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This paper draws from ‘impression management theory’ to examine the choices
individuals make to visually represent themselves on Facebook and Twitter. We
interviewed 20 participants about their image choice and the sorts of inferences others
make about their identity. Participants were asked whether they believed their image
influenced the types of people who connect with them, and whether their pictorial
representation affected the topics and type of communication they have with other
people. Contrary to previous research on online impression management, we found
that few individuals were motivated to create a specific impression by playing with
different images and instead individuals were motivated to appear genuine and
authentic. Only a few desired hiding behind an avatar in order to feel freer to selfdisclose. We found that Facebook and Twitter were perceived as very different spaces
with different affordances and that these perceived affordances influenced
participants’ choice in image.
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Introduction

Ever since the beginnings of the Internet, scholars have been interested in how the self
is constructed in cyberspace. They have questioned whether we are the same person
online, whether we can escape our ‘real identity’ or whether we can ‘experiment’ with
new identities (e.g., [1-2]). Some scholars argued that the anonymity of the Internet
afforded individuals with opportunities to self-disclose more intimate information
about themselves (e.g., [3-4]). These questions were asked when people were
‘visually anonymous’ – but are the same questions relevant to ask about online spaces
where individuals are able to pictorially represent themselves (e.g., Facebook, online
dating sites)? Do individuals ‘play’ with constructions of their identities through their
choice of images and does their choice of pictorial representation allow them to feel
freer to express themselves? In contrast, does the presentation of visual information
about someone restrict the amount of information individuals feel comfortable
disclosing? Moreover, given the degree of disclosure about self online, there are
concerns around whether the use of online media can result in exposure to risks of
identity and online persona theft [5].
With many online sites (e.g., chat rooms, social networking sites, online
dating profiles, and so forth), the initial information individuals are presented with is a
visual image chosen to represent the person behind the profile. This paper draws from
‘impression management theory’ (e.g., [6-7]) to examine the choices individuals make
to visually represent themselves on a variety of online sites. In particular, we focus on
two different types of social networking sites: Facebook and Twitter.
Goffman [6] developed his impression management theory by examining
verbal and non-verbal communication. According to Goffman, individuals overcommunicate gestures that reinforce the desired self and under-communicate gestures
that detract from the desired self. Impressions of self are therefore understood to be
managed. Goffman described the self as both a ‘performer’ and a ‘character’, and
contended that the ‘self-as-performer’ is not merely a social product, but also has a
basic motivational core. In contrast, the ‘self-as-character’ represents an individual’s
unique humanity. It is this part of the self which is a social product; that is, preformed
outwardly in social life. The ‘self-as-character’ is one’s inner self. Goffman believed
that individuals need to present themselves as an acceptable person to others. He stated that ‘‘the impressions that the others give tend to be treated as claims and promises
they have implicitly made, and claims and promises tend to have a moral character’’
[6, p. 21]. He argued that individuals can be strategic in their impression formation.
Researchers have applied Goffman’s theory to online presentations of self.
Miller [8] claims that although depth and richness of self-presentation might not seem
immediately apparent online, nonetheless ‘‘the problem of establishing and maintaining an acceptable self-remains, and there is a range of expressive resources available
for this end’’. Whitty [9] has applied Goffman’s theory to online dating profiles, and
has examined the types of profiles which lead to more success.
Leary and Kowalski [7] have extended and modified Goffman’s work on impression management. According to these theorists, impression management involves
two components: impression motivation (i.e., being motivated to control how others
see them) and impression construction (i.e., deciding how they will go about creating
the desired impression). Leary and Kowalski argue that people often monitor how

	
  

they impact on others and attempt to gauge the sorts of impressions they make. Often
individuals do not attempt to create a particular impression but instead attempt to
maintain their ‘public’ persona. At other times, however, individuals are highly motivated to create a particular impression. When individuals are motivated to create a
certain impression they may alter their behaviours in order to manipulate how others
see them. Leary and Kowalski [6] state that their “model accounts not only for why
people are concerned with others’ impressions of them in a particular social setting,
but also for why people adopt one impression management tactic rather than another”
(p.36).
The Internet is especially interesting to examine with regards to the topic of
impression management given that it has been argued that the Internet affords individuals greater opportunities to create and manage impressions (e.g., [10-11]). This
affordance, according to some, promotes greater self-disclosures compared with faceto-face environments [4]. It has been argued that this has been made possible because
people are visually anonymous online [4]. In addition, others, such as Walther, have
argued that the Internet affords greater opportunities for impression management
given that many spaces are asynchronous and individuals are able to allocate more
cognitive resources to the message composition than they would in face-to-face environments.
The above theories were developed to explain individuals who are visually
anonymous and so we know little about impression formation when people are visually present online. Individuals can still be strategic in how they elect to represent themselves visually and so impression management theory may still be very relevant in its
application to understanding how people choose to present themselves online. More
recently, Nowak [12] has found that the icons individuals select to represent themselves when they use Instant Messaging reflected either physical or psychological
characteristics or both.
In this study, we were interested in the choices people make with the initial
image they choose for others to view when they encounter their online profile. We
focused on Facebook and Twitter images. We choose these two social networking
sites given that they serve different social purposes. Specifically, Facebook is more
privately oriented with a focus on maintaining connections with existing friendship
group [13-14] Conversely, Twitter is more publically oriented with the potential for a
different type of audience [15-17]. In particular, we were interested in whether participants chose a photograph of themselves or an avatar and what impression they hoped
to achieve from their selection (if any). Drawing from impression management theory, we sought to understand whether individuals were motivated to create a certain
impression and how they went about doing this with visual images. Furthermore, we
asked participants whether they believed their image choice afforded them opportunities for different types of self-disclosures (e.g., feeling more free to disclose more
intimate aspects about themselves) or whether, in fact, these choices inhibited or restricted their self-disclosures.

	
  

2

Method

The study employed a grounded theory approach [18] which was chosen because the
research on this topic area is scant and there is little available theory to draw upon or
develop. Grounded theory is an inductive, theory discovery methodology that allows
the researcher to develop theory, while at the same time, grounding the theory in data
collected in empirical research. It allows a researcher to listen to the data without
necessarily imposing preconceived ideas on the data; however, it does not mean that
previous theories cannot be brought to light in the analysis [18].

2.1

Materials

Given the exploratory nature of our study we created a semi-structured interview
schedule for this study. While the basic structure of the interview was adhered to for
each participant, because of the unique experience each participant had with the
online platforms, each participant did not receive the exact same interview schedule.
Participants were asked to describe their Facebook and Twitter visual representations
(e.g., photograph or avatar) as well as any of their other pictorial representations used
on other online applications (e.g., dating and gaming sites, instant messenger, and
VoIP).
For each visual representation, participants were asked how they came about
choosing their image and whether they felt their choice was in line with the norms of
that particular online environment. Participants were then asked whether their image
choice expressed anything about themselves or their personality, and the sorts of inferences others might make about their identity given their choice of image. They
were then asked whether they believed their avatar influenced the types of people who
connect with them in an online environment, and whether their avatar affected the
topics and type of communication they have with other people.

2.2

Procedure

Prior to commencement of the study, ethical clearance was gained from the University’s Ethics Committee. During January 2014, we commissioned Qualtrics to recruit
participants from their online panel. Participants were required to have both a Facebook and a Twitter account to allow comparisons of the avatars across the two different spaces. Facebook and Twitter were chosen due to their popularity and the differences between how the two social networks are used (as discussed earlier) Participants were also required to reside in the UK to facilitate the organisation of interviews.
Participants were first required to complete an online survey and from this
set of individuals, 20 participants were interviewed for the study reported in this paper. Overall, 1,223 individuals began our initial online survey which asked questions
about Internet usage, image choice across a number of online platforms and psychological characteristics. Of these, 209 individuals completed the survey in full and
indicated their data could be used for analysis.

	
  

Participants for this interview study were recruited from the pool of
participants who completed the original questionnaire. In the earlier study, 185
individuals indicated a willingness to take part in the follow-up interview. Each of
these participants was contacted about their availability for an interview, and seventyseven participants responded (41.6% response rate). Of these 20 were interviewed for
this study.
Interviews were conducted over VoIP (Skype in this instance, using the video
option), which took approximately 20-40 minutes. Video was chosen given that it
afforded a closer face-to-face experience, which is considered more effective at developing a rapport and trust between the interviewer and interviewee than other types
of online interviews [19].

2.3

Participants

Twenty participants were recruited (10 male, 10 female), each residing in the UK.
Participants were aged from 23 to 56 years, with a mean of 36 years (SD = 10.8
years). Male participants were aged from 23 to 52 years with a mean of 39 years (SD
= 8.8 years). Female participants were aged from 23 to 56 years with a mean of 33
years (SD = 12.3 years).
Table 1. Break down of demographics and types of image

Age

Sex

Facebook profile image

Twitter profile image

1

32

F

Photograph of themselves
alone

Photograph of an animal (dog)

2

45

M

Photograph of a male-female
couple, including participant

Photograph of themselves
alone

3

47

M

Photograph of themselves
alone

Photograph of themselves
alone (did not match FB)

4

23

M

Photograph with a male-female
couple, including participant

Cartoon figure (anime figure)

5

50

M

Photograph of natural scene
(trees and river)

Photograph of themselves
alone

6

26

F

Photograph of themselves
alone

Photograph of themselves
alone (did not match FB).

7

36

M

Photograph of themselves
alone

Photograph of themselves
alone, with a text caption (did
not match FB).

8

56

M

Photograph of themselves
alone

Identical to FB

	
  

9

23

F

Photograph of themselves
alone

Identical to FB

10

52

F

Themselves alone

Photograph of themselves
alone (did not match FB).

11

36

F

Photograph of their legs

Identical to FB photograph

12

24

M

Photograph of themselves
alone overlaid with text and
logo

Identical to FB photograph

13

27

F

Photograph of themselves
alone

Cartoon figure (anime figure)

14

26

M

Photograph of themselves
alone

Default image (Twitter egg)

15

51

M

Photograph of rugby ball

Photograph of rugby player

16

34

F

Photograph of themselves
alone

Photograph of art work

17

39

F

Default image (human silhouette)

Default image (Twitter egg)

18

24

F

Photograph of themselves
alone with an animal (cat)

Photograph of themselves
alone

19

32

M

Cartoon of two animals from a
television show

Photograph of themselves
alone

20

37

F

Image of a cat overlaid with
text and equals sign logo (a
common Internet meme)

Identical to FB

Participants tended to use Facebook regularly. Most participants used Facebook more than once a day (n=14), three used Facebook daily, two used it 2 to 3 times
per week and one used it once a month. Four participants updated their profile picture
2-3 times a day, six updated daily, four more than once a day, four 2 to 3 times a
week, two once a week, two 2-3 times a month and two several times a year. Participants used Twitter less often that Facebook. Most participants tended to use Twitter
once a year or less (n=9) or several times a year (n=8) and three use Twitter 2-3 times
a month. One participant updated their profile picture once a month, five several times

	
  

a year, thirteen once a year or less, and one had never changed their Twitter image
from the default option.

3

Results and Discussion

The following section outlines some of the more interesting results that emerged from
our analysis. We first draw from Leary and Kowalski’s [6] theory of impression management to consider whether individuals were motivated to ‘impression manage’, and
if so how they went about constructing this impression.

3.1

Managing an impression

A few of our participants were highly motivated to create a certain impression for
their perceived audiences. If it was a profile photograph of themselves they thought
carefully about the impression they were trying to convey (e.g., via the clothes they
were wearing, the expressions on their face or who was in the photograph with them).
For example, the following participant expressed how he thought carefully about what
he was wearing in his profile photographs and the meaning these clothes conveyed:
I think probably that’s the thing I like to show is, I don’t know, smart dressing or peculiar dressing, like special things. Not bizarre but in a way different from usual. I think the other one I had before I'm just remembering, I was
smoking a Churchill cigar and I had Che Guevara so that sort of image
looked absolutely different from any other picture that usually I’d see or I
was bored about my previous one. So even if I don’t smoke the cigar, usually
I smoke it twice a year, it’s still the picture I want, so the image I wanted to
pass to those looking at me…
I think there are differences in the way you dress … well at least in Italy
there is a huge difference between people in the way they dress if they have a
socialist background rather than a right wing background and so on. So in a
way by showing these particular aspects, I am anyway showing being sympathetic with some sort of line… and so on. So yes, probably if I was open to
anyone yes, they would probably get an idea what’s my political point of
view. (Participant 7)
In preference to a profile photograph, others choose an image to create a certain impression. For example, some choose a cartoon, others pictures of their favourite sports
team. In the following example, the participant explains how she choose to take a
photograph of her feet in high heels rather than a profile photograph that would have
clearly given away her identity. She used this image on both her Facebook and Twitter profiles:
I have two names, I am Jenny April [pseudonym], and the in-joke is that
Jenny wears ridiculous heels and April does very logical things, and the injoke is that Jenny wears these amazing heels and does all these outrageous

	
  

things. Which is why when I set up the online profiles for Jenny Lawrence,
she wears these outrageous heels and does things that involve hanging upside-down in apple trees in hammocks, whereas in reality April has two children and has to go and do all of those things. So it was very much an online
persona that we set up, that's why it's slightly off the wall and it's very much
an in-joke…
It was a well chosen image, I didn't just grab one off of ... To be fair what I
have is thousands of images on my computer, this one was very personal to
me and said a lot about me. (Participant 11)
Managing audiences and conversations. In some cases the images were chosen in
order to generate a specific type of conversation or draw in a specific audience. For
example, one participant talked about pet lovers approaching her on twitter because
she had used a photograph of a dog, whilst another participant talked about attracting
rugby players as he had an interest in rugby in preference to football.

3.2

Authenticity

As mentioned in our Introduction, Leary and Kowalski [6] argue that often individuals do not attempt to create a specific impression but rather aim to maintain their public persona. This appeared to be more the case with our particular sample. Rather than
attempting to create an impression by playing with different images, most participants
felt it was important to appear genuine and authentic. Many stated that in order to do
this a photograph of themselves (often a very recent photograph) was necessary.
Moreover, this served a second purpose, which was to help people they knew find
them to connect with their profile. This is clearly expressed by the following participant:
To me I think it's a simple photo, it shows you as the person. I think if it's in
a profile picture you're the profile. People know your face but they're not
really interested in looking at a picture of a house or your dog or your car, I
think they like to see what you like to look like at present or the past. Because I know some people seem to use old photos 20 years ago, which is
great because obviously if you've got an old friend on Facebook you remember them, but if the person knows it's you by the name, why are you trying to
be in the past when you're now in the present? It's a nice little picture, I like
that that one, the white shirt. That was round the kids' house. (Participant 8)

3.3

Anonymity

Earlier research found that many online users enjoyed the anonymity the Internet
afforded given that it provided a space for them to feel free to self-disclose. Very few
of our participants choose or wished to hide behind an image, although there were a
couple who enjoyed using an avatar to disguise their true identity in order to express

	
  

themselves in ways they would not have done had they used a photograph of themselves. This is explained by the following participant:
But just though a conscious sort of thing of "ah, but then they'll know what
my face is". If they saw me down the street and they didn't like what I said
they could just "oi you're a prick" for something you did on Twitter a long
time ago that no one would really remember. Whereas if it wasn't a picture
of me then they wouldn't know what I look like so I can just tweet someone
and just say oh, you know a celebrity, that "I really enjoyed this show you
were on bla bla bla" or "I really dislike the show you were on bla bla bla".
The fact that not having a picture of me makes it easier to communicate with
people on Twitter…
Well, like I said celebrities mainly. I see something on TV, er, one of the ones
that’s been getting to me recently is Dancing on Ice…
Watch Dancing on Ice and in the first week, a celebrity pair that I thought
did really well went out due to public vote. And I feel that…if I a picture of
me…on my Twitter profile, I wouldn't have sent a message that I did. And I
sent a message that was…just a little bit rude. (P4).

3.4

Affordances of the space

Participants often perceived Facebook and Twitter as very different spaces, each attracting different audiences to their profile. Facebook was more likely to be perceived
as a place to connect with people they knew, including family members (most seemed
to use privacy settings to restrict their audience), whilst Twitter was seen as a more
public space. This perception appeared to influence the choices of images participants
opted to present. Many felt that a recent photograph on Facebook was imperative,
while the need for a photograph or authentic image was not as important for many on
Twitter. Consistency of images across sites often appeared to be a decision dependent
on the perceived audience as well as how the individual decided to use the site. Interestingly, not all individuals used these sites in the same way. For example, one participant pointed out that he believed that Twitter users can be either ‘broadcasters’
(someone who wishes to write many messages for others to read) or ‘receivers’
(someone who prefers to read others tweets) or both. Again, this type of perception
may well influence users’ image choice.

4

Conclusions

We began this paper by pointing out that scholars had noted that the Internet has afforded individuals with more freedom to play with identity and hide behind presentations of self in order to enable greater self-disclosures. The model we are developing
here suggests this is not the case. Some individuals in our sample appeared to be very

	
  

strategic in their choice of image, in the hope of creating a certain impression or to
generate specific conversations. However, in the main, participants choose recent
photographs to represent themselves and expressed a wish to be authentic and genuine
towards others. This was stronger for Facebook than it was for Twitter and so the type
of online space and the affordances this space is perceived to provide needs to be
taken into account in any model developed to explain profile image choice.
Our future work will extend this analysis to: identify habits and motivations
behind the choices that people make when selecting an avatar, and whether those
motivations and habits are influenced by the type of online environment; examine
links between personality and choices that people make when selecting an avatar;
examine whether the type of online environment influences the extent to which an
avatar represents the users physical body and personality; and identify the degree to
which any of these choices are influenced by perceptions of online risk. Profile pictures and avatars are both ubiquitous (meaning most online environments include
some form of pictorial representation) and easily obtainable by anyone which makes
the choice of avatar an interesting security vulnerability. Of course, the vulnerability
of identity and personas is something that is well understood in the security community but much less in the non-expert community. Therefore, as concerns around vulnerability begin to gain strength across society we might expect this to impact upon
choices surrounding self-disclosure including graphical representations. The relationship between personality, perceptions of risk, and self-disclosures is a topic that we
must return to in the longer-term if we are to better understand how best to support
individuals in their own personal management of such risks.
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