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The current study aimed to extend research on self-concept change (i.e., a short-
term change in self-concept as a result of selective self-presentation in public online 
settings). Based on public commitment theory, previous research has identified the 
public nature of online settings to prompt these changes. This study specifically 
focused on different degrees of publicness (i.e., public and semi-public), as well 
as the option to customize visibility settings typically embedded in social media 
settings. In an experiment, participants (N = 251) were asked to present themselves 
as either introvert or extravert, in a public or semi-public setting, or a setting in which 
participants were allowed to choose how public their selective self-presentation 
would be (i.e., customization). The manipulations did not lead to changes in 
self-concept, indicating that the degrees of publicness in the context of social 
media do not necessarily prompt commitment to self-presentations as expected. 
These findings shed light on the consequences of selective self-presentations 
for the self in different online settings, and the mechanisms that underlie these. 

CHAPTER FIVE
Identity Expression and Self-Concept Change Online:
The Impact of Publicness and Customization
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Every minute, millions of people share carefully crafted bits and pieces about 
themselves that add to their online self-presentations on social media platforms 
such as Facebook or Twitter. What some have called a social media revolution 
(Smith, 2009), poses new challenges to our understanding of self-presentation, 
that is, the process of managing the impressions that others may form (Goffman, 
1956; Leary & Kowalski, 1990). The rapid technological developments within social 
media platforms have fundamentally changed how and to whom people present 
their identity. Notably, the impact of being ‘public’ in digital environments is still 
poorly understood, in particular in relation to the extent to which a message is 
visible to different, potentially unintended, audiences. Some recent scholarship has 
demonstrated that public self-expression in an online setting may subsequently 
lead to a change in individuals’ self-concept (also termed identity shift; e.g., 
Gonzales & Hancock, 2008; Walther et al., 2011). Within the current age of ‘mass 
self-communication’ (Castells, 2007), it is all the more relevant to fully understand 
such potential consequences of mass self-communication for the self. 

 The phenomenon of a self-concept change fits in with the broader media-
effects field of self-effects. This relatively new line of research deals with the 
effects of self-expression on senders’ emotions, attitudes, cognitions, or behaviors, 
rather than the typical focus of effects on receivers (Valkenburg, 2017). Self-
concept changes have so far been theoretically grounded in the idea that public 
settings elicit an internalization of presented traits due to an increased sense of 
accountability towards an audience. In an experiment, Gonzales and Hancock 
(2008) found that individuals who presented themselves as extraverted, compared 
to introverted, rated themselves as more extravert after doing so on a public blog 
than those who did so in the private setting of a text document. The notion of 
public self-expression, rather than private self-expression, thus seems a relevant 
factor in obtaining this self-effect. As social media have now become dominant 
means of self-presentation, especially selective self-presentation, it is meaningful 
to examine the extent to which self-concept changes unfold under the public 
conditions that social media offer.

Social media provide spaces where users initiate and control their public 
self-expressions. Specifically, users consciously appropriate the tools that social 
media provide when sharing their expressions (Baym & boyd, 2012). These tools 
facilitate users to post messages that are visible to everyone (i.e., public), although 
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not necessarily guaranteed, or to a more narrowly defined subset of people 
(i.e., semi-public). Some tools may further heighten the potential for visibility, for 
instance by making content searchable or cross-posting content on other outlets. 
It is necessary to consider these characteristics of publicness to more effectively 
understand how public self-expressions on social media impact potential changes 
in users’ self-concept. By means of an experiment, the current study accordingly 
aims to further extend research on self-concept change in social media-like 
settings, and disentangle the impact of the different types of public sharing that 
social media affords. Specifically, we distinguish between public and semi-public 
settings, as the literature has outlined this as one of social media’s defining features 
(boyd, 2011). In line with the idea that social media are primarily user-controlled 
spaces, we additionally account for the opportunities to customize the visibility of 
one’s self-expression that platform interfaces commonly afford. 

Understanding Self-Concept Change
The ‘change’, in its conceptual definition, refers to the adjustment of an individual’s 
self-concept to be more in agreement with the self-presentation, as based on 
subsequent self-assessment about the self. The theoretical principle of self-concept 
change is rooted in the works of Tice (1992) and Schlenker, Dlugolecki and Doherty 
(1994) who established this effect as a result of selective presentations of the self 
in offline settings. In explaining the phenomenon, three mechanisms have been 
suggested to play a role. First, as outlined in self-perception theory (Bem, 1967), 
individuals have been argued to reflect on their own, prior, behavior to gain insight 
on their self-concept. In this reasoning behavior thus precedes self-conceptual 
construction, which may explain how certain acts of self-presentation subsequently 
come to influence beliefs about the self. A second mechanism is based on biased 
scanning theory (Jones, Rhodewalt, Berglas, & Skelton, 1981). This theory maintains 
that one’s self-concept is composed of multiple sub-conceptions rather than being 
a single construct, for which some may become more or less salient in response to 
one’s overt behavior in a given situational context. To that end, presenting oneself 
in a selective manner (e.g., extravert) may activate memories about experiences 
that fit with the content of that self-presentation (e.g., experiences in which one 
acted in an extraverted way), and influence subsequent self-assessment.  

Both self-perception and biased-scanning represent processes that occur 
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inside the person without the presence of others to observe the behavior (Tice, 
1992). However, the internalization of a presented trait such as extraversion has 
been shown to become much stronger when other people are perceived to 
be present (Schlenker et al., 1994; Tice, 1992). This amplified effect of publicly 
performed behaviors builds on the notion of ‘public commitment’, which presents 
the third mechanism used to explain self-concept changes. In this view, individuals 
feel a need to commit to an identity they have publicly claimed to be to avoid 
the risk of coming across as inconsistent. Potentially, the people who observe the 
self-presentation may hold them accountable when inconsistencies are noticed 
(Schlenker et al., 1994). As such, selective self-presentation, which is typically a 
public performance, may influence individuals’ self-assessments on their self-
concept through a combination of internalization and public commitment. 

Given the centrality of selective self-presentation within computer-mediated 
settings (e.g., Walther, 1996), self-concept change may very well extend to the 
online realm. Computer-mediated technologies have however changed the 
way we express ourselves and manage the impressions we leave on others in 
two prominent ways. First, computer-mediated settings offer a greater sense of 
control over one’s self-presentations (e.g., Walther, 1996). As computer-mediated 
communication is typically asynchronous (i.e., delayed), users have more time to 
refine what they want to share online. Similarly, users have control over the auditory 
and visual information (e.g., tone of voice or facial expressions) they want to share, 
and are thereby able to conceal certain self-aspects. Online settings therefore 
enable users to selectively reveal information and optimize their self-presentations 
accordingly. Second, it is easier to reach a larger number of people online than 
offline, especially on blogs, websites, and public social media platforms (boyd, 
2011). Against this background, Gonzales and Hancock (2008) and Walther et al. 
(2011) aimed to understand how self-concept changes would manifest online. To 
date, effects were found for expressions in public blog settings and for subsequent 
feedback that individuals obtained. Carr and Foreman (2016) additionally showed 
that public feedback on Facebook mattered, especially when received from a 
familiar source. 

Public and Semi-Public Expressions
In recent years, social media have become immensely popular as platforms for self-
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presentation (e.g., boyd & Ellison, 2007; Livingstone, 2008; Papacharissi, 2011). On 
these platforms, people typically create a profile, upload information and pictures, 
and share smaller bits of self-related information through status updates, tweets, 
comments, or audio(/)visual uploads. Users may do so within a typically bounded 
system (boyd, 2011). Social media are highly focused on social connections, reflected 
in the networked nature of adding friends, accepting followers, or following others. 
The number of ‘friends’ or ‘followers’ are often displayed on user profiles, and serve 
as indirect cues of who may view the shared content. Through privacy settings, 
users may choose to allow accessibility to essentially everyone on the internet (i.e., 
public), or limit accessibility by setting their preferences to ‘friends only’ or to only 
those who one has accepted as followers (e.g., Debatin, Lovejoy, Horn, & Hughes, 
2009). The latter more bounded semi-public profile reduces the visibility of one’s 
self-expressions to a more narrowly defined potential set of receivers. 

How public or visible one’s self-expressions on social media are is further 
shaped by other factors (for a more extensive account, see boyd, 2011). For one, 
the content that users share on social media typically remains visible long after it 
has been shared. As such, shared content on social media persists and might, over 
time, be viewed by an increasing number of people. In addition, users are able to 
‘replicate’ content across other online platforms and forums (e.g., Helmond, 2015): 
What one posts on Instagram may for instance be cross-posted on Facebook, or 
users may share someone else’s post within their own networks (e.g., retweets). 
Other features, in turn, facilitate the searchability of content. Many platforms offer 
a search function so other users may easily find content they are interested in. For 
instance, users are able to add metadata to a post (e.g., hashtags) to render its 
content searchable based on the grouping of posts with similar metadata, which 
may further increase the number of people to view the post (e.g., Papacharissi & 
De Fatima Oliveira, 2012). Consequently, ‘publicness’ on social media is not a simple 
public-private dichotomy, but a matter of degree. Against this background, the 
impact of public self-expression on potential self-concept changes on social media 
may differ depending on whether users express themselves within an entirely 
public or a more constrained semi-public setting. 

Gonzales and Hancock (2008) have noted the importance of studying whether 
greater publicness leads to stronger self-concept changes. Whereas two out of the 
three studies on self-concept change used blog settings (e.g., Gonzales & Hancock, 
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2008; Walther et al., 2011), the most recent self-concept change study used 
individuals’ Facebook as the public space in which to self-present, representative 
of a more semi-public setting. From a public commitment perspective, which 
stresses the potential that other people may hold the self-expresser accountable 
when inconsistencies are observed (e.g., Tice, 1992), semi-public social media 
settings may offer a safer bounded space for selective presentations of the self 
than public social media settings. In semi-public spaces, users may feel less 
urged to commit to their self-expressions as there are fewer individuals to worry 
about. Conversely, public settings may maximize the risk that unintended others 
view one’s self-expressions. For instance, if content is available for people outside 
of one’s network to view, a post could potentially be found and read by future 
employers and colleagues, even long after it has been posted. This may heighten 
the perceived risks for accountability, and strengthen self-concepts more so than 
semi-public expressions would. 

In line with previous work, we overall expected self-concept change to occur 
in both public and semi-public settings. For public settings, we subsequently 
expected an amplification of this self-effect relative to a semi-public setting. We 
therefore hypothesized:

H1: Following a self-presentation in a public online setting, individuals presenting 
themselves as extraverts are expected to rate themselves as more extraverted 
than individuals presenting themselves as introverts (i.e., self-concept change)

H2: Individuals who express themselves in a public setting will experience greater 
self-concept change than those who express themselves in a semi-public setting

Public Customization
Social media afford enhanced control over one’s self-expressions. Moreover, their 
interfaces offer various options for users to express themselves by active use of 
expressive tools (e.g., animated emoji reactions, likes, stickers, or various visual 
effects). Concurrently, as is evident from the above discussion, users are able to 
actively select and delineate ‘who sees what’. In others words, social media users 
may customize their audience according to their preferences. Customization refers 
to the possibility to deliberately modify the course and content of an interaction 
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in CMC settings in line with one’s needs, brought on by contemporary media 
technologies (Sundar, 2008). It is up to users to change and select features that will 
restrict or enhance the publicness of their messages, and are thus actively involved 
in the degree of publicness that may subsequently impact the perceived level of 
accountability. To gain a thorough understanding of self-concept changes within 
the public context of social media, then, one must also consider the influence of 
being able to actively manage and select the degree of publicness of an online 
performance. 

Social media allow users to a priori construct public or semi-public profiles by 
adjusting their privacy settings (Tufekci, 2008). In addition, users are able to specify 
public and semi-public interactions for each message individually, and delete 
posted content which they in hindsight regret. These features thus continuously 
present users with a choice of whom they want their messages to be visible to. 
On Facebook, for instance, users are presented with the question ‘who should see 
this?’ before posting a status update. In response, users can indicate whether they 
want a status update to be visible for ‘anyone on or off Facebook’ (public), or for 
‘friends only’ (semi-public). Users are thereby not only able to compose a message 
in a more controlled manner, but may also more actively customize their potential 
audience (boyd, 2011). 

This possibility for customization can affect self-concept change as it may 
potentially accelerate the process of internalization. The possibility to customize 
how ‘public’ a message is creates the sense of agency that embodies the appeal of 
interactive media; the user is an active participant, able to steer the communication 
to his or her own needs (Sundar, 2008). Agency, in this view, relates to the feeling 
of being a relevant actor in the communication process. This sense of agency can 
have direct effects on cognitive, affective, and behavioral responses because of 
greater attentional effort towards the content, both during and after the interaction 
(Sundar, 2008). This increased attention towards a message ties in with the 
aforementioned biased scanning theory, which posits that greater attention to a 
particular self-presentation could make a particular sub-conception about the self 
more salient. The act of actively customizing how public one’s self-expressions 
will be might thus further strengthen the internalization process of an expressed 
identity trait.

Additionally, the possibility to customize the ‘audience’ may increase the public 
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commitment to a self-presentation. As Schlenker et al. (1994) note, commitment to 
an act may be magnified not only by the extent to which it is public or irreversible, 
the degree of perceived choice in performing the act may in itself also increase 
one’s commitment. For this reason, we expect that being able to customize the 
publicness of their self-presentation will lead to stronger public commitment, 
hence greater self-concept changes. Moreover, this effect will be stronger when 
individuals actively choose to share their self-presentation publicly relative to semi-
publicly. Therefore, we hypothesized:

 
H3: Individuals who express themselves in a setting where they can customize 
the publicness of a message will experience greater self-concept change than 
those who express themselves in a setting where they cannot customize the 
publicness of a message

H4: The pattern hypothesized in H2 will be more pronounced for those who are 
able to customize the publicness of their message than for those who are not 
able to customize the publicness of their message

Method

Sample
In total 276 individuals participated in the experiment. Participants were recruited 
through a departmental subject pool at a Dutch university, and were rewarded 
with either research credits or 5 euros. After removing incomplete responses and 
outliers (more than 3 SD from the mean), a final sample of 251 participants, between 
18 and 35 years of age (M = 23, SD = 3.1), remained, of which 181 were female (72%) 
and 70 were male (28%). 

Experimental Design
Participants were randomly assigned to one of six stimulus conditions as part of the 
2x2x2 partial factorial between-subjects design employed in this study, reflecting 
the factors of personality self-presentation (introversion vs. extraversion), degree 
of publicness (semi-public vs. public) and customized publicness (yes vs. no). Two 
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additional conditions were formed post-hoc as a result of the self-selection process 
in the customized publicness conditions, adding up to 8 conditions in total . As 
customization is inherently about users’ choice and selection, participants who 
were randomly assigned to the customized publicness conditions could self-select 
whether they wanted their message to be public or semi-public. The settings that 
participants in these conditions selected were extracted from the website interface, 
and coded. The coding of this data resulted in the creation of additional public and 
semi-public conditions. 

Procedure
Participants were seated behind a computer in a private room in the university 
laboratory building. After giving active consent, participants were presented with 
a cover story. Participants were told that ‘The Personality Project’, as the research 
had been advertised, was a large-scale online project that aimed to assess whether 
and how people detect personality traits in written texts. Additionally, participants 
were told that an online community platform (thepersonalityproject.org) had 
been created to allow different universities and their students to easily participate. 
Because the project was still at an early stage, as it was framed, an equal amount of 
testcases (those who write a piece of information incorporating a personality trait) 
and evaluators (those who identify personality traits in written texts) were needed. 
This cover story is in line with previous self-concept shift studies, and was created 
to: 1) provide a realistic setting for letting participants write a self-related text; and 
2) reinforce the notion that the message would be visible to an online audience.

Participants were subsequently presented with information about the platform 
and instructions concerning the self-presentation, which included five steps: 1) 
login on the website by clicking the link and using the login details; 2) start the 
message with first name, age, sex and university being attended; 3) explore the 
settings of the message, which differed slightly per condition; 4) write a text based 
on five questions (discussed below); and 5) post the message on the website. After 
posting the message, participants continued with the questionnaire constructed 
in Qualtrics, which included posttest measures of self-reported extraversion, and 
manipulation checks concerning the degree of publicness and customization that 
participants perceived. After finishing the questionnaire, participants were thanked 
for their participation and debriefed. 

Chapter 5
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Stimuli
In line with the cover story, a website was created that reflected a community 
platform where researchers and students from different universities within the 
Netherlands could work together on the make-believe project ‘The Personality 
Project’. The website was made to resemble the social network site Facebook in 
its layout, specifically the layout of a Facebook group (see Figure 1). The website 
included a cover photo, an ‘about’ box located at the right side of the page, a 
message box located on the top center of the page, and mock posts located below 
the message box, a tagcloud located at the right side of the page, and the possibility 
to ‘logout’. Similar to Facebook, when participants would click the ‘post’ button 
after writing their message, the post immediately appeared below the message 
box as the last posted message. In a pretest (N = 40), the majority of participants 
(67%) had indicated that the website resembled a social media platform. 

To make participants believe the site was already up and running, and thereby 
enhance realism, three mock posts were created and were shown on the page as 
the three last posted messages. In addition, the number of members (1143) of the 
community platform was depicted on the left side of the page, which was added 
to reinforce the fact that an online audience was present, and again to enhance 
realism. For similar reasons, participants were asked to login on the website with 
login details that were provided in the instructions. When clicking the link to the 
website, participants were first presented with a login screen, and were only 
directed to the main page after correctly filling in the username and password. 
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Figure 1. Screenshot of website stimulus material used in the experiment

Experimental Conditions
Personality self-presentation
In line with the approach employed by Tice (1992), Gonzales and Hancock (2008), 
and Walther et al. (2011), participants were asked to write a self-related text based 
on five questions. In answering these questions, participants were instructed to rely 
on their own experiences, rather than make up a story. The five questions included 
the subjects of pastime with friends and family, hobbies, most important thing 
learned during studying, and favorite activity during the last holiday. Half of the 
participants were asked to portray themselves as extraverted, while the other half 
were asked to portray themselves as introverted. Across all conditions, participants 
were presented with the definition of both extraversion and introversion to avoid 
that self-concept change would be induced by priming; a potential limitation 
Gonzales and Hancock (2008) had put forward in their study. Participants wrote 

Chapter 5

15278_waterloo_binnenwerkNEW.indd   117 29-01-18   00:28



118 |

their answers to the questions directly in the message box on the website, and were 
instructed to ‘post’ the message as soon as they were done. Linguistic analyses 
were used to assess participants’ identity performance, which is further described 
in the result section below.

Degree of publicness (public vs. semi-public)
To make a distinction between public and semi-public settings, three platform 
features were included in the website that may limit or expand one’s potential 
audience: hashtags, a boundary setting, and a notification option. The hashtag 
feature reflects the idea of content on social media being searchable, and is a 
feature found on blogs, Twitter, and Instagram, among others. The boundary setting 
entails the possibility to ‘set’ the visibility of a message to either public or friends 
only, which in this case translated to members of the project only. The notification 
option, as was communicated to participants, involved the idea that members of 
the community website would receive an email notification of the posted message. 
This was added because it would most authentically represent the possibility to 
replicate content across platforms within the context of the cover story. The public 
setting included hashtags, a public boundary setting, and a notification to members, 
which all enhance the visibility of one’s message, whereas the semi-public setting 
did not include hashtags, a ‘members only’ boundary setting, and no notification 
to members.    

Public customization (yes vs. no)
Participants in the no-customization condition were either presented with 
the information that their message would be public or semi-public. For these 
participants, the above mentioned features were already set at default and thereby 
not customizable, reflected in the feature buttons being colored in a light grey. The 
participants who were able to customize the publicness of their message (n = 121), 
on the other hand, were presented with the information that they could choose 
whether they wanted to use the features to enhance, or reduce the visibility of their 
message. In addition, the website interface allowed them to customize the settings 
to their own liking. The website interface registered what participants selected in 
terms of the available features. This data was used to create two extra conditions 
post-hoc (i.e., those who chose public versus those who chose semi-public settings). 
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Measures
Self-reported extraversion
Following the procedure by Gonzales and Hancock (2008) and Walther et al. (2011), 
participants were asked to provide a true rating of their personality directly after 
they posted the message on the website. The self-rating consisted of 10 bipolar 
items that measured intro/extraversion on an 11-point scale. Items included 
talkative-quiet, enthusiastic-apathetic, outgoing-shy, confident-unconfident (Tice, 
1992). The 10 items formed a reliable scale, and were recoded so that higher scores 
reflected greater extraversion (M = 7.65, SD = 1.37, α = .86).

Manipulation checks
To assess the effectiveness of the manipulation that induced a degree of publicness, 
participants were asked ‘To what extent do you consider the message you just 
wrote to be visible for other people’, which they could answer on a 7-point scale 
ranging from not at all (1) to very (7) (M = 5.20, SD = 1.19). For the customization 
manipulation, participants were presented with the question ‘To what extent did 
the website allow you to modify the visibility of your message’, which they again 
rated on a 7-point scale ranging from not at all (1) to very (7) (M = 4.46, SD = 1.66). 
In addition, participants were asked to rate a number of statements that related to 
different aspects on how publicness was perceived. Items for instance included to 
what extent they perceived themselves publicly identifiable through their message 
(M = 5.02, SD = 1.41), the likelihood of other people reading their message (M = 5.03, 
SD = 1.52), the likelihood of researchers reading their message (M = 6.24, SD = 1.03), 
and the likelihood of other students reading their message (M = 5.14, SD = 1.44), all 
rated similarly on 7-point scales ranging from not at all (1) to very (7). To assess the 
relation between publicness and perceived audience size, participants were asked 
to what extent their message would be read by few or many people, with response 
options ranging from very few (1) to a lot (7) (M = 3.92, SD = 1.28).

Chapter 5
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Results

Identity Performance and Perceptions of Public
To assess whether participants complied with the assigned personality trait in their self-
presentations, the produced texts were analyzed using the Linguistic Inquiry and 
Word Count (LIWC, version 2015) tool with the Dutch dictionary (Zijlstra, Meerveld, 
Middendorp, Pennebaker, & Greenen, 2004). In line with previous research on self-
concept change, texts were assessed on the dictionary components of word count, 
emotion words (e.g., nice and ugly), social words (e.g., talk, listen, and references to 
other humans), inclusives (e.g., and, with, and include), exclusives (e.g., exclude, but, 
and without), tentatives (e.g., maybe and perhaps), causation words (e.g., because 
and why), and articles (e.g., a, an, and the). Introverts typically use more negations, 
exclusives, causation words, articles, and negative emotion words, while extraverts 
use more social words, inclusives and positive emotion words, and generally have a 
higher total word count (Pennebaker & King, 1999). To test whether those assigned 
to introvert conditions differed on the use of these words from those assigned to 
extravert conditions, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was used. This 
revealed significant differences on all ten dictionary components, F(10, 240) = 5.42,  
p < .001, ηp

2 = .18. Participants in the extravert conditions thus appear to have 
produced more extraverted texts (i.e., more social words, inclusives, positive 
emotion words, and higher total word count) while participants in the introvert 
conditions produced more introverted texts. 

The participants who were randomly assigned to a customized publicness 
conditions (n = 121), were allowed to choose the degree of publicness of their 
message. Based on their decisions, the degree of publicness was coded and 
additional conditions were created. Overall, 96 of the 121 participants in the 
customization conditions chose a semi-public setting (79.3%) and 25 a public 
setting (20.7%). This tendency for individuals to select a semi-public setting rather 
than a public setting for their message happened regardless of whether they 
were asked to present themselves as introverted (46 semi-public to 13 public) or 
extraverted (50 semi-public to 12 public),  χ2 = .13, p = .716.

To test whether the manipulations of degree of publicness and customization 
were experienced as intended, separate t-tests were performed. This revealed that 
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participants who posted their self-related message in the public condition (M = 5.43, 
SD = 1.22) perceived greater publicness that those who posted in the semi-public 
condition (M = 5.08, SD = 1.16), t(249) = -2.22, p = .027. This confirmed that in both 
conditions participants experienced a public setting, yet also that the two conditions 
significantly differed in perceived degree of publicness. Both the self-presentation 
manipulation (t(249) = -.74, p = .460) and customization manipulation (t(249) = 1.66,  
p = .098) did not affect the perceived degree of publicness, nor did the interaction 
of these factors, F(1, 247) = 0.41, p = .522. Similarly, participants who were allowed 
to customize the publicness of their message (M = 5.09, SD = 1.20) perceived 
greater ability of modification than those who were not able to customize (M = 3.88,  
SD = 1.80), t(249) = -6.23, p < .001. The manipulations of degree of publicness  
(t(249) = .49, p = .626) and self-presentation (t(249) = -.22, p = .829), as well as the 
interaction of these factors (F(1, 247) = 0.47, p = .494), likewise did not influence 
the perceived ability to modify the publicness of their message. Both experimental 
manipulations thus proved to be successful. 

In further examining how publicness was perceived, additional t-tests were 
performed with items tapping specific aspects of publicness perception. This 
revealed that, as intended, participants perceived themselves publicly identifiable 
through their message equally in both public (M = 4.99, SD = 1.47) and semi-public 
conditions (M = 5.04, SD = 1.38), t(249) = 0.29, p = .771. Further, participants reported 
high likelihood of researchers reading their messages in both public (M = 6.37,  
SD = 1.00) and semi-public conditions (M = 6.16, SD = 1.05), t(249) = -1.55, p = .123. 

However, participants in the public conditions (M = 5.38, SD = 1.39) indicated 
a higher likelihood of other students reading their message than those in the 
semi-public conditions (M = 5.00, SD = 1.46), t(249) = -2.02, p = .045. Similarly, 
the likelihood of other people reading their message was reported to be higher 
in the public conditions (M = 5.42, SD = 1.38) than in the semi-public conditions 
(M = 4.82, SD = 1.56), t(249) = -3.01, p = .003. The likelihood of other people not 
related to the project reading their message was also reported to be higher in 
the public conditions (M = 3.40, SD = 1.90) than in the semi-public conditions  
(M = 2.52, SD = 1.47), t(249) = -4.08, p < .001. Finally, participants in the public conditions  
(M = 4.02, SD = 1.28) did not perceive significantly more or fewer people to read 
their message than those in the semi-public conditions (M = 3.87, SD = 1.28),  
t(249) = -0.90, p = .368. Overall, these items indicated that publicness was not 
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necessarily related to the amount of people that would read one’s message, but 
rather to the likelihood of different groups of people reading one’s message. 

Changes in Self-Concept
The proposed effects were tested with an analysis of variance (ANOVA), with the 
personality self-presentation, degree of publicness, and customized publicness 
manipulation variables as independent variables, and the measure of self-reported 
extraversion as the dependent variable. Levene’s test of equality of variances 
revealed that the assumption of homogeneity of variances was met. In addition, we 
conducted contrast analyses compliant with the hypothesized patterns to further 
understand the specific directional effects of the interaction hypotheses. For this, 
eight contrast weights were assigned as outlined in Table 1.

A public online setting was hypothesized to elicit a change in self-concept as 
a result of selective self-presentation. In other words, participants who presented 
themselves as extraverted were expected to rate their true personality as more 
extraverted than those who presented themselves as introverted in both the 
manipulated public and semi-public settings (H1). Second, based on the theory of 
public commitment, the more public the self-presentation the stronger the self-
concept change was expected to be (H2). The main effect of self-presentation 
(F(1, 243) = 0.17, p = .677) was not significant. Based on estimated marginal means, 
participants who presented themselves as introvert (M = 7.57, SE = .13) rated similar 
on the self-reported extraversion scale as those participants that presented 
themselves as extravert (M = 7.65, SE = .14). Curiously, the main effect of publicness 
was marginally significant (F(1, 243) = 3.12, p = .079), which revealed that in the 
semi-public setting participants rated themselves slightly more extravert (M = 7.78,  
SE = .11) than in the public setting (M = 7.44, SE = .16). The interaction effect of self-
presentation and degree of publicness, however, appeared to not be significant 
either, F(1, 243) = 0.23, p = .634. The estimated marginal means on self-reported 
extraversion were again similar for both presentation types posted in public  
(M introversion= 7.44, SE = .23; M extraversion = 7.43, SE = .23) and semi-public conditions  
(M introversion= 7.69, SE = .16; M extraversion = 7.87, SE = .15). The contrast analysis confirmed 
that no effect emerged, t(243) = 0.22, p = .825. Hence, both Hypothesis 1 and 2 were 
not supported.  
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To further understand the underlying mechanisms of self-concept change, 
the dimension of customizing the degree of publicness of one’s message was 
examined. The third Hypothesis inquired whether the ability to customize would 
result in greater self-concept changes than when customization was not an 
option. The ANOVA revealed a non-significant effect for the two-way interaction 
of selective self-presentation and customization, F(1, 243) = 0.75, p = .388. This 
indicated that introvert and extravert self-presentations both led to similar ratings 
on self-reported extraversion for those participants who were able to customize  
(M introversion= 7.40, SE = .22; M extraversion = 7.65, SE = .22) and those participants who were 
not able to customize (M introversion= 7.73, SE = .17; M extraversion = 7.65, SE = .17). The contrast 
analysis confirmed that no effect emerged, t(243) = 0.63, p = .532. Hypothesis 3 was 
therefore not supported.

The fourth Hypothesis posited that self-presentation in a public setting would 
lead to greater self-concept changes than self-presentation in a semi-public 
setting, which was expected to be more pronounced when individuals were able 
to actively customize their self-presentation to be public. The three-way interaction 
of selective self-presentation, degree of publicness and customization was non-
significant, F(2, 243) = 0.13, p = .883. The contrast analysis confirmed that the 
hypothesized effect pattern did not emerge, t(243) = 0.43, p = .670. Accordingly, 
Hypothesis 4 was not supported.

Discussion

Can presenting yourself on social media prompt a change in self-concept? A body 
of promising work suggests so (e.g., Carr & Foreman, 2016; Gonzales & Hancock, 
2008; Walther et al., 2011). Within the literature, the public nature of online settings 
has been identified as a key factor in generating self-concept changes. To further 
deepen and diversify our understanding on the impact of public self-expression on 
potential changes in self-concept within the context of social media, the current 
study tested whether differences between public and semi-public settings as well 
as opportunities of public customization could further amplify such self-effects. 

Based on the reasoning that selectively revealing information about the self for 
other people to see elicits public commitment, an internalization process may be 
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activated such that individuals internally match their private self-concepts with 
recent behaviors (e.g., Tice, 1992). This study showed that selectively presenting 
the self within settings that resemble public social media platforms did not activate 
such internalization, and thereby did not reveal any change in self-concept. We 
expected individuals who presented themselves as extraverted to rate themselves 
as more extraverted compared to those who were asked to present themselves 
as introverted. We found, however, that all individuals perceived themselves to be 
equally extraverted, in either public or semi-public online settings. These findings 
differ from past research that showed that public identity expressions (i.e., extravert 
or introvert) on a blog, rather than in the private setting of a text document on a 
computer, resulted in self-concept changes (Gonzales & Hancock, 2008; Walther 
et al., 2011). 

The possibility to customize the publicness of a self-presentation similarly did not 
lead to changes in self-concepts compared to those who could not customize the 
publicness of their self-presentation. We expected this possibility for customization 
to further increase the sense of potential accountability risks due to being more 
aware of one’s audience and social context. However, the option to adjust whether 
a message is completely public or less public (i.e., semi-public) did not appear to 
activate the internalization of expressed self-concepts. Interestingly, the majority of 
participants who were allowed to choose the publicness of their message actively 
limited this; the majority of participants selected a semi-public over a public setting. 
This suggests that many individuals are aware of their online privacy, and have a 
relatively strong need to restrict access to personal information as much as the 
technology allows them to (Joinson, Houghton, Vasalou, & Marder, 2011; Krasnova, 
Günther, Spiekermann, & Koroleva, 2009; Tufekci, 2008). Overall, our findings 
tentatively indicate that self-concept changes may not necessarily result from the 
idea that many others may read or view one’s online self-expressions within social 
media settings, yet reveal that individuals prefer more semi-public settings. 

Contributions and Implications
The results shed new light on the concept of public commitment as a potentially 
defining factor in eliciting self-concept changes. The theory of public commitment 
essentially rests on a conceptualization of publicness that represents offline, face-
to-face situations (e.g., Schlenker, Dlugolecki, & Doherty, 1994). These situations 
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differ from online settings, in which individuals are able to manage the searchability, 
scalability, persistence and replicability of their messages (boyd, 2011). Notably, face-
to-face settings maximize the expectation of receiving responses from others while 
in online settings, especially public social media settings, this may not be the case. 
Walther et al. (2011) and Carr and Foreman (2016) have already demonstrated that 
obtaining feedback matters for the strength of self-concept change. Accordingly, 
the sheer size of one’s online audience may not necessarily activate internalization, 
but the expectation of obtaining feedback, or actually obtaining feedback, could. 
Indeed, in the current study the perception of publicness did not so much rest on 
audience size, but rather on the diversity of people that might come to view the 
shared content. An explanation for not finding any changes in self-concept may 
thus be that participants in this study did not expect to receive any feedback.

 Our findings contribute to the literature on self-concept change, and self-
effects on social media more broadly, by confirming that the mere act of sharing 
self-related content in public online settings does not necessarily evoke changes 
inside the self. Accordingly, the underlying mechanism of online self-effects 
might need re-evaluation, and focus more on feedback. In her account on the 
status of self-effects within current literatures, Valkenburg (2017) emphasizes 
that the interaction process between sender and receiver is important for our 
understanding of the diverse ways in which individuals may be affected by social 
media uses. This idea may therefore also extend to private social media settings. 
Instant messaging applications are often used for the sharing of more intimate 
and personal information, often followed by supportive feedback from recipients 
(Cui, 2016). Receiving such feedback, especially in case of emotion expression, has 
been argued to either intensify or reduce one’s emotions or feelings (e.g., Rimé, 
2009). Accordingly, if feedback influences the extent to which self-effects occur, 
future research should not dismiss the potentiality of self-effects in private social 
media settings. 

To further our understanding on self-effects in social media settings, it is 
imperative that the literature moves toward a more refined understanding of the 
impact of feedback. While obtaining positive and affirmative feedback has been 
found more common on social media (e.g., Valkenburg, Peter, & Schouten, 2006), 
the potential for negative feedback from others remains (e.g., Koutamanis, Vossen, 
& Valkenburg, 2015). This could lead to adverse effects for the self, notably among 
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individuals who are more sensitive to dismissive or negative feedback from others. 
Research may also consider how disconfirmatory feedback may affect self-concept 
changes (Carr & Foreman, 2016). Specifically, comments that (publicly) contradict 
or undermine one’s identity expression may influence the extent to which 
users subsequently assess their self-concept. The fact that users have become 
increasingly savvy in deploying social media interfaces to fulfill their needs must 
nevertheless be taken into account. While the current study did not find an effect 
for customization, social media users may actively mitigate the effects of receiving 
feedback by deleting comments. The linkage between selective-self-presentation 
and user-controlled customizations therefore merit more scholarly attention, as 
this may further uncover the nuances that underlie potential psychological and 
behavioral consequences of social media use. 

Chapter 5

15278_waterloo_binnenwerkNEW.indd   127 29-01-18   00:28



128 |

References 

Baym, N. K., & boyd, d. (2012). Socially mediated publicness: An introduction. 
Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 56(3), 320–329.  
doi: 10.1080/08838151.2012.705200

Bem, D. J. (1967). Self-perception: An alternative interpretation of cognitive 
dissonance phenomena. Psychological Review, 74(3), 183–200.  
doi: 10.1037/h0024835

boyd, d. (2011). Social network sites as networked publics: Affordances, dynamics, 
and implications. In Z. Papacharissi (Ed.), A networked self (pp. 39–58). New 
York: Routledge.

boyd, d, & Ellison, N. B. (2008). Social network sites: Definition, history, and 
scholarship. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 13(1), 210–230. 
doi: 10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00393.x

Carr, C. T., & Foreman, A. C. (2016). Identity shift III: Effects of publicness of 
feedback and relational closeness in computer-mediated communication. 
Media Psychology, 19(2), 334–358. doi: 10.1080/15213269.2015.1049276

Castells, M. (2007). Communication, power and counter-power in the network 
society. International Journal of Communication, 1(1), 238–266.  
doi: 1932-8036/20070238

Cui, D. (2016). Beyond “connected presence”: Multimedia mobile instant 
messaging in close relationship management. Mobile Media & 
Communication, 4(1), 19–36. doi: 10.1177/2050157915583925

Debatin, B., Lovejoy, J. P., Horn, A., & Hughes, B. N. (2009). Facebook and online 
privacy: Attitudes, behaviors, and unintended consequences. Journal of 
Computer-Mediated Communication, 15(1), 83–108.  
doi: 10.1111/j.1083-6101.2009.01494.x

Goffman, E. (1956). The presentation of self in everyday life. Edinburgh, UK: 
University of Edinburgh Press.

Gonzales, A. L., & Hancock, J. T. (2008). Identity shift in computer-mediated 
environments. Media Psychology, 11(2), 167–185.  
doi: 10.1080/15213260802023433

15278_waterloo_binnenwerkNEW.indd   128 29-01-18   00:28



| 129

Helmond, A. (2015). The platformization of the web: Making web data platform 
ready. Social Media + Society, 1(2), 1–11. doi: 10.1177/2056305115603080

Joinson, A. N., Houghton, D. J., Vasalou, A., & Marder, B. L. (2011). Digital crowding: 
Privacy, self-disclosure, and technology. In S. Trepte & L. Reinecke (Eds.), 
Privacy online (pp. 33–45). Berlin: Springer-Verlag.  
doi: 10.1007/978-3-642-21521-6

Jones, E., Rhodewalt, F., Berglas, S., & Skelton, J. (1981). Effects of strategic self-
presentation on subsequent self-esteem. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 41(3), 407–421. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.41.3.407

Koutamanis, M., Vossen, H. G. M., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2015). Adolescents’ 
comments in social media: Why do adolescents receive negative feedback 
and who is most at risk? Computers in Human Behavior, 53(1), 486–494.  
doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2015.07.016

Krasnova, H., Günther, O., Spiekermann, S., & Koroleva, K. (2009). Privacy concerns 
and identity in online social networks. Identity in the Information Society, 2(1), 
39–63. doi: 10.1007/s12394-009-0019-1

Leary, M. R., & Kowalski, R. M. (1990). Impression management: A literature 
review and two-component model. Psychological Bulletin, 107(1), 34–47. doi: 
10.1037//0033-2909.107.1.34

Livingstone, S. (2008). Taking risky opportunities in youthful content creation: 
Teenagers’ use of social networking sites for intimacy, privacy and self-
expression. New Media & Society, 10(3), 393–411.  
doi: 10.1177/1461444808089415

Papacharissi, Z. (2011). A networked self: Identity, community and culture on social 
network sites. New York: Routledge.

Papacharissi, Z., & De Fatima Oliveira, M. (2012). Affective news and 
networked publics: The rhythms of news storytelling on #Egypt. Journal of 
Communication, 62(2), 266–282. doi: 10.1111/j.1460-2466.2012.01630.x

Pennebaker, J. W., & King, L. A. (1999). Linguistic styles: Language use as an 
individual difference. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 77(6), 
1296–1312. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.77.6.1296

Rimé, B. (2009). Emotion elicits the social sharing of emotion: Theory and 
empirical review. Emotion Review, 1(1), 60–85. doi: 10.1177/1754073908097189

Chapter 5

15278_waterloo_binnenwerkNEW.indd   129 29-01-18   00:28



130 |

Schlenker, B., Dlugolecki, D., & Doherty, K. (1994). The impact of self-presentations 
on self-appraisals and behavior: The power of public commitment. Personality 
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 20(1), 20–33. doi: 10.1177/0146167294201002

Smith, T. (2009). The social media revolution. International Journal of Market 
Research, 51(4), 559–561. doi: 10.2501/S1470785309200773

Sundar, S. S. (2008). Self as source: Agency and customization in interactive 
media. In E. Konijn, S. Utz, M. Tanis, & S. Barnes (Eds.), Mediated interpersonal 
communication (pp. 58–74). New York, NY: Routledge.

Tice, D. M. (1992). Self-concept change and self-presentation: The looking glass 
self is also a magnifying glass. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
63(3), 435–451. doi: 10.1037//0022-3514.63.3.435

Tufekci, Z. (2008). Can you see me now? Audience and disclosure regulation in 
online social network sites. Bulletin of Science, Technology & Society, 28(1), 
20–36. doi: 10.1177/0270467607311484

Valkenburg, P. M. (2017). Understanding self-effects in social media. Human 
Communication Research, 43(3), 1–14. doi: 10.1111/hcre.12113

Valkenburg, P. M., Peter, J., & Schouten, A. P. (2006). Friend networking sites 
and their relationship to adolescents’ well-being and social self-esteem. 
CyberPsychology & Behavior, 9(5), 584–590. doi: 10.1089/cpb.2006.9.584

Walther, J. B. (1996). Computer-mediated communication impersonal, 
interpersonal, and hyperpersonal interaction. Communication Research, 23(1), 
3–43. doi: 10.1177/009365096023001001

Walther, J. B., Liang, Y. J., DeAndrea, D. C., Tong, S. T., Carr, C. T., Spottswood, E. 
L., & Amichai-Hamburger, Y. (2011). The effect of feedback on identity shift in 
computer-mediated communication. Media Psychology, 14(1), 1–26.  
doi: 10.1080/15213269.2010.547832

Zijlstra, H., Meerveld, T. Van, Middendorp, H. Van, Pennebaker, J. W., & Greenen, 
R. (2004). De Nederlandse versie van de Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count 
(LIWC) [Dutch version of the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count]. Gedrag En 
Gezondheid, 32(4), 273–283

15278_waterloo_binnenwerkNEW.indd   130 29-01-18   00:28




