. and Lee, J.K. (2015) ‘What makes us click “like” on Facebook?
Examining psychological, technological, and motivational factors on virtual endorsement’,
Computer Communications. ePub, in press.

Lennox, R.D. and Wolfe, R.N. (1984) ‘Revision of the self-monitoring scale’, Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 46 No. 6, pp.1349-1364.

Marwick, A.E. and boyd, d. (2011) ‘I tweet honestly, | tweet passionately: Twitter users,
context collapse, and the imagined audience’, New Media & Society. ePub, in press.

Meier, F., Elsweiler, D. and Wilson, M.L. (2014) ‘More than Liking and Bookmarking?
Towards Understanding Twitter Favouriting Behaviour’, Proceedings of the 8th
International Conference on Webblogs and Social Media (ICWSM), Ann Arbor, Michigan,
USA, June 1-4, 2014.

Misoch, S. (2015) ‘Stranger on the Internet: Online self-disclosure and the role of visual
anonymity’, Computers in Human Behavior, Vol. 48, July, pp.535-541.

13



RUNNING HEAD: Content-dependent “liking” on social media

Mo, R. and Leung, L. (2015) ‘Exploring the roles of narcissism, uses of, and gratifications from
microblogs on affinity-seeking and social capital’, Asian Journal of Social Psychology, Vol.
18 No. 2, pp.152-162.

Moser, K. and Galais, N. (2007) ‘Self-monitoring and job performance: The moderating role
of tenure’, International Journal of Selection and Assessment, VVol. 15 No. 1, pp.83-93.
Mou, Y., Miller, M. and Fu, H. (2015) ‘Evaluating a target on social media: From the self-

categorization perspective’, Computers in Human Behavior, Vol. 49, August, pp. 451-459.

Muscanell, N.L. (2013) ‘Fired for what you post online? A self-regulatory perspective on
inappropriate online self-presentation’, dissertation submitted to the Graduate School of
The University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa.

Nunnally, J. (1978) ‘Psychometric Theory. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Pauw, E. (2014) °‘Nine reasons to use Twitter's Favorite feature’, available at:
http://www.marketingdonut.co.uk/marketing/online-marketing/social-media-and-online-
networking/nine-reasons-to-use-twitter-s-favorite-feature (accessed 24 January 2015)

Posey, C., Lowry, P.B., Roberts, T.L. and Ellis, T.S. (2010) ‘Proposing the online community
self-disclosure model: the case of working professionals in France and the UK who use
online communities’, European Journal of Information Systems, Vol. 19, pp.181-195.

Rolison, J.J., Hanoch, Y. and Wood, S. (2012) ‘Risky decision making in younger and older
adults: The role of learning. Psychology and Aging, Vol. 27 No. 1, pp.129-140.

Rosenberg, J., & Egbert, N. (2011) ‘Online impression management: Personality traits and
concerns for secondary goals as predictors of self-presentation tactics on Facebook’,
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, Vol. 17 No. 1, pp.1-18.

Seidman, G. (2013) ‘Self-presentation and belonging on Facebook: How personality influences
social media use and motivations’, Personality and Individual Differences, Vol. 54 No. 3,
pp.402—407.

Seiter, C. (2015) ‘The secret psychology of Facebook: Why we like, share, comment and keep
coming back’, available at: https://blog.bufferapp.com/psychology-of-facebook (accessed
24 July 2015).

Sievers, K., Wodzicki, K., Aberle, 1., Keckeisen, M. and Cress, U. (2015) ‘Self-presentation in
professional networks: More than just window dressing’, Computers in Human Behavior,
Vol. 50, September, pp.25-30.

Snyder, M. (1974) ‘Self-monitoring of expressive behavior’, Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, Vol. 30 No. 4, pp.526-537.

Smock, A.D., Ellison, N.B., Lampe, C., and Wohn, D.Y. (2011) ‘Facebook as a toolkit: A uses
and gratification approach to unbundling feature use’, Computers in Human Behavior, Vol.
27 No. 6, pp.2322-2329.

Spiekermann, S., Krasnova, H., Koroleva, K. and Hildebrand, T. (2010) ‘Online social
networks: why we disclose’, Journal of Information Technology, Vol. 25 No. 2, pp.109-
125.

Stillwell, D., Kosinski, M. and Tunney, R.J. (2011) ‘You are what you like. Research
Showcase’, Nottingham University, UK. Available at:
http://www.michalkosinski.com/home/publications (accessed 24 July 2014).

Stoughton, J.W., Thompson, L.F. and Meade, A.W. (2013) ‘Big five personality traits reflected
in job applicants’ social media postings’, CyberPsychology, Behavior, and Social
Networking, Vol. 16 No. 11, pp.800-805.

Turnley, W.H. and Bolino, M.C. (2001) ‘Achieving desired images while avoiding undesired
images: Exploring the role of self-monitoring in impression management’, Journal of
Applied Psychology, Vol. 86 No. 2, pp.351-360.

14



RUNNING HEAD: Content-dependent “liking” on social media

Teo, T. (2013) ‘An initial development and validation of a Digital Natives Assessment Scale
(DNAS)’, Computers & Education, Vol. 67, September, pp.51-57.

Wallace, E., Buil, 1., de Chernatony, L. and Hogan, M. (2014) ‘Who Likes You and Why? A
typology of Facebook Fans’, Journal of Advertising Research, Vol. 54 No. 1, pp.92-109.

Walther, J. B., Tong, S.T., DeAndrea, D., Carr, C.T. and Van Der Heide, B. (2011) ‘A
juxtaposition of social influences: Web 2.0 and the interaction of mass, interpersonal, and
peer sources online’, in Z. Birchmeier, B. Dietz-Uhler and G. Stasser (Eds.), Strategic Uses
of Social Technology: An Interactive Perspective of Social Psychology (pp. 172-194)
‘Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

Weber, E. U., Blais, A.-R. and Betz, N. E. (2002) ‘A domain-specific risk-attitude scale:
measuring risk perceptions and risk behaviors’, Journal of Behavioral Decision Making,
Vol. 15 No. 4, pp.263-290.

Weisbuch, M., lvcevic, I. and Ambady, N. (2009) ‘On being liked on the web and in the “real
world”: Consistency in first impressions across personal webpages and spontaneous
behavior’, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, Vol. 45 No. 3, pp.573-576.

Zhong, B., Hardin, M. and Sun, T. (2011) ‘Less effortful thinking leads to more social
networking? The associations between the use of social network sites and personality traits’,
Computers in Human Behavior, Vol. 27 No. 3, pp.1265-1271.

15



RUNNING HEAD: Content-dependent “liking” on social media

Table 1: Correlations between individual differences, “liking” usefulness, and post “liking”

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13
1. Self-monitoring 1 251" 614 090  -135 .168" 114 224 148" -.079 -161°  -147" .028
2. Agreeableness 291 1 224" -006 -113 .209 164" 181" 188" -.044 -.108 -.094 .053
3. affinity-seeking 648" 193" 1 .059 -166" 157" 146" 2517 .198™ .065 -.041 -.024 077
4. Need for .090 .015 .059 1 -119 .091 151" 144" 203" 2537 .057 166" 157"
5. Age -.073 -053 -185" -152" 1 .013 -085  -.151" -.093 -.053 .095 .025 -.012
6. "like" fct (easy 189" 182" 175" .060 .044 1 3177 1737 214 .008 -178™ -.060 167"
7. "like" fct (message A7 AT 130 150" -.077 3417 1277 2197 .088 -114 038  .180™
8. "like" fct (keep it 238" 1947 254 130 -173° 2477 2597 1 176" 164" -.008 095 185"
9. Normal liking 144" 206 2117 208" -178° 2127 245" 1747 1 .198™ .018 069  .305™
10. Controversial -.034 -.087 .048 235"  -.016 -.024 .062 .106 120 1 636~ .780" 563"
11. Controversial -093 -185™ -.044 .087 094 -210" -127 -.012 -040  .669™ 1 533" 104
12. Controversial -.059 -.099 -035 .166" .032 -.048 .026 .050 .004  .903™ .559™ 1 .196™
13. Controversial .039 .058 096 .166"  -.023 146" 165" 170" 329" 4727 084 215 1

Note. N=217 (except for strategic liking, N=192). *p < .05, ** p < .01. Like_fctl: By using “Like”, | am able to communicate easily that | agree with a statement. Like_fct2:
By using “Like”, | have the ability to regulate the flow of communication between my communication partner and myself (e.g. by showing that | have read / seen the message).
Like_fct3: By using “Like”, I can avoid topics that I don’t want to discuss in detail. Skew and kurtosis values suggest positive skew for age and all risky liking scales above 1
(except for social risky liking). However, as the skew values did not exceed 2.49 for any of the scales. As a result, the data was not transformed to correct for skew. The
correlations below the diagonal include Pearson correlation coefficients. We include Spearman’s rho correlation coefficients above the diagonal to provide an overview of non-
parametric equivalent coefficients due to the significant skew values. The correlation results are largely identical.
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Table 2: Regression results for hypothesis 1 and 2 (normal and controversial “liking’)

Normal and controversial “Liking”

Normal posts Controversial posts

R B R B
Step 1 06** 91
Control variables
Step 2 10** 09**
Self-monitoring -.019 -.093
Agreeableness .203* -.080
Affinity seeking 104! 064"
Need for gratification .149* J121**
Age -.005 .000
Total R? 16%** 09**
n 194 201

Note. Control variables for normal posts included time on SNS and gender. Control variables for controversial
posts were not significant. t p<.10; ** p<.01; *** p<.001. Please note that including the items measuring perceived
usefulness of “like” made no significant difference to the results.

Table 3: Regression results (differentiated controversial “liking”)

Controversial “Liking”

Health-related Ethics-related Social-related
R?A B R’/ B R/ B

Step 1 07** 02! .05*
Control variables
Step 2 .05* 05! .02
Self-monitoring -.063 -.062 -.173
Agreeableness -.145* -.086 -.011
Affinity seeking .052 .028 152
Need for gratification .068 .195** .185
Age .006 .000 .009
Total R? 2% Q7** .04
n 198 201 200

Note. All regression analyses included time on SNS and gender as control variables. In addition, the health-related
regression included “like” function 1 (see correlation in Table 1) and the social-related regression included “like”
function 3 as well. t p<.10; ** p<.01; *** p<.001.

Keywords: impression management, self-presentation, one-click communication, personality,
social media
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