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Abstract
Online communication is essential to modern lifg, ibs features may also afford socially anxious
individuals the ability to conceal themselves, artp of themselves, from evaluation by othershis t
way, Internet-based social interaction may functiera form okafety behaviofor socially anxious
people seeking to avoid face-to-face encounter&nhance our understanding of how social anxiety
manifests online and examine the nature and ingfagafety behaviors within online social contexts,
we developed the Seeking Online Safety Questioarf@©SQ). The SOSQ measures the degree to
which specific features of online communicationtecitate to the perception of interpersonal safaty i
online contexts. We explored the measure’s fadtactire and psychometric properties in a sample of
374 participants who completed the online survegubgh Mechanical Turk. Exploratory factor analysis
suggested two correlated factors: control overgedsentation, and control over personal infornmatio
The SOSQ showed good convergent validity, suchati@ach of the SOSQ factors and total score
increased, so too did participants’ trait socialiaty, concerns about self-attribute flaws, fear of
negative evaluation, and use of offline safety bedra. Regression analyses demonstrated that ¢dontro
over online self-presentation explained uniquearare in social anxiety symptoms and fear of negativ
evaluation over and above control over personakimétion. Results expand our understanding of socia
anxiety-driven safety behaviors in online contewtsich have important implications for

conceptualizing the nature and treatment of s@ciaiety.

Keywords: Social Anxiety, Safety Behavior, Compuigdiated Communication, Affordances, Self-

Report Measure, Psychometric
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Social Anxiety in the Digital Age: The Measurement and Sequelae of Online Safety Seeking

1. Introduction

The features and affordances of online communiodtelp to determine the nature of people’s
online interpersonal interactions. Affordances rédeparticular technological features imbeddedimit
online platforms that enable people to extend tbegacity to achieve desired outcomes (Shaw, Ellis,
Ziegler, 2018). According to both Hyperpersonal eiqiValther, 1996 ) and Social Information
Processing theory (Walther, 1992), online commuionds socially appealing because its features
provide a host of advantages over face-to-facednt®ns. In each of these models, anonymity (being
able to hide one’s identity or personal attributasynchronicity (lag in time to craft messagesyl a
textual features are hypothesized to afford usexatgr ability to select behaviors strategicallgken
desired impressions, and be flexible in their pedfsentations compared to offline contexts. Heee, w
propose that some of these features may be pantig@ppealing for people with higher levels ofiabc
anxiety, as they provide socially anxious indivilduaith a way to self-conceal. The purpose of this
study was to design and validate a self-report oreasf online safety-seeking, and explore its refat
to social anxiety and associated constructs withime contexts. Although it may be self-protectarel
anxiety-reducing for socially anxious individuatsselect online communication features strategicall
order to minimize the potential for negative soei@hluation, theoretical models of social anxiety
suggest that the over-reliance on such strategigeshe potential to be emotionally and interperdpna
costly.

Trait social anxiety is most accurately concephgalias a dimensional construct distributed
normally in the population, with levels rangingrronild to extreme (Ruscio, 2010). People with high
levels of trait social anxiety tend to be preocedpabout the prospect of social scrutiny and evialia

(Clark & Wells, 1995; Hofmann, 2007). At extremegeés, social anxiety is characterized by persistent
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worry about appearing socially inept, anxious, andttractive to evaluative others, resulting in
rejection, exclusion, and humiliation (Moscovit@09; Moscovitch & Huyder, 2011). Higher levels of
social anxiety can impair peoples’ social connediwith others and has detrimental interpersonal
consequences (Alden & Taylor, 2004). Socially angipeople report fewer social interactions, have
fewer friends, and are less likely to marry or egegen sexual relationships than non-anxious indiaigd
(Hart, Turk, Heimberg, & Liebowitz, 1999; Schnegtral., 1994).

One factor contributing to these difficulties in@rpersonal relationships is the useafety
behaviors— mental or behavioral strategies that anxioupleease to cope with or avoid feared
outcomes in anxiety-provoking situations (SalkosskQ91; Salkovskis, Clark, & Gelder, 1996).
Socially anxious people use a range of safety bhelsin anticipation of and during face-to-faceiabc
interactions, such as mentally rehearsing wordsrbefaying them, avoiding eye contact, and
strategically wearing makeup or layers of clothiogonceal blushing or sweating (Cuming et al.,
2009). Although safety behaviors often serve acaticealment function and are used by socially
anxious people to prevent others from evaluatiegtimegatively (Moscovitch, 2009), their use can be
costly. For example, greater use of safety beha\as paradoxically been shown to increase the
likelihood that others will judge users negativélijcManus et al., 2008; Rowa et al., 2015), at l@ast
part because performing these behaviors occupresderable attentional resources and makes users
seem distant and unfriendly (Alden & Taylor, 200Mpreover, safety behaviors may exacerbate rather
than reduce users’ anxiety and distress (Moscoeitci., 2013). Finally, cognitive models of social
anxiety (Clark & Wells, 1995; Rapee & Heimberg, IPare supported by research showing that
engaging in safety behaviors might prevent socaatlyious people from updating their maladaptive
beliefs in social situations (e.g., Koban et @2172). Socially anxious people tend to underestirtiate

social performance (e.g., Norton & Hope, 2001) averestimate the threat of negative social
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evaluation (e.g., Huppert, Roth, & Foa, 2003). Theay misattribute the non-occurrence of feared
consequences (e.g., not being overtly rejectedlosrs) to their use of safety behaviors rather tban
their own capabilities and skills (Salkovskis, 1R9Mo this end, the elimination of safety behaviors
during exposure therapy for social anxiety disotties been shown to reduce anxiety and fear-related
beliefs to a significantly greater extent than esyre therapy that does not include interventions
designed to eliminate the use of safety behavkirse,(2005; McManus, Sacadura, & Clark, 2008;
Taylor & Alden, 2010; Wells et al., 1995).
1.1.0nline Safety Behaviors

Previous research has focused on the impact dfydadédaviors on socially anxious people’s
experiences in face-to-face social situationsrélatively few studies have examined the nature and
impact of safety behaviors in an online (i.e., in&t-based) social context. We conceptualized enlin
safety behaviors as the strategies that peopleousge with or avoid feared social and interpeason
outcomes when communicating with others within alin@ social environment. Some researchers have
argued that simply going online to seek socialraxt®on may constitute a type of safety behavior fo
socially anxious people because the online enviesmeduces perceptions of social threat (Lee &
Stapinski, 2012; Markovitzky, Anholt, & Lipsitz, 2@; Weidman et al., 2012). Other researchers have
demonstrated that socially anxious people exhilhitbited social communications online, particularly
on Facebook, suggesting that they continue to pere®me level of social threat, even online, drad t
they adjust their behaviors accordingly (Fernantlezinson, & Rodebaugh, 2102; Weidman &
Levinson, 2015). To our knowledge, the current gtisdhe first to examine the extent to which Intsr
users — particularly those with higher levels afiabanxiety — might prefer to use specific methods
features of online communication because they geuesired affordances that increase users’ feeling

of interpersonal safety and control.
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Social engagement with others through texting,aauedia, and other online platforms is now
so ubiquitous among North American adolescentsaaldts that it commonly encompasses a — if not
the— major component of a person’s social life. Bel/tihe mere convenience and popularity of certain
online platforms, there are factors relategeoceived safetthat may also determine the types of online
environments toward which people gravitate to nileeit social needs. Specifically, for people higimer
social anxiety, who have higher levels of concetosut perceived social threats, text-based and
nonvisual features of online communication mayrbpdrtant because such features allow them to hide,
and therefore control, aspects of their self thaytthink will lead to negative consequences inclgd
negative evaluation (e.g., Caplan, 2007; McKenridaggh, 2000). Thus, like their use of offline sgfet
behaviors, socially anxious individuals may strataelly use or avoid particular features of online
communication platforms as a way to protect themesehgainst the feared consequences associated
with negative social evaluation. If so, sociallkeus people would be expected to place greater
reliance on certain features in their preferrednoés of online communication based on the extent to
which they perceive such features to function mamner that is akin to the function of safety bebvev
—that is, as a way to afford them protection agjdeared consequences.

There are many features of online communicatiohrttey afford socially anxious users the
perception of increased perceived safety and cbriitoo example, asynchronous features in online
activities — that is, features that create a tiageHetween sending and receiving communicatiokehyli
elevate people’s sense of control over their sedspntation, thereby minimizing fear of negativeiaio
outcomes (Lee & Stapinski, 2012). Asynchronousuiest may also be important because they are
accompanied by fewer working memory demands thaisyarchronous (in real-time) communications
and, in turn, prompt less anxiety (Chan, 2011)e&d] researchers have found that people high ialsoc

anxiety or high in anxious attachment use Faceboakargely asynchronous social forum — more often
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than those with lower levels of anxiety (McCord,d@baugh, & Levinson, 2014; Murphy & Tasker,
2011; Oldmeadow, Quinn, & Kowert, 2013; Shaw, Timpalran, & Joormann, 2015). Nevertheless,
even Facebook may not offer the same comfortssafalianonymity that can be found in text-based
interactions or forums in which participants cresteeen names and avoid posting personal photos.
Synchronous online activities, therefore, could/ieeved as more threatening than asynchronous ones
because they require spontaneous and skilled respdan the fly.” Such activities would necessitate
greater self-concealment efforts by socially angioividuals. Additionally, visual and auditory
anonymity in the context of certain (e.g., textdzdsonline interactions allows people to concepkats
of themselves they view as being undesirable, diotysigns of anxiety and physical appearance as
well as some indicators of social competence (seschVitch & Huyder, 2011). Indeed, Pierce (2009)
found that greater social anxiety accompanied atgrdikelihood of communicating with others online
via text messaging as opposed to face-to-face conwation, perhaps because the anonymous features
of text messaging allows socially anxious peopledceal their perceived flaws. Similarly, another
study found that individuals with high levels ofysless reported less self-disclosure while engaiging
chat conversation with a live web camera compar#a ethat conversation with no webcam condition
(Brunet & Schmidt, 2006). Thus, socially anxiougple may be less likely to worry about their
perceived flaws becoming exposed in more anonyranddess synchronous online social contexts.
The strategic decision to use particular online mamication methods, features, or platforms
that afford users the ability to control their sgtesentation represents a somewhat different way o
conceptualizing safety behaviors in social anxiegn the way offline safety behaviors have been
traditionally understood. Offline, safety behaviare specific behaviors in which people actively
engage in order to avoid feeling anxious. For eXamnipe Subtle Avoidance Frequency Examination

(SAFE; Cuming et al., 2009) measures 32 offlinetabehaviors including dressing in layers to avoid
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people perceiving sweat, wearing makeup to hidshihg, and rehearsing excessively in order to feel
prepared for a conversation. These behaviors area@ssary in many online social contexts becawse th
personal attributes that people are attemptingtezeal while using these safety behaviors are not
readily observable to others within online intel@gs. In fact, the self-attributes that peopleratieto
hide by using many of the offline safety behavices be hidden automatically by choosing methods of
online communication with particular built-in feads. For example, when people use email (a text-
based, asynchronous method of communication thrgtiautomatically embedded with visual features)
they do not need to actively hide signs of anxgtgh as blushing or sweating because these wibaot
visible to their communication partner. In this wéye choice of email over webcam might be
considered a strategy that is akin to the usefetyshehaviors in so far as the choice to use tqodar
online platform is selected in order to take adagatof the imbedded features of that platform which
automatically hide the person’s perceived undekaratiributes.
1.2.Current Study

In the present study, we developed and evaluate&dleking Online Safety Questionnaire
(SOSQ), a brief, new self-report measure to exatmeaalegree to which people prefer methods or
features of online communication (e.g., text mesgags. video chat) that afford them greater lewadls
perceived interpersonal safety and coltrbhe SOSQ is conceptualized as a measure of figneef

safety in online communication. The higher a petstrtal score on the SOSQ, the more his or her

!In contrast to our measure, the Preference fom@rsiocial Interaction measure (POSI; Caplan, 20B0) allows
researchers to examine the extent to which peagierglly prefer online communications over offlctanmunication. As
reported by Caplan (2010), the POSI is comprisetirgfe items: “I prefer communicating with otheppke online rather
than face-to-face;” “I feel like | have more cortower conversations online than | do in face-toefaonversations;” and
“Meeting and talking with people is better when damline rather than in face-to-face situationtefris 1 and 3 assess
people’s general preferences for online over adfliommunication. Although item 2 inquires aboutdbenection between
perceived “control” and online communication prefeees, it is only a single item and it does notehiaron different facets
of “control” or the features of online communicatithat might facilitate higher or lower levels @frpeived control. In
contrast, the SOSQ is designed to measure moresdiamd specific features of online communicatag.( as privacy,
anonymity, and asynchronicity) that may increasegigeed safety for people with social anxiety.
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online communication preferences are driven bynded for online safety. We examined the internal
consistency, factor structure, and factor valigityhe scale. Correlational analyses explored exdidef
the concurrent and construct validity of the SOS@Xamining relations between total and subscale
scores of the new measure and scores on well-tatidaeasures of key social anxiety constructs,
including participants’ reported levels of sociakeety, self-portrayal concerns, fear of negative
evaluation, and frequency of offline safety behavse. We also examined whether unique variance in
levels of trait social anxiety and fear of onliregative evaluation was explained by the specific
emergent factors of our newly developed measurdnygethesized that as participants’ SOSQ scores
increased, so too would their levels of trait sbaraiety, concerns about exposing negative self-
attributes to others online, fear of online negagvaluation, and use of offline safety behavidrs.did
not advance particular a priori predictions abohether any specific SOSQ factors that might emerge
from our factor analysis would account for unig@aeiance in social anxiety and fears of negative
evaluation online.
2. Method
2.1. Participants

A sample of 374 participants from the USA compldtesionline survey through Mechanical
Turk (see Table 1 for the detailed demographicrmédion). Of these, 15 participants were excluded
because they lived outside of the USA=(3) or completed fewer than 75% of the survemgeh = 12).
Participants were between 18 and 82 yearsMld 86.0,SD= 12.7). Participants were mostly white
Caucasian (75.9%), heterosexual (85.2%), and therityareported having a post-secondary education.
Most participants reported that English (96.8%) wessr first language and that they read Englisty ve

well (97.3%). On average, they possessedS®H2.6) Internet-connected devices and had spent an
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average of 15.3 yearSD = 4.7) using the Internet. They reported spendm@verage of 10.4

(SD= 6.7) active hours per weekday and an average9qs® = 4.6) per weekend on the Internet.

Tablel
Demographic Characteristic of Participants.
Variable Participants
(n=341)
Gender (%)
Female 68.2%
Male 30.5%
Others 1.4%
Race/Ethnicity (%)
White/Caucasian 75.9%
Black/African American 9.1
Asian 6.1%
Hispanic or Latino 4.8%
Other ethnicities 3.4%
Sexual Identity (%)
Heterosexual 85.2%
Bisexual 7.3%
Gay 2.7%
Lesbian 1.3%
Other 3.5%
Marital Status (%)
Single 45.2%
Married/common law/ engaged/living with a 42.7%
partner
Divorced/separated 9.1%
Widowed 1.9%
Other 0.8%
N =341

2.2. Procedure

This study was completed entirely online. Mechanieak users located in the United
States with at least a 95% success rate on predMeuabkanical Turk tasks were invited to
participate in an online survey about “Online arféli@ Social Behaviors.” The survey was

hosted on the Qualtrit® survey system. To standardize the social contexeasure adequate
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provocation of social anxiety, the study beganrsgructing participants to imagine interacting
with a new acquaintance that they had met only twefere, in an offline setting, and wished to
get to know better. The new acquaintance scenapresented as followlsnagine that you
have recently met someone new. You have met tsisnpenly once and for a brief amount of
time, perhaps at work, while attending a coursegratvent, or in some type of similar setting.
Following this initial brief meeting, you are in&sted in connecting with this person again and
getting to know them. For all of the next questitirad ask you to think or imagine interacting
with this new acquaintance, please keep this seemamind.We then asked participants to
keep this context in mind while responding to ti@S® and the other questionnaires that
followed. Subsequently, participants were primeddnosider a variety of online methods of
communication that they could choose to use taactevith the new acquaintance online (e.g.,
email versus instant messenger). They were théruated to complete the SOSQ with their
choices in mind. Participants further completedrémaaining measures in the order described
below. We also collected additional questionnaatadhat were not pertinent to the current
article. After completing the survey, participantsre debriefed and remunerated $1.00 for their
participation. This study was approved by the ursig's Office of Research Ethics (ORE).
2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Demographic Questionnair@articipants answered a variety of questions atheir
demographic (e.g., age, gender) and background [etgrnet experience) characteristics.

2.3.2. Social Phobia Inventory (SPIN; Connor ef 2000) Participants rated each of 17-items
about three key dimensions of social anxiety (fagoidance, and physiological discomfort) using a 4
point Likert scale ranging from 0 (not at all) tgektremely). Responses were summed to creatala tot

scale score ranging from 0 — 68; higher scoresssmt greater social anxiety. The SPIN has been
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shown to have high internal consistency, good tetast reliability, strong convergent and divergent
validity, and good construct validity (Antony, CaymMcCabe, Ashbaugh, & Swinson, 2006; Connor et
al., 2000). In the current study, the internal cstesicy was excellent (= .95).

2.3.3. The Negative Self-Portrayal Scale (NSPS;cehdtch & Huyder, 2011js a self-report
questionnaire that assesses the extent to whighlgpate concerned about revealing particular self-
attributes to scrutiny by others. The NSPS compriseee non-orthogonal categories of self-attribute
concerns: signs of anxiety (e.g., sweating, bluphiphysical appearance (e.g., dressing inapprgtyia
appearing fat); and social competence (e.g., apygealoof, boring). Participants rated their legél
concern across each of 27 specific self-attribatea 5-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 5
(extremely). For this study, participants were askerate their concerns while they imagined
interacting with a new acquaintance online. Fudllsscores ranged from 27 to 135, with higher score
representing greater levels of concern overalleReh supports the internal consistency, testiretes
reliability, convergent and discriminant validityrfthe full scale (Moscovitch & Huyder, 2011). ng
study, we found excellent internal consistencytli@r total score when participants rated their corxe
within the online contexio(= .95).

2.3.4. The Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Sé¢h(eFNEII; Carleton, McCreary, Norton, &
Asmundson, 20068 a 12-items condensed version of the fear oatieg evaluation scale (Watson &
Friend, 1969). This measure is designed to aseas®f negative evaluation in offine communication
generally. Participants rated the extent to whthestatement applied more or less to themselvgs (e
“I am frequently afraid of other people noticing styortcomings”) on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 5
(extremely). Researchers have found high convengaidity and good internal consistency for both th
brief and full fear of negative evaluation scaléarfeton et al., 2006; Lee & Stapinski, 2012). T@fir

scenario context, we adapted the bFNEII instrustiemmd items to assess fear of negative evaluation
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while interacting with a new acquaintance in anr@ntontext. In the current study, the adapted oreas
demonstrated excellent internal consistency innentiontextso = .98).

2.3.5. Seeking Online Safety Questionng8@SQ. Items for this new measure were developed
based on empirical and theoretical research onresibf the Internet that might appeal to peopdé hi
in social anxiety (e.g., Chan, 2011; Lee & Stapin2@12). As state above, prior to completing this
measure, respondents were primed to consider etyafi online methods of communication that they
could choose to use to interact with the new aedaace online (e.g., audio-only chat versus video
chat). Respondents then completed the SOSQ, ichvthey rated the degree to which particular safety
features were important in forming their statedgnences on the priming task. These ratings were
completed on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (not artpnt) to 7 (extremely important). Specificalllget
SOSQ instructions were presented as folld®eople consider a number of different factors when
choosing which method of online communication & Uiink about the choices you made on the
previous questionnaire, in which you picked ongwvaf options to interact or communicate online with
the new person from the scenario whom you havenhgbnce before offline. Each statement below
represents one factor that people might considegrwinaking their choices between the options
presented in the items on the previous scale. Bleaicate the extent to which each statement is
importantfor your own preferences and choicEgsample SOSQ items include: “Allows me the ability
to conceal visual aspects of myself”, and “Givesaoetrol over how much information the person
learns”. We worded items using layman’s terminolt@ymprove their readability; for example, instead
of using the description “it is asynchronous”, vescribed what asynchronicity means (i.e., “alloves m
time to craft the message that | want to send”).

We piloted the measure on a group of seven undiugta and graduate student social anxiety

researchers to ensure clarity of instructions. Basetheir feedback, we adjusted the wording ighgli
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ways prior to administration to study participamtier data collection, based on feedback from a
researcher external to the current research grmeeplropped one item (i.e., “gives access to infoiona
about me beyond what | include in the message”almse the wording of the item suggested a need for
reverse scoring, and research suggests that resessed items may hinder the psychometric
performance of self-report measures of social anXeeg., Rodebaugh, Woods & Heimberg, 2007).

We examined internal consistency and inter-itemetations on the remaining 9-item scale; we
found excellent internal consisteney< .81), with inter-item correlations ranging fro@8-.66, and all
corrected item-total correlations above .38. Thvesee two highly overlapping items that were
intercorrelated quite strongly at= .66 (“Prevents people from creating an unraaéilyy positive
version of me" and "Allows me to prevent peoplerfriudging me too favorably”). Therefore, we
conducted the factor analysis (see results seatvdh)and without each of these items before degdi
to drop the latter of the two, which had lower tadbadings, thus leaving an 8-item measure. Total
scores on the 8-item scaleranged from 8 to 56, Wgher scores indicating greater importance placed
on safety features in online communications. Thalfmeasure, including instructions, is provided in
the Appendix.

2.3.6. The Subtle Avoidance Frequency Examina8&#E; Cuming et al., 20099 a 32—item
questionnaire that assesses the frequency of enggemgsafety behaviors in offline social situations
Participants rated how often they tend to use eatihe 32 behaviors (e.g., “Rehearse sentencesun y
mind”) during offline social situations on a 6-pblikert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 5 (always)
Responses were summed to create a total scoréigitbr scores representing more frequent use of
offline safety behaviors. Past research has suggdne construct, convergent, and divergent vglidit
and internal consistency of this measure for sycaixious people (Cuming et al., 2009). This measu

demonstrated excellent internal consistency (95) in the current study.
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3. Results
3.1. Preliminary Analyses

Prior to conducting our analyses, we ensured beatata met assumptions of normality by
visually examining the distribution of scores isthigrams, the normal Q-Q plot, inspecting the steshd
error of skewness and kurtosis, and inspectingl#ta for discontinuous and extreme outliers. Data
screening revealed 10 univariate and 23 multivaugaitliers (>3SDs from the mean), which were
removed from the data. We then examined the eat@hpattern of missing data for the scale scores
using Missing Values Analysis in SPSS 23. The arhotimissing data ranged from 0.8 to 5.6 percent
across measures. Because all missing data wersgnather completely at random or at random based
on the results of Little’s MCAR tests, missing itéenel data were replaced using the Multiple
Imputation procedure with 20 imputations (LittleRubin, 2002). Consistent with the recommendations
of Osborn and Overlay (2004), we report resultagitine sample with no outliersl £ 341).
3.2. Item Characteristics and Exploratory Factorafyrsis of the SOSQ

The SOSQ item means and standard deviations aveedpn Table 2. We conducted a series of
EFAs with principal axis factoring extraction toaemine the underlying structure of the SOSQ fordhe
item, and two 8-item versions of the measure (ortle @ach of the overlapping items described above).
We used an oblique (promax) rotation because weatag that the factors of the SOSQ would correlate
with each other. After examining all eigenvaluesager than 1, the scree plots, and factor loading$
with no cross loadings > .25 (Tabachnick & Fid20,11), we retained 8 items that demonstrated the be
fit. The resulting two-factor solution explained.@4%. The first factor explained 34.52% of the
variance and was labeledntrol over self-presentatiofVe labeled the second factor, which explained
10.12% of the variancepntrol over personal informatiofMhe final rotated factor loadings from the

EFA pattern matrix are depicted in Table 2. Thernmal consistencies for the SOSQ total score and
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individual factors were as follows: total scose=<.79); control over self-presentatian= .77); and

control over personal information € .69).

Table 2
Means, Standard Deviations, and Rotated Factor Lugslfrom the Pattern Matrix for the Items of the

SOSQ.

Item M SD Control Self- Control Personal

Presentation Information

Control Self-Presentation

6. Allows me to create an artificial 2.99 1.84 79 -.16
but favorable impression of myself.

7. Allows me to depict the best 439 1.78 .66 .13
version of myself.

9. Prevents people from creatingan 4.30 1.85 .63 .08
unrealistically negative version of me.

8. Prevents people from creating an 3.53 1.79 52 .00
unrealistically positive version of me.

3. Allows me the ability to conceal 4.14 1.99 46 .25
visual aspects of myself.

Control Personal | nformation

2. Gives me control over how much 5.46 1.46 -.03 .83
information the person learns.

1. Allows me time to craft the 548 1.45 -.03 .69
message that | want to send.

10. Protects my privacy most 5.16 1.68 .01 48
effectively

Note SOSQ instructions are presented in the Appendix.
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3.3 Concurrent Validity of the SOSQ

We examined the bivariate correlations between eétte factor scores on the SOSQ. We
found that the two factors on the SOSQ were sigaifily positively correlated with each other, such
that the desire for control over self-presentatimmeased as desire for control over personal inébion
increasedr(= .43,p < .001). Additionally, we examined the bivariaterelations between the total
SOSQ score and subscale scores with the SPIN, heEie, NSPS online, and SAFE. The results are
reported in Table 3. In sum, SOSQ total scoregwggnificantly correlated with all of these measyr
indicating in particular that participants who mdagreater importance on selecting methods of enlin
communation that afforded them more control ovérmesentation also reported higher social anxiety
as well as greater concern about revealing selbates online, fear of negative evaluation onliaed
use of offline safety behaviors.
Table 3
Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Correlai Between Safety-Seeking Online and Social

Anxiety, Perceived Online Threat, and Use of Géfdafety Behaviors.

Variable M SD SPINr bFNEr  NSPSr SAFEr
SOSQ Total Score 3548 8.92 .27* 31+ 19%* .34**
Control Self-Presentation 19.36 6.73 .30** 31%* 4%2 .38**
Control Personal Information  16.11 3.1 .11* A8** .01 12*

Note SOSQ = Seeking Online Safety Questionnaire; SP8dcial Phobia Inventory; bFNE = Brief
Fear of Negative Evaluation-II for the online cottfedNSPS = Negative Self-Portrayal Scale for the
online context; SAFE = Subtle Avoidance Frequenggrination for the offline context

N =341

*p<.05; *p<.01

3.4. Construct Validity of the SOSQ
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We used multiple regression to test the two SO383cales against each other in separate
analyses predicting levels of trait social anxi@RIN scores) and online fears of negative evalnati
(bFNEII online). We examined these two outcomealads because they most strongly represent the
overarching construct of social anxiety. Resultsiclv are summarized in Table 4, indicated twattrol
over self-presentatioaxplained a significant amount of the variancbath outcome variables: SPIN
scores (2, 338) = 15.77p < .001,R? = .09]; bFNEII scoresH(2, 338) = 18.48p < .001,R? = .10].In
contrast, as shown in Tablecbntrol over personal informatiodid not contribute significant variance
to any outcomes when controlling foontrol over self-presentatiohus, the results of the regression
analyses suggest that of the two SOSQ subscalgscamtrol over self-presentatigoredicts significant
variance in self-reported social anxiety symptomd anline fears of negative evaluation.

Table 4
Multiple Linear Regression Analysis Predicting Traocial Anxiety Symptoms and Online Fears of

Negative Evaluation as Outcome Variables.

SPIN BFNE
Variable B SEB B B SEB B
Control Self-Presentation .68 13 .30** 51 10 28*
Control Personal Information -.08 24 -.02 21 20 .07
Model R’ .09 10
Model F 15.77 18.48

N =341
*p < .05. *p < .01

4. Discussion

The goal of this study was to improve knowledgesoaial anxiety in online contexts by
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developing a new self-report measure of safetyiagek online methods of communication, and
exploring the validity of this measure. Resultse@ed that the SOSQ could be organized into two
nonorthogonal factors, which we labelleahtrol over self-presentaticandcontrol over personal
information The total and subscale scores of the SOSQ demtetsatisfactory internal consistency.
Moreover, as each of the SOSQ factors or totalksgmreased, so too did people’s trait social dgixie
concerns about self-attribute flaws, fear of negaévaluation, and use of offline safety behawiors
providing evidence for the new measure’s convergalidity. Finally, regression analyses revealeat th
only control over self-presentatioexplained unique variance in social anxiety syms@nd online
fears of negative evaluation over and abowetrol over personal informatigrsuggesting that although
people may seek online safety because of a desaantrol either self-presentation or personal
information, it is only the desire to control splesentation that is related to higher levels ofado
anxiety and fears of evaluation by others. Theagdiriigs provide novel information on the cognitive
underpinnings of safety-seeking in selecting pegiees for interactive communication with others in
online contexts.
4.1. Social anxiety and perceptions of safety festin online communication

Our results demonstrated that people higher indaaial anxiety and fear of negative evaluation
online placed greater importance on choosing predemethods of online communication that afforded
them control over self-presentation. These findiagsconsistent with previous research that hasdfou
that socially anxious people prefer social situaithat allow them greater control over their peato
information including situations that increase theivacy as well as those that involve more
anonymous and asynchronous methods of communica@nless anonymous and asynchronous
options (e.g., Joinson, Reips, Buchanan, & Schayf@2010; Liu, Ang, & Lwin, 2013; McCord et al.,

2014; Oldmeadow et al., 2013; Pierce, 2009; Shaal.,€2015; Stone, 1986). Our findings are also
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consistent with cyberpsychology theories that ptomultiple characteristics in addition to anongymi
and asynchronicity that may make online commuracesippealing (e.g., Cooper, 2002; Lea & Spears,
1991; Suler, 2004), particularly for those with lineg levels of social anxiety who may be seeking to
gain greater control over their self-presentatioa manner that is unencumbered by the anxiety-
provoking demands of offline social encounters.(&€Cpan, 2011; Lee & Stapinski, 2012).

Choosing to use particular online communicationhoés and features may function as a
strategic safety behavior similar to offline safbghaviors in which people deliberately choose
strategies that, at least in their minds, redueeptbssibility of receiving negative social evalaatfrom
others, often by increasing self-concealment amdrob(Alden & Taylor, 2004). Indeed, consistentiwi
past research (Lee & Stapinski, 2012; Markovitzkgle 2012; Weidman et al., 2012), we found that
people who reported greater importance of safetiufes in online communication also reported greate
use of safety behaviors offline, and also that érglocial anxiety coincided with greater safety
behaviors both online and offline (McManus et 2008; Moscovitch et al., 2013). Together, these
findings suggest that people higher in social agXikely have a repertoire of safety behaviorsiioth
offline and online social interactions.

Research has shown that different types of soafaly behaviors may be used strategically in
offline social contexts to manage the particulgetyof concerns that arise within those situat{eas
Cuming et al., 2009; Moscovitch, 2009; MoscovitchH&yder, 2011; Plasencia, Alden, & Taylor,
2011). Our findings highlight the need for researshand clinicians to consider the particular fesgu
of online social contexts that afford people ineggmnal safety alongside the oft-studied featufes o
offline contexts. Doing so would help to enrich amderstanding of the ways socially anxious
individuals navigate and respond to the many tyfedcial and interpersonal demands that they are

likely to encounter ubiquitously within both onlia@d offline environments during the course ofrthei
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day-to-day lives. The focus on the perceived dbsitaof specific features of online communication
platforms is particularly important given many Imtet-based social applications offer users numerous
options for interacting with others, all of whichry in the ways and amount of which people could
protect themselves from perceived negative socitdames. The SOSQ contributes to research by
providing a way to assess not just the online comaoation choices themselves, but rather the
importance and, therefore, arguably, the perceiivedtion, of different features in their choices.

The importance placed on features that afford dffetypes of personal control helps to provide
clues about the underlying fears and motivatioas ey be driving respondents’ choices. For insanc
individuals who endorse a higher need for safetynime communication based oantrol over
personal informationmay be motivated to decrease the perceived riskhafrs accessing their personal
information and the perceived negative consequesmsssciated with that occurring. Indeed, in ouorpri
research, we found that people who reported grealere privacy concerns — desire to maintain aantr
over their personal information online to prevenauthorized use or distribution of this informatien
were likely to place greater importance on priveeatures and asynchronicity than were those lower i
these concerns (Citation Blinded for Review). Samyl, seeking online safety based on the desire to
havecontrol over self-presentatiomay reflect core concerns about the self and hibvers perceive the
self, with a particular emphasis on the desireres@nt a particular view or image of the self that
person wants others to see. Consistent with eittanties of social anxiety (see Clark & Wells, 1995
Hofmann, 2007; Moscovich, 2009; Rapee & HeimbeB§7), it was the SOS&elf-presentatioffiactor,
in particular, that explained unique variance ioigbanxiety symptoms and fears of online negative
evaluation over and above thersonal informatioriactor.

4.2. Application of findings to clinical modelssafcial anxiety

From an applied standpoint, the development oBB&Q highlights the need for clinicians to
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expand their assessment and treatment of sociatgna include online social contexts. The SOSQ
could be used by clinicians to gain informationtlba factors people consider when deciding how to
interact and communicate within an online socialimmment. This information may be pertinent for
broadening case conceptualizations of social ansitcifically, but possibly other difficulties a=ll,
to include online contexts. When socially anxiolisnts appear to make online interaction choices
based on perceptions of safety, they might be eaged within the context of therapy to expand their
online communication repertoire by gradually insiag their willingness to experiment with and
confront other online contexts which they deemedrisky” by virtue of offering less protection or
control over aspects of their self-presentationtalily, exposure exercises and behavioral expersnent
designed to be conducted in online interactionddctake place at any moment in time, even during a
session, and may therefore enable greater therapgyuortunity and flexibility than those that irlve
face-to-face encounters.
4.3. Limitations and future directions

There are limitations to this study and resultsst-bur participants were highly ediucated,
American Adults, who were recruited on Mechanicatkl Results of studies based on MTurk samples
may be more generalizable to diverse and communaisged populations than those based on student
samples (Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012; Buhrmedt@rang, & Gosling, 2011). However, future
research is needed with samples collected frorergifit sources to replicate our results and extend
psychometric information on the SOSQ, particul@dyfactor structure. Second, the generalizabdity
findings to clinical populations is unclear. Thtwgther investigation of the factor structure and
psychometric properties of the SOSQ is neededturdistudies via the use of both exploratory and
confirmatory factor analysis in new samples, inolgdhose drawn from a clinical population. Third,

the context for the social paradigm was limitedmdy one type of interpersonal interaction involya
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“new acquaintance.” The use of this single, speddintext is a strength of the study because iireas
that the social context was standardized acrosgipants. However, using a single context alsatsm
the generalizability of our findings to other odisocial contexts. For example, people’s perception
and concerns while interacting with new acquaintaranline and offline may be different than when
interacting with a stranger, a group of peoplea fiend. Moreover, sociodemographic aspects of the
acquaintance such as age, gender, and especalhyatch/mix of these with the participant —
information we did not provide — also may impaacbjple’s expectations, motivations, and concerns
when interacting with the hypothetical person aghirthe future, researchers would benefit from
examine varying types of social and interpersooaharios to examine whether and how socially
anxious people perceive safety differently and lsirtyi across online and offline situations. Finaltyis
possible that some participants’ responses weeetafdl by fatigue, as the survey took about 40 rasut
to complete. Therefore, future research might betref use of a shorter survey when investigating t
new measure.
4.4. Conclusion

The results of this study contribute novel inforioatto our understanding of the factors that are
likely to maintain socially anxious experiencesnndern-day social contexts. Our findings suggest th
people higher in social anxiety likely attend tatiges in methods of online communication thatraffo
them greater feelings of interpersonal safety amdrol. In this way, they adopt safety strategees t
mitigate the anxiety they feel in online interaosgust as they tend to do offline. The developnoént
the SOSQ as a novel measure with promising psyctianpeoperties points to one way that social

anxiety researchers and clinicians can begin tamcpheir work to include the online context.
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Appendix

Online Communication Preferences Questionnaire (Final Version)

People consider a number of different factors wttesosing which method of online communication to
use. Think about the choices you made on the pus\wjoestionnaire, in which you picked one of two
options to interact or communicate onlingh the new per son from the scenario whom you have met
only once before offline. Eagtatemenbelow represents one factor that people might demsihen
making their choices between the options presentdte items on the previous scale. Please indicate
the extent to which each statement is importanyour own preferences and choices.

Scale: 1 = Not Important to 7 = Extremely briant

1. Allows me time to craft the message that | wargend.
2. Gives me control over how much information the parkearns.
3. Allows me the ability to conceal visual aspectsmyself.
4. Protects my privacy most effectively.
5. Allows me to create an artificial but favorable irgsion of myself.
6. Allows me to depict the best version of myself.
7. Prevents people from creating an unrealisticallsitpee version of me.
8. Prevents people from creating an unrealisticallyatiee version of me.
The following two items were dropped from the meaduased on our results: allows me to prevent

people from judging me too favorably; gives acdessformation about me beyond what | include in
the message.
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Highlights

1. Socialy anxious people are motivated to prevent others from evaluating them negatively
2. Are such motivations associated with preferred methods of online communication?

3. Developed new questionnaire to assess safety seeking online

3. New measure demonstrated strong psychometric properties

5. Importance of controlling online self-presentation was uniquely related to social anxiety



