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A cross-cultural study of risky online self-presentation

Abstract

The use of social media is pervasive amongst young adults. However not all posted
content is beneficial to their self-presentation, but can have negative and damaging
consequences. This study investigated how individual differences in self-monitoring and
impulsiveness influence risky online self-presentation in British and Italian samples. British
participants (n = 88) were more likely to post comments and images related to their alcohol
and drug use, while Italian (n = 90) participants posted more offensive content and personal
information. High self-monitoring and high impulsiveness was positively predictive of risky
self-presentation online regardless of nationality, highlighting the normative influence of social
media culture, and the influence of both spontaneous and deliberative behaviour on posting
inappropriate content online. These novel insights regarding the way young adults present

themselves on social network sites could help explain differences in self-presentation.

Key words: Impulsivity; risk taking; social network sites; self-presentation; self-
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Social Networking Sites (SNS) are extremely popular among adolescents and young
adults, providing them with a unique platform to enhance their social development?, increase
social capital 2, and find academic and employment opportunities. However, not all user-
generated content on SNSs is appropriate or even legal. Young adults often use SNSs to share
images of alcohol and drug consumption 34, disseminate personal information (e.g. credit
card details) >, and post (semi-)nude selfies ’. Since young internet users from different
European countries have been shown to behave differently and experience different risks
online & this study investigated individual and cultural differences in risky online self-
presentation in the U.K. and Italy.

Most users report that they would be happy for their friends and family to view their
SNS posts. However, many worry about future employers or strangers gaining access to this
information °. In fact, almost 40% of British, Canadian, and US companies now use SNSs to
check candidates’ suitability ** 22 Individuals have been fired from jobs 3, resigned from
public office 1 and suspended from higher education *® because of disparaging social media
posts. At the same time, researchers ¢ have argued that positive self-presentation on SNSs is
more vital than ever due to the “nonymous” *° nature of these sites. Indeed, self-presentation
management, successfully portraying a positive image of oneself while avoiding creating an
unfavourable one, appears to run counter to posting potentially damaging information online
17 Therefore, it is vital to understand the processes that might underlie the propensity to self-
disclose personal and unfavourable information on SNSs.

It is debated how much (cognitive) effort individuals invest in online self-presentation.

Some suggest that postings on sites such as Instagram or Twitter are spontaneous 6 and may
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be linked to impulsivity . Risky online posts on SNSs, therefore, might be driven by
individuals not spending time and cognitive efforts on thinking about the (negative) effects of
those posts. Others 1 indicate that online personas, particularly on dating sites, are carefully
crafted and edited until an ideal-self is presented, suggesting a fully deliberated approach.
One fundamental factor in such a deliberate approach to online self-presentation might be
self-monitoring, typically defined as an individual’s ability to regulate their physical and
emotional self-presentation such that situationally appropriate, favourable self-images are
maintained 8. Individuals high in self-monitoring adapt the information they present of
themselves based on social and interpersonal cues and norms. Thus, high self-monitors adjust
their self-presentation to fit with what they perceive to be favoured by others in a particular
situation. Conversely, low self-monitors maintain a consistent self-image more akin with
their ‘true’ selves, personality and beliefs 8. Individuals low in self-monitoring are also
typically more impulsive 8, probably because they do not have to adapt their self-image to
different situations.

Here, we investigated whether risky online posting on SNSs are associated with
spontaneous (i.e., impulsive) or deliberate (i.e., self-monitoring) processes. Previous research
indicates that impulsivity is positively related to risky online self-disclosure 2. However,
since high self-monitors strive to amend their self-presentation in line with perceived social
and situationally-appropriate norms 8, people high in self-monitoring might also be more
likely to post risky information on SNS, because they perceive this to be the “right thing to
do” in these situations.

While previous research highlighted cultural differences in the perception and use of
social media 2% 2% 232425 and internet performance and ability 26, cultural variations in risky
online self-presentation and its underlying processes have rarely been considered. Karl et al.

19 argued that cultural variations, based on Hofstede’s 2’ six cultural dimensions, could
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elucidate differences in online risky self-presentation. American, compared to German,
students were more likely to post inappropriate material (e.g. sexual content) on their
profiles, due in part to the lower Uncertainty Avoidance and higher Individualist culture in
America 2. We compared the behaviour of young adults from Italy and the U.K. British
culture scores low on Uncertainty Avoidance resulting in a relaxed attitude towards
uncertainty and an acceptance to take things as they come 7. Conversely, Italian culture
scores high on Uncertainty Avoidance, indicating intolerance for beliefs and behaviours
outside the norm and more rigid codes of conduct. Additionally, the British high score on the
Indulgence dimension is associated with an inclination to gratify desires for the purposes of
fun and enjoyment, while Italy’s lower score on this dimension is associated with a
suppression of gratification to preserve social normative expectations 2’.

In sum, we hypothesised that (i) people high in impulsiveness would display higher rates
of risky online self-presentation; (ii) participants high in self-monitoring should engage in
higher rates of risky online self-presentation; (iii) there would be an interaction between self-
monitoring and impulsiveness; (iv) due to their higher cultural scores on Indulgence and
lower scores on Uncertainty Avoidance British participants would score higher on
impulsivity compared to Italians. Therefore, impulsivity would be a stronger predictor of
risky online self-presentation for British participants; (v) due to their higher cultural scores in
Uncertainty Avoidance and lower scores in Indulgence, Italians should show higher self-
monitoring than British participants. Consequently, self-monitoring should be a stronger
predictor of risky online self-presentation for Italian participants. We further included a Self-
Presentation measure and time spent online as control variables.

Method
Participants

One hundred and seventy-eight British (N=88, Mage = 20.87 years, SD = 4.92, 73
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Female) and Italian (N=90, Mage = 22.37 years, SD = 2.06, 57 Female) participants were
recruited to complete an online questionnaire. All were undergraduate students, who received
course credit for their participation.

Materials

Social Network Use. Participants indicated which of the top 10 social networking sites
in Britain, and Italy ?° they frequented and how many hours per week they used each site.

Online Risk Exposure. To measure risky online self-presentation we designed a risk
exposure scale containing 19 items relating to potentially risky images or texts that individuals
could post onling, such as drug and alcohol use, sexual content, personal details, and offensive
material. This scale was pilot tested in the U.K. and Italy, and any ambiguous items were re-
worded for clarity. Participants indicated whether they had engaged in these activities in the
past by responding No (0), Don’t Know (1) or Yes (2). If individuals responded ‘Don’t Know’
or “Yes’ they were asked to state which SNSs these postings were on. A risk exposure score,
engagement x number of SNSs, was calculated. The items were then categorized by five
independent coders into four content areas: Alcohol/Drugs, Sexual, Personal, and Offensive
Content Exposure (Cohen’s k = .84).

The Values Survey Module (VSM) % assessed cultural differences on six dimensions:
Power Distance, Individualism vs. Collectivism, Masculinity vs. Femininity, Uncertainty
Avoidance, Long- vs. Short-Term Orientation, and Indulgence vs. Restraint. The 24 items
were scored on a 5-point scale (scored 1-5), and country scores on each dimension calculated
using specific index formulae (see ).

Self-Presentation. The Psycho-social Aspects of Facebook Use (PSAFU) Scale 3

evaluates a range of psychological behaviours on Facebook. We utilised only the Self-
Presentation sub-scale, which contained eight items. We tailored some items to represent

social media use in general by removing reference to Facebook specifically. Participants
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responded on a 5-point scale (1 = It doesn 't refer to me at all to 5 = It completely refers to
me) and scores for the eight items were summed (o = .87).

The Self-Monitoring Scale 8 measured individuals’ active control of their behaviour
and the way they presented themselves to others. Participants answered “True” or “False” to
18 statements. Each statement was predefined as requiring a specific response to reflect a
high self-monitoring individual. As such, 10 statements were keyed as False and eight
statements were keyed as True. High self-monitors answered in the keyed direction (1) while
low self-monitors answered in the opposite direction (0). Because the answer options on this
scale were binary, we calculated the polychoric ordinal alpha (o = .80) *2

The Eysenck Impulsivity Inventory 3 Impulsiveness sub-scale asked participants to
answer Yes (1) or No (0) to 19-items (a = .82).

Procedure

The questionnaire was first produced in English before being translated and back-
translated to from Italian to English. All participants provided consent before completing the
questionnaire online.

Results
Descriptive analyses

British participants used significantly more SNSs but did not spend more time on
these sites each week compared to Italian participants (Table 1). Italians scored considerably
higher on Masculinity and Uncertainty Avoidance, while the British showed a higher score
for Long-term Orientation and Indulgence (Table 2).

A series of independent samples t-tests (Table 1) with risky self-presentation
(alcohol/drug; sexual; personal; offensive) as the dependent variable and nationality (British;
Italian) as the independent variable was conducted. British participants posted significantly

more images/comments containing alcohol and drug content than Italian participants. Italian
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participants posted significantly more personal information and offensive content than British
participants. There was no significant cultural difference for sexual content postings.

A series of independent samples t-tests (Table 3) revealed no significant cross-cultural
difference on the self-monitoring scale. However, British participants scored significantly
higher on Self-Presentation and marginally significantly higher on impulsiveness.

A full breakdown of correlations for each country can be seen in Tables 4 and 5. For
both British and Italian participants, weekly time spent on SNSs was correlated with the
number of SNSs used and with sexual content disclosure, and alcohol/drug content disclosure
for the Italian participants. For both samples, posting offensive content was significantly
related to posting risky content in the other three content areas. The impulsiveness scale was
significantly positively correlated with alcohol/drug, personal information and offensive
content postings for the British participants, and with alcohol/drug postings and offensive
content for the Italian participants. Scores for Self-Presentation were negatively significantly
correlated with offensive content postings for the British sample.

Self-monitoring was significantly related to risky online postings in both samples. For
British participants, significant correlations were found for alcohol/drug content, sexual
content and personal content. For Italian participants there was a significant relationship
between self-monitoring and alcohol/drug content, personal content, and offensive content.
Predicting risky online self-disclosure

Generalized Estimating Equations were used to fit a Poisson regression with a natural
log link function with risky online postings on SNSs as the dependent variable. The predictor
variables were Nationality (Italy, U.K.), Risk Type (Alcohol/Drug Use, Sexual Content,
Personal Information, Offensive Content), Self-Monitoring, Impulsiveness, Self-Presentation,
and Weekly Time Spent Online. We included the predicted main effects of Impulsiveness,
Self-Monitoring, and Nationality as well as the predicted interaction effects of Impulsiveness
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x Self-Monitoring, Nationality x Impulsiveness, and Nationality x Self-Monitoring.
Furthermore, we added Risk Type, Self-Presentation, and Weekly Time Spent Online as
control variables. Since our descriptive analysis revealed country differences in risky online
postings by risk type, we additionally entered the interactions of Nationality x Risk Type x
Impulsiveness and Nationality x Risk Type x Self-Monitoring.

Table 6 displays the parameter estimates and the 95% Wald confidence intervals for
all main and interaction effects. Impulsiveness (OR = 1.07, p = .04) and self-monitoring (OR
= 1.16, p = .01) positively predicted risky online postings. Overall, Italians (OR = 1.54, p =
.02) posted more risky content than U.K. participants. Those participants who spent more
time online showed more risky online self-presentation (OR = 1.02, p = .02). Risky online
postings differed by risk type; participants took significantly less risks when giving out
personal information (OR = .51, p < .01), and significantly more risks when posting offensive
content (OR = 3.86, p <.01). A three-way interaction also revealed that U.K. participants who
scored higher in self-monitoring posted significantly less offensive content (OR =1.18, p =
.01).

Discussion

Social media use is pervasive among young adults **, yet with so much emphasis on
maintaining a good online reputation, little is known about why some individuals post
potentially negative or damaging comments and images. To address this important question,
we investigated psychological factors which may influence risky online activity, namely self-
monitoring, and impulsiveness. We expected that higher impulsiveness and self-monitoring
would predict higher rates of risky online postings. Concordant with our predictions, and with
earlier findings % °, our data indicated that impulsiveness was predictive of online risky

postings. This is very much in line with previous research on impulsivity and online (e.g.,
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posting illegal content 3, problematic internet use 3> *® and internet addiction ") and offline
risk-taking (e.g., alcohol and drug use, smoking, risky sexual behaviour 3). Our findings
extend this research to the study of risky online self-presentation.

Self-monitoring was also positively predictive of risky online posting activities.
Superficially, posting details of drug consumption or sexually provocative images may not
appear appropriate when considering that an individual’s post is visible to current and/or
potential employers 6. However, people high in self-monitoring behave in what they perceive
is a situationally appropriate way ¢, and online identity is argued to be a product of the online
social environment 6. Consequently, if individuals perceive risky postings as common, or the
norm, on SNSs they may follow these normative expectations ‘. Furthermore, people are often
driven by the pleasure related to their self-disclosure (i.e. likes) despite (or maybe due to) the
potential risks involved 3. Some ¢ have argued that individuals present themselves on SNS in
ways that are congruent with both the standards of the online spectators as well as the value
that those spectators can bring to the individual. High self-monitoring SNS users often
experience ‘audience segregation difficulties’ “° however and are unable to effectively
distinguish between groups of spectators and what is appropriate self-presentation. Thus, posts
that may be highly inappropriate on a career networking site may seem situationally
appropriate on Facebook where this behaviour may be the norm. Indeed, many Facebook users
utilise provocative pictures in order to be noticeable on SNSs *®, or to gain positive attention
from friends #1. Our high self-monitoring participants clearly used SNSs as platforms to self-
present themselves as ‘cool’ where this behaviour was valued and rewarded. Consequently,
future research should more closely investigate how different risky posting behaviours are
exhibited across different SNSs in relation to self-monitoring.

British participants scored higher on impulsiveness, lower on self-monitoring, lower on

Uncertainty Avoidance, and slightly higher on Indulgence, compared to Italian participants.
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However, our data did not support our hypotheses that the processes underlying risky online
posting (i.e., impulsiveness, self-monitoring) differed by country. Thus, we can cautiously
conclude that the psychological processes affecting risky online behaviour might be similar
across culture. This would be in line with research on offline risk-taking, which has shown
strong similarities in the factors influencing risk-taking across cultures 424344,

Our data did, nonetheless, reveal differences by country for the types of risky self-
presentation. U.K. participants were more likely to post images/comments of alcohol/drug use,
whereas Italian participants posted personal information and offensive content. These findings
could be attributed to the binge drinking culture in the U.K. #° and by the Italian’s high score
on the Masculinity dimension of the VSM 27 which, coupled with low Uncertainty Avoidance,
produce individuals who are highly passionate, emotional and expressive of their opinions. As
such these social norms are expected to migrate to SNSs. However, the lack of differences
between the U.K. and Italian participants in terms of what influences risky online self-
presentation points to the pervasiveness of cyberculture 6 and the possibility that internet
cultures exact more influence than one’s nationality 4’. This is certainly a promising area for
future research.

There are some limitations to our findings. First, our samples were not representative
of all British or Italian internet users. Research with participants from other cultures could
determine if there are more widespread cultural differences in risky online posting behavior.
Additionally, the self-monitoring and impulsiveness scales were focussed on offline behaviour
and therefore may not reflect how individuals regulate their behaviour online. Since no online
self-monitoring scale appears to exist this is a further area of potential future research.

What our results nicely reveal is that young people can behave both spontaneously and
deliberately in their risky online postings on SNSs depending on the situation *3 “°,

Furthermore, postings, that may be viewed as impulsive (i.e. drug consumption), may turn out
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to represent deliberate choices that are driven by people’s self-monitoring strategy. More
deliberative risky decision making has been shown to result in higher rates of risk-taking in
online situations by adolescents and young adults > °. Our findings support these previous
studies, highlighting that the deliberate consideration of risks and rewards can result in
potentially negative outcomes. These important revelations about young adult’s online self-
presentation behaviour have not previously been considered.

While young adults tend to focus less on being employable and are, therefore, less
concerned about the potential future use of the information that can be harvested online > 28,
many individuals come to regret previous online disclosures *% %2, Consequently, further
research will not only enable better understanding of this counterintuitive behaviour, but help
to develop educational and technological strategies to enable young people to more
appropriately manage their online self-presentation in order to avoid future regret and

unfavourable consequences.
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Table 1. Mean scores (and standard deviation in parenthesis) and results of the independent
samples t-test for risky online self-disclosure in the four content areas for the British and

Italian participants

Risky Content Type British Italian t, df, p
Alcohol/Drug content 7.00 (6.83) 3.82 (5.71) 3.35, 167.59, .001
Sexual content 7.65 (10.90) 5.08 (8.18) 1.77, 157.80, .079
Personal content 1.46 (2.60) 3.61 (3.95) -.425, 155.40, <.001

Offensive content 12.99 (15.50) 24.93 (26.45)  -3.68, 144.84, <.001
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Table 2. Country scores for sub-scales of the Values Survey Model for Britons and Italians

VSM sub-scale

Britain Italy
Power Distance 31.99 22.42
Individualism 38.58 38.08
Masculinity 8.01 45.38
Uncertainty Avoidance 13.81 38.57
Long-term Orientation 40.44 8.07
Indulgence vs Restraint 72.52 62.64
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Table 3. Mean scores (and standard deviation in parenthesis) and independent samples t-test
results for self-monitoring, PSAFU, and impulsiveness for British and Italian participants.

Scale British Italian t, df, p
B':g(‘jber of SNS 5.30 (1.47) 4.24 (1.34 4.98, 176, <.001
;'\lmse Weekly on 15.72 (8.58) 13.96 (7.21) 15, 176, .140
Self-Monitoring 9.78 (2.83) 9.01 (3.12) 1.77, 177, .079
PSAFU 26.70 (6.57) 20.77 (7.35) 5.72, 177, <.001
Impulsiveness 8.21 (4.75) 6.87 (3.87) 1.94, 176, .054
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Table 4. Correlations between risky self-disclosure (alcohol/drugs, sexual, personal,

offensive), self-monitoring, PSAFU, and Impulsiveness for the British sample

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1.Weekly Time

on SNS

2.No. of SNSs  .56%*

3.AlcohoI/Drug 17 13

Disclosure

4.Sexual 27% 18 A1**

Disclosure

5.Personal 20 14 33 15

Disclosure

6.Offensive 05 -001 .30%% 23% .30%*

Disclosure

7.Self- 13 20 -04  -05 .01 -39%*
presentatlon

8.Self- 09 -02 .31** 23% 30 01 18
monltorlng

9.Impulsivity 16 .07 29%* .09  30%* 28% 10 .33**

*p<.05 ** p<.01
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Table 5. Correlations between risky content area postings (alcohol/drugs, sexual, personal,
offensive), self-monitoring, PSAFU, and Impulsiveness for the Italian sample.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1.Weekly Time
on SNS

2.No. of SNSs ~ .33**

3.Alcohol/Drug

*
Disclosure 26 001
4.Sexual 25% 12 .19
Disclosure
5.Personal 21 -0l .05 .21*
Disclosure
6.Offensive 15 .04 22%  AF* 3%+
Disclosure
7.Self- 10 17 .09 03 19 .20
presentatlon
8.Self- 07 -08 26* 07  24%  21% 11
monltorlng
olmpulsivity 20 .07 .27 07 17  24% 14 21%

*p<.05 ** p<.01
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Table 6. Results of Regression Analysis Predicting Risky Online Self-Presentationy

B 95% Wald confidence

Predictors (standard error) interval
Intercept 1.08 (.21)** [.67,1.48]
Nationality

UK 0 0

Italy 43 (.18)* [.07, .79]
Impulsiveness .07 (.03)* [.004, .14]
Self-Monitoring 15 (.06)* [.03,.27]
Self-Presentation -.01 (.01) [-.03,.02]
Weekly time online .02 (.01)* [.003, .03]
Risk type

Alcohol/Drugs 0 0

Sexual content 21 (.14) [-.06, .47]

Personal information -.68 (.15)** [-.98, -.39]

Offensive content 1.35 (.13)** [1.10, 1.61]
Nationality x Impulsiveness

UK x Impulsiveness 0 0

Italy X Impulsiveness -.004 (.04) [-.09, .08]
Nationality x Self-Monitoring

UK x Self-Monitoring 0 0

Italy x Self-Monitoring -.07 (.06) [-.19, .06]
Impulsiveness x Self-Monitoring -.005 (.01) [-.02,.01]
Country x Risk Type x Impulsiveness

UK x Alcohol/Drugs x Impulsiveness 0
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UK x Sexual content x Impulsiveness -.06 (.04)
UK x Personal information x Impulsiveness -.03 (.04)
UK x Offensive content x Impulsiveness -.01 (.04)
Italy x Alcohol/Drugs x Impulsiveness 0

Italy x Sexual content x Impulsiveness -.05 (.04)
Italy x Personal information x Impulsiveness -.04 (.04)
Italy x Offensive content x Impulsiveness -.02 (.04)

Country x Risk Type x Self-Monitoring

UK x Alcohol/Drugs x Self-Monitoring 0

UK x Sexual content x Self-Monitoring .04 (.07)
UK x Personal information x Self-Monitoring -.05 (.08)
UK x Offensive content x Self-Monitoring -.16 (.06)*
Italy x Alcohol/Drugs x Self-Monitoring 0
Italy x Sexual content x Self-Monitoring -.05 (.04)
Italy x Personal information x Self-Monitoring .01 (.06)
Italy x Offensive content x Self-Monitoring -.02 (.05)

[-.14,
[-.11,

[-.08,

[-.13,
[-.12,

[-.09,

[-.12,
[-.20,

[-.28,

[-.14,
[-.12,

[-.12,

02]
06]

06]

04]
05]

06]

18]
11]

-.05]

03]
13]

09]

T Regression analysis predicting risky online self-presentation was modelled using
Generalized Estimating Equations (GEE) assuming a Poisson distribution for the outcome

*p <.05, **p <.001
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