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Abstract 

Web users share media content with each other in order to express tastes and manage 

impressions. This study examines this growing intersection between mass media use and 

computer-mediated communication. The consequences of these online taste performances for an 

individual’s subsequent media preferences and media consumption were unknown. The identity 

shift framework is applied to explain how the display of tastes can alter later preferences. 

Specifically, an experiment tested for changes in attitudes toward media content after computer-

mediated sharing, to examine how attitudes might change as a result of impression management. 

Taste performances were expected to result in identity shift due to mechanisms of publicness and 

feedback. A 2x3 (publicness x feedback) between-subjects experiment tested these predictions. 

Participants evaluated and shared artistic photographs. Public sharing led to stronger attitudes 

among individuals who frequently displayed their tastes online but to weaker attitudes among 

individuals who rarely shared. Negative feedback consistently weakened attitudes toward shared 

photos, an effect that persisted for a week. Positive feedback yielded a sleeper effect on the 

appeal of alternative photos. The results have implications for creators, distributors, and 

marketers of media content, as well as for social media platforms where media content is shared. 

 

Keywords: impression management, identity shift, taste performance, feedback, media 

preferences, media sharing 
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Can Sharing Affect Liking?  

Online Taste Performances, Feedback, and Subsequent Media Preferences 

1. Introduction 

 People have long shared their media preferences with others. Books and audiovisual 

recordings are passed around among friends, while television, movies, music, and video games 

are often consumed in conjunction with others such as family and friends (McDonald, 2009). 

Media content provides a frequent source of conversation around the proverbial water cooler and 

elsewhere in everyday life (Atkin, 1972; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955; Rubin, 2009), and individuals 

also recommend media titles to each other. The Internet gives media sharing new facility. Users 

share hyperlinks and content along with their affection for all kinds of media content via email, 

blogs, social networking sites, and other platforms, often as part of online impression 

management (Good, 2012; Liu, 2007). Two-fifths (41%) of U.S. adult Internet users repost 

photos or videos on sites like Facebook, Twitter, or Tumblr (compare to 46% who post their own 

photos or videos; Rainie, Brenner, & Purcell, 2012).  

This study examines one consequence of online media sharing: how online expressions of 

media preferences (i.e., tastes) influence later media preferences. Brands of all kinds, especially 

those who produce or publish media content, seek to capitalize on consumers’ online preference 

expressions to build word-of-mouth and loyalty. Yet it is unclear whether these online taste 

performances (Liu, 2007) maintain or strengthen attitudes toward media content. Drawing from 

identity shift theory (Gonzales & Hancock, 2008), we test the effects of public sharing and 

feedback on attitudes toward media. Demonstrating that taste performances, which may be 

enacted to adhere to group norms or earn social prestige (Bourdieu, 1979/1984; Good, 2012; Liu, 

2007), influence later personal preferences will demonstrate a psychological effect of the taste 
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performances that are prevalent in computer-mediated communication (CMC) environments. 

Media preferences also provide a unique test of identity shift predictions, as media consumption 

is closely connected to the self-concept (Babrow, 1989) and social categories (Bourdieu, 

1979/1984) and reinforces existing social identities (Slater, 2007).  

The present research uniquely applies the identity shift framework to address the open 

question of how sharing of media content in online taste performances may influence subsequent 

media preferences. It expands research on computer-mediated identity shift by testing a novel 

aspect of self-presentation (the display of cultural capital through taste; Bourdieu, 1979/1984), 

by testing the differential effects of positive and negative feedback, and by examining identity 

shift effects over time (one week). It provides new insights into how the intersection of mass 

media and online social networking allows people to display their media tastes for impression 

management purposes, and what the consequences are for media preferences and consumption.  

1.1. Identity shift. 

Changes in the self-concept as a result of computer-mediated self-presentation constitute 

the identity shift process (Gonzales & Hancock, 2008). Identity shift research builds upon 

theories of cognitive dissonance, impression management, and self-concept (Brehm, 1956; Tice, 

1992). Its origins lie in the free-choice paradigm in cognitive dissonance research, which shows 

that post-decision, a freely chosen option becomes more attractive than alternatives (Brehm, 

1956). When an individual makes a choice from among several appealing options, such as 

selecting a consumer good, there may be discomfort in having freely rejected rewarding 

alternatives. To avoid this dissonance and achieve cognitive consistency, one’s attitude toward 

the chosen option will become more positive, and attitudes toward alternative more negative, a 
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“spreading of alternatives.” This commitment to choice is especially strong when a decision is 

public (Cohen, Brehm, & Latané, 1959).  

Tice (1992) used this body of work to explain how self-presentation alters the self-

concept. She drew a connection between public commitment and self-presentation phenomena to 

explain how self-concepts change over time, demonstrating that individuals internalize their own 

strategic self-presentation behavior (Tice, 1992). People come to privately adopt their public 

personas: “an individual may be taken in by his [sic] own act” (Goffman, 1959, p. 19). Three 

components of a public situation contribute to self-change: a high degree of choice in behavior; 

self-presentation explicitly tied to one’s identity; and an expectation of future interactions with 

the audience (Tice, 1992). These conditions are generally quite prevalent in social networking 

sites (SNSs), blogs, and related platforms; in this context, the process described by Tice has been 

further specified, and termed identity shift (Gonzales & Hancock, 2008).  

In CMC settings, public performance of a trait (e.g., acting as if one was highly 

extroverted; Gonzales & Hancock, 2008; Walther et al., 2011) or advocacy of a position 

(Walther, Van Der Heide, Tong, Carr, & Atkin, 2010) can lead to internalization of the trait or to 

intrapersonal persuasion regarding the position. Beyond the occurrence of freely chosen, 

identity-relevant behavior seen by persistent audiences, CMC may augment the process of self-

concept change in a number of ways (Gonzales & Hancock, 2008). Public performance online 

can involve large, generalized audiences drawn from different contexts (Marwick & boyd, 2011), 

often persists in its online presence (Herring, 1999), and allows strategic self-presentation 

(Walther, 1996, 2007) which may involve new or “previously unexpressed” elements of the self 

(Gonzales & Hancock, 2008, p. 168).  
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Gonzales and Hancock (2008) demonstrated identity shift in CMC by asking participants 

to answer questions about themselves in an either extroverted or introverted manner, in either a 

public situation (writing on a blog) or a private situation (writing in a word processor). 

Afterward, among those assigned to the public conditions, participants instructed to self-present 

as extroverted rated themselves as significantly more extroverted than those instructed to self-

present as introverted. In contrast, participants who answered questions in the private condition 

showed no differences in self-ratings, regardless of their self-presentation. Within CMC, a 

relatively public setting fosters internalization of impression management behavior. 

In another study, a comparison of CMC and face-to-face (FtF) communication situations 

found that public commitment to a persuasive argument led to an effect of self-influence only in 

the CMC setting (Van Der Heide, Dickinson, Schumaker, & DeAndrea, 2013). This was 

attributed to the inclusion of affective and strategic content that CMC interactions often employ 

to compensate for the absence of FtF nonverbals. Furthermore, Van Der Heide et al. (2013) 

demonstrated the social nature of the CMC public commitment effect by identifying dissonance, 

rather than self-perception (Bem, 1967), as the mechanism for self-influence. This is consistent 

with the requirement of public commitment for identity shift. 

In summary, public (as opposed to private) commitment to decisions and behavior 

influences subsequent attitudes and self-conceptions, and this phenomenon is especially likely in 

CMC, where selective self-presentation to mediated audiences activates hyperpersonal processes 

that strengthen interpersonal relations (Walther, 1996). However, tests of identity shift have 

relied on asking participants to manage the extroversion-introversion dimension personality 

(Gonzales & Hancock, 2008; Walther et al., 2011). Similarly, Tice (1992) used extroversion and 

emotional stability to test the impact of public situations on self-concept. A public display of 
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communication may be seen as an inherently extroverted act, presenting a possible confound. 

However, participants instructed to publicly act more introverted did experience identity shift 

toward introversion (Gonzales & Hancock, 2008; Tice, 1992; Walther et al., 2011). Nonetheless, 

it is vital to expand the facets of self-concept used to test identity shift. Taste, preferences for 

media and other cultural goods, provides an ideal aspect of identity distinct from personality. 

Moreover, the consequences of taste performances (displaying cultural consumption as a form of 

self-presentation; Liu, 2007) for an individual’s subsequent tastes are unknown, although taste 

performances are a vital part of self-presentation both online (Good, 2012; Liu, 2007) and off 

(Bourdieu, 1979/1984) and as such have the potential to produce self-concept change. 

H1: Sharing media content in a public online setting will increase liking of that content more 

than sharing media content in a private online setting. 

1.2. Feedback. 

Along with selective self-presentation, feedback is critical to hyperpersonal interactions 

and effects (Walther, 1996). The hyperpersonal model describes the process by which computer-

mediated communication can produce very intense relationships or interpersonal influence 

despite occurring though channels with limited bandwidth (e.g., online text). A recent study 

replicated findings by Gonzales and Hancock and extended the identity shift model by including 

feedback regarding self-presentation (Walther et al., 2011). Feedback was provided in the public 

condition through a manipulated blog comment, or in the private condition through a 

manipulated linguistic analysis. The presence of positive feedback increased the effect of public 

commitment, compared to no feedback. Self-concept changed in response to one’s own digital 

self-presentation, and also due to reinforcing feedback.  
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Building on that design, Kim, Fesenmaier, and Johnson (2013) examined the interaction 

of feedback with the use of either a public channel (social media) or a private channel (instant 

messaging) on positive and negative affect. Participants imagined a hypothetical experience 

involving tourism at a ski resort. They then viewed an instance of sharing regarding the tourism 

(a photo and description) via either social media or instant message, coupled with feedback. The 

experimental design was extended by including negative feedback, versus positive or no 

feedback. The predicted interaction between publicness and feedback was supported for positive 

and negative affect. While affect as an outcome is intriguing, it does not directly speak to identity 

shift or attitudinal change regarding the tourism.  

Despite its importance within the hyperpersonal model, responses to self-presentation 

feedback both online and offline are poorly understood, as Leary, Allen, and Terry (2011) 

conclude that “[u]nfortunately, we know almost nothing about how people infer others’ 

impressions of them nor how they adjust their behavior on the fly in response to cues regarding 

others’ impressions” (p. 418). For example, would negative feedback reverse the identity shift 

effect, as Kim et al.’s (2013) findings suggest? In the context of collaborative sharing of 

information online, Cheshire (2007) found that strongly-valenced feedback, whether positive or 

negative, had the effect of encouraging more subsequent sharing, compared to no feedback. 

Cheshire (2007) speculated that negative feedback activates the desire for attaining social 

approval, while positive feedback affirms that sharing is worthwhile and appreciated.  

With regard to taste performances, feedback appears to be commonly provided in 

response to the sharing of media content in CMC settings. For example, in a month, the average 

Facebook user clicks the “like” button 14 times on friends’ posts and receives 20 likes on their 

own posts (Hampton, Goulet, Marlow, & Rainie, 2012). Beyond simple endorsements such as 
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Facebook likes and Twitter retweets, feedback also takes the form of textual comments that may 

show strong approval or disapproval. Therefore, we can expect post-sharing liking of media 

content to increase in positive feedback conditions, compared to no feedback, and especially 

when sharing is public. Likewise, negative feedback should decrease liking of shared media, 

compared to no feedback, especially when sharing is public. While Cheshire (2007) found that 

negative feedback encouraged subsequent sharing, that is not to say that an attitude would 

become more positive in the face of negative feedback. Indeed, negative affect is an evident 

response (Kim et al., 2013). The individual should be motivated to abandon a taste receiving 

negative feedback and perhaps seek out more socially approved tastes. 

H2: Feedback received in response to sharing media content will affect liking of that content, in 

the direction of the feedback. 

H3: The online sharing setting will interact with received feedback, where a public setting will 

heighten the effects of feedback compared to a private setting.  

1.3. Boundary conditions of the proposed effects. 

 Given the implications of public commitment and feedback for change in self-concept, it 

is possible that these impacts might persist over time, or even strengthen. The potential for this 

kind of enduring identity shift has yet to be examined, although implied by theory. Tice (1992) 

found persistent effects throughout a single lab session, even after the introduction of new 

discussion partners, but did not measure self-concept at a later date. Additionally, feedback 

might result in a sleeper effect, such that influence is not evident until after a delayed period. 

This is especially likely if the source of the feedback is forgotten over time but the substance of 

their argument remains in memory (cf. Hovland & Weiss, 1951). Sleeper effects are likely when 
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sources are strongly discounted at first, and when individuals have high motivation or ability to 

process the information in the message (Kumkale & Albarracín, 2004). 

RQ1: How persistent are the effects of public sharing and feedback, and are there sleeper effects 

on attitudes toward the media content? 

 Theory development in CMC must take relevant boundary conditions into careful 

consideration. Parks (2011) examined the boundaries of several recent theories, including online 

taste performance, as they applied to users of the SNS MySpace. For example, under half of new 

users visited their profile weekly. By week six, only 17.7% had shared favorite music and 12% 

had shared favorite television/film titles, and the mean number of taste performances was quite 

low (M = 1.09, SD = 2.10) for new users. Likewise, new users added modest numbers of friends 

and only 3.19% had received comments. As the intensity of use is highly variable among users 

and platforms, it is critical to account for the experience an individual has with sharing media 

content. For example, the intensity of social media use strengthens the influence of electronic 

word-of-mouth on conspicuous consumption (Thoumrungroje, 2014). Similarly, individuals who 

frequently engage in online taste performances may be more likely to undergo identity shift, or 

perhaps their experience might make them more resistant to self-influence.  

RQ2: Does taste performance propensity moderate the effects of public sharing or feedback? 

 A final research question draws from the public choice paradigm of cognitive dissonance 

(Brehm, 1956). Not only does public commitment improve the attitude toward a choice, but it 

also decreases the appeal of unchosen options. By reducing positive attitudes toward alternatives, 

the individual minimizes dissonance resulting from the public decision. Furthermore, we might 

also suspect that feedback reinforces choices by validating a decision (for positive feedback) or 

creating dissonance-reducing defensiveness (for negative feedback). 
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RQ3: Do public sharing or feedback affect attitudes toward media content that was not shared? 

2. Method 

2.1. Overview. 

An experiment was conducted to test the effects of CMC setting and feedback on subsequent 

attitudes toward shared media content, in a between-subjects design. Participants were asked to rate 

photos with feeling thermometers and to select one favorite photo. Then, participants each wrote a 

short description and evaluation of their chosen photo and submitted the photo and essay for 

analysis, under the pretense that the study assessed their “aesthetic judgment.” Participants made 

submissions either privately to what was presented as automated analytic software, or publicly on a 

blog. Next, they received either positive, no, or negative feedback. Afterward, participants once 

again rated the set of photos, reported Internet use and demographics, and completed manipulation 

checks. A follow-up online survey, one week later, solicited photo ratings a third time.  

2.2. Participants. 

The study was conducted with 203 university students (60.59% women) in the Midwestern 

U.S., in return for course credit. In addition, 157 (62.42% women) of those participants completed 

an online session a week later for additional credit, representing a 77.34% completion rate for the 

second session. Mean age was 20.03 (SD = 2.69), and the sample was 58.9% White, 28.7% Asian, 

7.4% Black, 1.5% Hispanic/Latino, 1.5% multiracial, and 2% other.  

2.3. Stimuli and pretest. 

 Abstract photos were employed as the media content to be evaluated and shared, as they 

provided relatively novel stimuli that would not be confounded with prior tastes. The use of abstract 

photography also allowed a believable premise for the study and the delivery of feedback. Photos 

were obtained from the Abstract Photos group pool on photo-sharing site Flickr 
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(http://www.flickr.com/groups/abstractphotos/pool/). A total of 52 images were collected and 

pretested for liking using a 0-100 dislike-like thermometer. A separate sample of 21 participants 

(drawn from the same population as the experiment sample; 57.1% women; Mage = 22.76, SDage = 

3.55; 76.2% White, 14.3% Asian, 9.5% Black) rated these images, with mean scores ranging from 

20.76 to 72.48. After the image with a 72.48 score, there was a cluster of eight photos with ratings 

between 64 and 68 on the 100 scale (standard errors between 4.75 and 6.69). A repeated measures 

ANOVA found no differences in liking among these images, F(7, 133) = 0.13, p > .99, all pairwise 

comparisons with Sidak correction nonsignificant, p = 1.00. These abstract photos, showing very 

similar moderate-to-high ratings, were selected as study stimuli. 

2.4. Procedure.  

2.4.1. Initial evaluations (t1).  

Participants were recruited to attend a 30-minute lab session, to be followed by a short online 

survey a week later. The session was conducted in a computer lab, up to six participants at once, 

each at a private computer workstation. Under the premise of an “aesthetic judgment” study, 

participants were told that they would be rating, choosing, and writing about abstract photos, to 

identify why people make good or poor aesthetic judgments. Furthermore, drawing from the design 

used by Walther et al. (2011), they were told their judgment would be evaluated against expert 

assessments of the same photos and through analysis of their essay, either by a graduate student in 

fine arts or by linguistic analysis software. Finally, participants were told that they might provide 

ratings at several time points. After providing informed consent, participants were verbally 

instructed and began the rating, selection, and essay components of the study. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of six conditions, in a 2x3 between-subjects 

design: private versus public and positive versus no versus negative feedback. At their workstation, 
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participants first accessed a survey in which they rated each of eight photos with 101-point feeling 

thermometers (see Figure 1). They were then asked to choose the photo they “like best” and to write 

a short (100 words) descriptive, evaluative essay on the photo. A later review of essay contents and 

word counts (M = 102.05, SD = 19.13) found participants made sincere efforts to describe and 

evaluate photos.  

<INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE> 

2.4.2. Sharing of taste performance. Next, a check was conducted to confirm each participant 

had rated and chosen from among the photos and written their evaluative essay. At this point, 

participants were provided information regarding how to share their choice and essay for analysis.  

A seemingly publicly available blog (using the Blogger platform) created for the study was 

shown to those randomly assigned to a public condition. They were told would be submitting their 

selected photo and essay to this Aesthetic Judgment blog for evaluation by a graduate student in fine 

arts. To maintain believability, the blog featured several uploaded photos (similar in style to the 

stimuli photos) and mock essays written by the researchers to imitate the format of the study task. 

One post also featured feedback from the fictitious fine arts student. However, unbeknownst to 

participants, the blog was set to make all posts private. Instructions were provided on how to submit 

both the favored photo and evaluative essay as a blog post. Public visibility was emphasized in the 

instructions by stating that the submission and feedback would be publicly available on the research 

blog. Participants were also instructed to both include their name in the post’s title (e.g., “Jane’s 

Evaluative Essay”) and sign their essay with their name at the end. They were then able to view their 

post as if it were live on the site, although it was actually hidden from public view.  

Those in a private condition uploaded their image and essay into a web form designed to look 

like a computerized analytic program with a sparse appearance, called "Linguistic Inquiry Analysis." 
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Participants were told that the program would recognize their photo from the filename, which would 

allow it to retrieve the relevant expert evaluation, and that the “LIA” software would analyze the 

linguistic content of their essay, generating an evaluation of their description and assessment of the 

photo. Privacy was emphasized in the instructions by stating that the submission and any feedback 

would be confidential and that the researchers would not tie it to their identity. 

2.4.3. Receipt of feedback. In public feedback conditions, feedback was posted as a comment 

to this post by a researcher logged into the blog account, under a fictitious name. Positive feedback 

praised both the choice of photo and the evaluative essay, while negative feedback disparaged both 

the choice and essay (see Table 1). The public feedback was relatively informal and interpersonal.  

In private feedback conditions, feedback appeared as output within the analytic program. The 

positive and negative content substantively mirrored that of the public feedback, but the style of the 

feedback was formal and appeared to be generated via automated analysis of their submission (see 

Table 1). For no-feedback conditions, participants were told that the researchers would be evaluating 

their submissions, but no mention was made of providing them with feedback.  

2.4.4. Post-test questionnaire (t2). Participants then proceeded to the questionnaire, which 

began by repeating the rating task for the array of eight abstract photos. Next, the questionnaire 

solicited Internet use and demographics, and concluded with manipulation checks for both factors: 

the public nature of sharing and the valence of feedback (for those participants who received 

feedback). 

2.4.5. Follow-up questionnaire (t3). Seven days later, an online follow-up survey was 

emailed to participants. It consisted of a third round of thermometer ratings of the photos. A 

reminder about the survey was sent to any remaining incompletes after 72 hours. Participants were 
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debriefed regarding the purpose of the study and the random assignment of manipulations, including 

feedback. 

2.5. Measures. 

2.5.1. Manipulation checks. At the end of the lab session, participants indicated with 6-point 

Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree) how public they felt their selection 

and essay were [“When I submitted my chosen photograph and essay, I felt that my submission was 

private” (reversed), “Anybody might be able to see what photograph I chose and what I wrote about 

it,” “I felt like I shared my chosen photograph and essay publicly,” α = .75] and how they perceived 

the valence of their feedback, if any was received [“The feedback I received made me feel like I 

have good aesthetic judgment,” “The feedback I received was severe” (reversed), “I received 

positive feedback about my chosen photograph and essay,” α = .82].  

 2.5.2. Attitudes toward photos. Throughout the study, measurement of attitudes toward 

shared media content (and neglected alternatives) was conducted with 101-point (0 = dislike, 100 = 

like) feeling thermometers for each of the photos. Feeling thermometers employ more response 

categories, providing greater measurement precision than Likert-type scales without increasing 

measurement error (Alwin, 1997), and they are an efficient method for measuring attitudes. The key 

dependent variable was the rating of the selected photo after sharing, tested between-groups. To 

account for variability in initial liking, attitudes at earlier time points were included as a covariates 

when examining differences in attitudes between groups. Attitudes at t1 showed good test-retest 

reliability with t2 (r = .68, p < .001) and t3 (r = .68, p < .001). 

 2.5.3. Taste performance propensity. Individual differences in online sharing of media 

content were measured by averaging the frequency of self-reported online sharing of content 

relevant to four types of media (movies, music, websites, and photos) on SNSs and blogs, measured 
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with 7-point Likert-type scales (1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = every few weeks, 4 = 1 to 2 days a week, 5 

= 3 to 5 days a week, 6 = about once a day, 7 = several times a day), M = 3.30, SD = 1.35. This 

measure of sharing (α = .87) was weakly correlated with daily frequency (where 1 = None at all, 2 = 

Less than 30 minutes, 3 = 30 to 60 minutes, 4 = 1 to 2 hours, 5 = 2 to 3 hours, 6 = 3 to 4 hours, 7 = 

More than 4 hours) of Internet use (r = .25, p < .001) and moderately correlated with SNS use (r = 

.48, p < .001) and blog use (r = .42, p < .001). 

3. Results 

3.1. Manipulation check. 

 The experimental inductions had their desired effects on perceived publicness, F(1, 197) 

= 41.16, p < .001, ηp
2 = .17, Mprivate = 3.68, SD = 1.06, versus Mpublic = 4.58, SD = 0.92, and on 

feedback valence, F(1, 131) = 280.36, p < .001, ηp
2 = .68, Mnegative = 2.76, SD = 0.91, versus 

Mpositive = 5.09, SD = 0.68. Participants in the no-feedback group did not complete the feedback 

manipulation check, so that only positive and negative groups were compared on feedback. The 

two manipulations were perceived as independent, as the public-private manipulation did not 

influence perceptions of feedback, p = .83, and the feedback did not influence perceived 

publicness, p = .49. Furthermore, there were no interactive effects between the manipulations.  

3.2. Main effects. 

To examine the effects of these inductions, as proposed in H1, H2, and H3, thermometer 

ratings of participants’ favored photos at time 2 and time 3 were examined with 2 (public vs. 

private) x 3 (positive vs. no vs. negative feedback) between-subjects ANCOVAs, with 

thermometer ratings from prior time points entered as covariates in order to capture changes in 

attitudes between groups while controlling for prior liking.  
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There was no apparent main effect of publicness at t2, F(1, 196) = 1.12, p = .29. There 

was, however, a clear effect of feedback on liking at t2, F(2, 196) = 9.98, p < .001, ηp
2 = .09. 

This offered support for H2, but not H1. Pairwise comparisons (using Sidak correction to 

account for familywise error but retain statistical power) revealed that the scores for positive and 

no-feedback conditions did not differ; rather, the effect of feedback on liking at t2 was 

attributable to negative feedback, which decreased liking. The interaction between publicness 

and feedback was not significant, F(2, 196) = 0.04, p = .96, so that H3 was not supported. Mean 

scores at t2 are presented by condition in Figure 2. 

<INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE> 

Regarding RQ1, significant between-group differences at t3, controlling for t1, would 

indicate persistent effects, while differences at t3, controlling for both t1 and t2, would indicate 

sleeper effects. ANCOVAs at t3 indicated no effect of public versus private sharing, controlling 

for initial liking at t1, F(1, 150) = 0.08, p = .77, or after also controlling for liking at t2, F(1, 149) 

= 0.54, p = .82. They did, however, suggest that feedback effects persisted into t3, as the 

ANCOVA controlling for t1 yielded a marginally significant effect for feedback, F(2, 150) = 

2.64, p = .07, ηp
2 = .03. However, this effect was no longer evident once liking at t2 was added 

as a covariate, F(2, 149) = 0.38, p = .69. The feedback effect endured, but did not increase over 

the week. Pairwise comparisons at t3 showed a marginal difference between negative and 

positive feedback conditions, but no differences with the no-feedback condition. As with t2, the 

interaction between publicness and feedback at t3 was not significant, F(2, 149) = 0.06, p = .95. 

3.3. Moderating role of taste performance propensity. 

Hierarchical multiple regression was used (to allow for a continuous variable moderator) 

to test individual differences in online sharing as moderator of the treatments on liking at t2, 
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controlling for t1, as suggested in RQ2. Taste performance propensity did not moderate the effect 

of public sharing on liking at t2, b = −1.11, se = 1.31, p = .40, nor the effect of negative versus 

positive feedback, b = 1.40, se = 0.88, p = .11 (similar results were obtained when including no-

feedback cells). However, at t3, taste performance propensity was found to moderate an effect of 

public sharing, b = 3.63, se = 1.45, p = .01, ΔR2 = .02, controlling for liking at t1 and t2. The 

MODPROBE macro (Hayes & Matthes, 2009) was used to probe the interaction with the 

Johnson-Neyman technique, revealing that individuals at or below 1.87 on taste performance 

propensity showed less liking at t3 if their sharing was public versus private. In contrast, those 

scoring at or above 5.28 on propensity reported greater liking at t3 if sharing was public versus 

private. Figure 3 illustrates the interaction between publicness and taste performance propensity. 

<INSERT FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE> 

In addition, there was a t3 marginal interaction between taste performance propensity and 

negative versus positive feedback, b = −1.73, se = 0.98, p = .08, ΔR2 = .01. Probing the 

interaction suggested that those low on propensity (< 2.33) reacted favorably to positive 

feedback compared to negative feedback, with a significant difference in liking at t3. Very 

similar results occur when including no-feedback cells in the interaction, and further post-hoc 

analyses showed the same interaction pattern was significant when comparing positive versus no 

feedback, b = −3.46, se = 1.56, p = .03, ΔR2 = .02, but not when comparing negative to no 

feedback, p = .96. Thus, among those who rarely shared media online, liking at t3 increased due 

to positive feedback compared to negative or no feedback. This is in contrast to the singular 

effect (on all participants) of negative feedback over positive or no feedback on liking at t2. 

There was no evidence at t2 (p = .41) or t3 (p = .37) of a three-way interaction between public-

private condition, feedback condition, and taste performance propensity.  
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3.4. Spreading of alternatives. 

 Finally, for RQ3, ANCOVAs demonstrated the influence of feedback, but not public 

commitment or their interaction, on the liking afforded to participants’ seven non-favored 

images. At t2, feedback had a marginal effect of the average liking of these alternatives 

controlling for their liking at t1, F(2, 196) = 2.43, p = .09, ηp
2 = .02, where those receiving 

positive feedback on their choice showed the least liking for alternatives (M = 49.21, se = 0.82). 

A marginal pairwise difference existed with negative feedback (M = 51.72, se = 0.81), and no-

feedback ratings of alternatives fell in between (M = 50.83, se = 0.82). Positive feedback toward 

the chosen photo had the effect of making alternative choices less desirable. 

 At t3, controlling for t1, this feedback effect on alternatives was significant, F(2, 196) = 

5.49, p = .005, ηp
2 = .07. Pairwise comparisons revealed significant differences between the 

effect of positive feedback on liking (M = 46.09, se = 1.12) and that of no feedback (M = 50.57, 

se = 1.15) and negative feedback (M = 50.62, se = 1.04), p = .018 and p = .011, respectively. 

This suggests a sleeper effect of positive feedback on the spreading of alternatives. Indeed, 

adding liking of alternatives at t2 as a covariate demonstrated that the spreading of alternatives 

increased over the week, as indicated by a marginal effect of feedback, F(2, 196) = 2.43, p = .09, 

ηp
2 = .02. After a week, controlling for previous levels of liking, positive feedback groups 

showed even less liking of alternatives (M = 47.09, se = 0.99) than the no-feedback (M = 50.00, 

se = 1.09) or negative feedback groups (M = 50.22, se = 0.92).  

4. Discussion 

 The present investigation tested predictions derived from identity shift (Gonzales & 

Hancock, 2008) that online taste performances (Liu, 2007) would impact subsequent attitudes 

toward media content. Tastes in media like books, magazines, film, television, music, and art 
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reflect not only attitudes toward that content but also constitute a critical part of many peoples’ 

self-concepts (Babrow, 1989; Bourdieu, 1979/1984). Just as impressions of others are formed 

based on media preferences (Hall, 2007), media preferences and other tastes are used 

strategically to manage identity (Berger & Heath, 2007; Gao, Wheeler, & Shiv, 2008). The 

selective, strategic display of media consumption to convey desired impressions may not at first 

be isomorphic with internal preferences. Identity shift suggests that taste performances will, 

however, affect internal preferences and self-concept. This can account for how individuals 

change their tastes over time, and how conformity in taste within social groups may develop 

(Aral & Walker, 2012; Knobloch-Westerwick, Sharma, Hansen, & Alter, 2005; Salganik, Dodds, 

& Watts, 2006). Walther et al.’s (2011) integration of identity shift with the hyperpersonal 

model’s emphasis on feedback also speaks to the social nature of self-concept change (cf. Tice, 

1992). Although the individual’s own self-presentation is internalized, the social situation makes 

this possible, via public commitment and the receipt of feedback. 

 Hypothesis 1 predicted that public versus private taste performances—sharing of media 

content and an evaluative essay through either a blog or software—would have an effect on 

attitudes toward that content. No main effect was observed for the public-private factor, yet RQ2 

suggested that differences in taste performance propensity moderate the effect of sharing. Indeed, 

we find that for those who frequently share and discuss media online, the predicted positive 

effect of public sharing was evident a week later. Those who made their taste performance public 

on the blog showed greater liking at t3 than those who sharing privately with software. In 

contrast, those who reported very little taste performance propensity demonstrated less positive 

attitudes toward their chosen photo at t3 when their performance was public versus private. 

Given their lack of experience with, or perhaps their aversion to, online sharing, this makes sense 
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that public commitment would not strengthen their attitude, but rather backfire. Future research 

is needed to unpack why those low on taste performance propensity display this reversed 

tendency. Although this disordinal interaction between public-private condition and taste 

performance propensity sheds light on the lack of a significant main effect, the interaction was 

only evident at t3, and the results provide only very qualified support for H1. 

 Next, Hypothesis 2 predicted an effect of feedback on attitudes toward the photos. 

Indeed, there was a clear main effect of feedback on liking at t2, supporting H2. Pairwise 

comparisons revealed that negative feedback drove this effect. Negative feedback from the fine 

arts graduate student or the linguistic software led participants to immediately diminish their 

enthusiasm for their chosen photo. Surprisingly, there was no significant difference in attitudes 

between the positive and no feedback conditions. Perhaps the absence of feedback is not 

necessarily a neutral point, but instead signals tacit approval. Positive feedback did not appear to 

impact attitudes, despite its effectiveness in a prior investigation using extroversion as the self-

presentation behavior (Walther et al., 2011) and its effect on emotion for tourism-related posts 

(Kim et al., 2013). While the lack of effect is unexpected, it is unsurprising that negative 

feedback had a stronger effect than positive feedback, given the negativity bias seen in many 

social situations (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001).   

 Hypothesis 3 proposed an interaction between public self-presentation and feedback, as 

demonstrated in Walther et al. (2011). However, no evidence emerged for any interaction 

between these two experimental factors at either t2 or t3. Therefore, H3 was not supported. 

Although publicness and feedback each generated varying degrees of impact on identity shift, 

they did not seem to work to reinforce each other in this taste performance context. 
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 The first research question inquired about the persistence of identity shift after a week, as 

well as the possibility of sleeper effects. With regard to feedback, the only significant main effect 

at t2, analysis demonstrated that the effect did indeed persist into t3 but did not strengthen 

beyond t2. Next, as explained above, the moderator proposed in RQ2 did interact with the 

public-private manipulation in a sleeper effect at t3. There was also an interaction at t3 between 

taste performance propensity and feedback. Probing the interaction demonstrated that those low 

on propensity to share responded well to positive feedback. In addition to its interaction with 

taste performance propensity, positive feedback also had an influence on the ratings of unchosen 

photos. This finding addresses the final research question, RQ3. Those who received positive 

feedback gave lower ratings of alternative photos at t3 compared to the negative or no feedback 

groups. This suggests a sleeper effect of positive feedback on the spreading of alternatives (cf. 

Brehm, 1956). These results suggest a complex and nuanced effect specific to positive feedback, 

in contrast to the immediate and persistent effect of negative feedback. One possible explanation 

for the limited influence of positive feedback could be that, as a display of identity, taste 

performances receiving positive feedback might signal non-distinctiveness (Berger & Heath, 

2007). Although individuals seek to achieve some level of conformity in their tastes, they also 

seek to exert their individuality, and strike an optimal level of distinctiveness (Chan, Berger, & 

Van Boven, 2012). In this way, positive feedback may be less important to identity maintenance. 

4.1 Strengths and limitations. 

 These results provide a new perspective on the identity shift framework previously 

elaborated on and tested by Gonzales and Hancock (2008) and Walther et al. (2011). We find 

that feedback, especially when negative (cf. Kim et al., 2013) is more consequential for 

processes of self-concept change following computer-mediated self-presentation, compared to 
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public commitment, which only had qualified effects. Furthermore, identity shift was 

demonstrated to occur with regard to media preferences, extending the applicability of the 

model. It was also shown that identity shift was relatively persistent, as attitude change toward 

shared photographs (and the photographs that were not shared) was evident a week after sharing. 

Several limitations of the present study should be noted. First of all, in contrast to the 

randomly assigned behavior (extroversion or introversion) in prior tests of identity shift, self-

presentation was tied to participants’ actual preferences—they shared their actual favorite from 

among available photos. As such, it may have been difficult for existing positive attitudes to 

increase further. While ratings in the mid-70s to mid-80s suggest some room for growth, there 

may have been a ceiling effect reducing the likelihood of effects. Future research could employ 

moderately liked choices or randomly assign content to be used in impression management. 

 On the other hand, the study may have suffered from a lack of enthusiasm regarding the 

images that were shared. Although using abstract photos allowed for novel stimuli that were 

unconfounded with prior tastes and offered a credible cover story, it is limited in its external 

validity to the extent that real life taste performances are driven by strong attitudes toward media 

content or strong beliefs in the impression management potential of particular content. However, 

the evaluative essays tended to express positive emotions and make meaningful connections with 

the photos. Regardless, future research should seek to make use of existing preferences or 

content that participants believe will lead to successful impression management.  

 Likewise, the relevance of a particular medium or genre to an individual or their social 

groups may be critical to the relationship between taste performance and identity shift. High 

relevance may be an important condition for effects to occur. Similarly, the stakes involved in 

the self-presentation situation may be a key condition, too. The present study made use of a 
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fictitious student who participants may have not been as motivated to impress as they would their 

own online friends and followers. While the participants perceived the blog as being public, they 

may not have believed that there would be social consequences of their sharing. Indeed, while 

the publicness manipulation was effective, the mean scores for both public and private conditions 

were relatively modest (4.58 and 3.68, respectively, on a 6-point scale), especially compared to 

the much stronger results for the feedback manipulation check. Furthermore, while negative 

feedback from the art student might have been an indicator that their taste was poor and should 

be reconsidered, perhaps positive feedback effects are more contingent on valuing the source of 

the feedback. An interesting question that follows from this limitation is just how public various 

CMC settings are perceived as being. How “public” is Facebook versus Tumblr versus Twitter? 

Beliefs about publicness are critical for identity shift effects. 

 A related limitation is the use of machine-generated feedback in the private condition. 

While this allows for demonstrating that interaction with computers can resemble human 

interaction (Walther et al., 2011; see Nass & Moon, 2000 for an overview), a human versus 

machine audience does present a possible confound with the public versus private dimension. 

However, the present inductions used scripts emphasizing the public or private nature of their 

situations, beyond the mere assignment to a blog or software submission. Future research should 

explore the possibilities of public and private interaction with both humans and computers. 

 Other directions for future research include examining the role of other moderators such 

as self-esteem. What role does an individual’s confidence in their tastes play in the identity shift 

process? For example, in the present study, many participants may have been unfamiliar with 

abstract photography and other visual arts. That may heighten or diminish the influence of their 

self-presentation on self-concept. Another direction is the distinction between the content that is 
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shared and the evaluative component of the taste performance (the individual’s endorsement). 

Early forms of online taste performances consisted of simple lists of liked content (Liu, 2007). 

However, taste performances have taken on a wide range of forms, and often include embedded 

copies of the video, audio, image, or hyperlink in question. Hogan (2010) further distinguishes 

between effortful performances and mere representations of behavior as distinct forms of online 

self-presentation. Representations are recorded exhibitions of online activity and may have 

differential effects on identity than performances. For example, one emergent form of online 

taste performance is automated, “frictionless” sharing, which may violate the assumption that 

sharing is freely chosen and intentional (Uski & Lampinen, in press).  

4.2. Implications and conclusions. 

 The present study provides new insights regarding online taste performances, the identity 

shift process, and how the sharing of media content can alter media preferences. With regard to 

online taste performances, the results provide additional evidence as to how evaluating and 

embedding media content in one’s social media profile serves an impression management 

function. This extends earlier work on online taste performances, which focused on lists of 

favorites (Liu, 2007) in contrast to the embedded posting of images, videos, and other content 

that has come to characterize media sharing in social networking sites (Rainie et al., 2012). The 

results also indicate that important individual differences exist in the propensity to engage in 

online taste performances. Future research should therefore explore the antecedents of sharing 

media content in online networks (cf. Logan, 2014). Other media contexts should also be 

examined beyond cultural and entertainment media. For example, the sharing and discussion of 

health media (Cappella, Kim, & Albarracín, in press) and political media (Cameron & Geidner, 

2014) have important consequences in particular.  
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Online taste performances were shown to elicit an identity shift process, which provides 

important evidence for developing the identity shift framework (Gonzalez & Hancock, 2008). 

Previous identity shift research has focused on the self-presentation of traits such as extraversion. 

By examining other aspects of identity (such as cultural capital and media taste) and how they 

are used in impression management, the scope of the identity shift framework was expanded by 

this investigation. However, the present results are nuanced, in that the effect of publicness 

(Gonzales & Hancock, 2008) was qualified by individual differences and positive and negative 

feedback produced asymmetrical results. This latter finding builds on previous research that only 

examined positive feedback (Walther et al., 2011) or examined the effect of feedback on affect 

instead of attitudes or self-concept (Kim et al., 2013). The present study is also innovative 

because it examined medium- to long-term identity shift processes. Time played an important 

role in identity shift, and changes in media preferences were shown to be durable over time. 

Work on identity shift should continue to expand beyond tests only making use of 

extroversion and similar traits. Taste performances are example of a prevalent aspect of 

impression management that offered a novel and insightful test. Results indicated that, depending 

on the characteristic in question, identity shift may not occur in the way previously seen with 

extroversion. Experience with an impression management technique may be a necessary 

condition for identity shift. Although most individuals may have experience with attempting to 

convey greater extraversion, online taste performances require certain levels of cultural capital 

and familiarity with technologies. Or, perhaps taste and attitudes toward media content are more 

resistant to the process of change, or less central to the self-concept than personality traits. 

Boundary conditions such as trait propensity to engage in the behavior in question were 

identified in the present study, and potential conditions such as perceived publicness, closeness 
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to the audience, and source of feedback were proposed. This study also built upon prior research 

by examining the role of negative feedback, the persistence of effects, and the potential for 

sleeper effects, all of which proved to be consequential for identity shift.  

These results suggest that the identity shift framework could be revised to provide more 

specific predictions regarding the predictive roles of feedback, relevant individual differences, 

and prior impression management experiences or abilities. Also, these and other findings (i.e., 

Kim et al., 2013) imply that a reformulation could consider the relationship of attitudes and 

emotions to the self-concept (cf. Markus & Wurf, 1987). And, with regard to theories of media 

preferences, uses, and effects, the findings presented here show that impression management is 

an important factor (Atkin, 1972) that may play a role in the development and reinforcement of 

media consumption and effects over time (Slater, 2007). 

Practically speaking, the present findings suggest that media properties and other brands 

may face an uphill battle in trying to foster more positive attitudes or build loyalty though online 

marketing strategies in which consumers express their appreciation or fandom, or spread word of 

mouth to others. There are evident opportunities for enhancing these outcomes, however. Public 

commitment generated more positive attitudes among those who were frequent online taste 

performers. It may be more beneficial and efficient to target these individuals with invitations 

and requests to share and “like” media content. Additionally, the practical implication of 

negative feedback’s effect on liking at t2 and t3 would be that Facebook, for example, is wise not 

to introduce a “dislike” button, despite popular demand (Stuart, 2013). With regard to individuals 

with a low propensity to share media, positive feedback was key to enhancing their attitudes.  

Online taste performances (Liu, 2007) are an intriguing but relatively neglected 

phenomenon, despite the hopes of many marketers, for media properties and beyond, to gain 
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return on investment for social media strategies. The performance of taste has untapped potential 

for studying the transmission of information in networks, the construction and maintenance of 

social identity, and the selection and reception of a wide range of media. Furthermore, it 

examines the intersection of interpersonal and mass communication, a historically important 

(Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) but understudied area (Walther, Carr, et al., 2010). The influence of 

online taste performances on subsequent media preferences via identity shift highlights how taste 

performances are critical to the use of both interpersonal and mass media. 
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Table 1 

Feedback Provided in Positive vs. Negative and Public vs. Private Conditions 
 Positive Negative 

Public Cameron Lia (Lia47):  
Thanks for sharing your photograph and essay! The 
picture you chose is one that rates highly on aesthetic 
features. It is in the upper 5% of abstract photographs 
on aesthetic features. It has a holistic order and 
symmetry, and is powerful in its treatment of details. 
For example, the use of focus, lighting, and lens type 
show that this is a masterful photograph, and certainly 
the work of an artist with a well-trained eye. This 
photograph appeals to people with highly developed 
taste. It has vibrant colors and pays great attention to 
shapes… the fact that you like this photo means you’re 
probably into art and have excellent taste in visual 
displays. Looking at your essay, it shows that you tend 
to prefer photos based on important features that most 
average viewers miss. The reasons you give are 
associated with a strong aesthetic sense. I would assign 
you a 96% on the essay. The words you use to describe 
and evaluate the photo also reflect a well-developed and 
sophisticated understanding of visual design and 
photography. 
 

Cameron Lia (Lia47):  
Thanks for sharing your photograph and essay! The 
picture you chose is one that rates lower on aesthetic 
features. It is in the lower 20% of abstract photographs 
on aesthetic features. It lacks a holistic order and 
symmetry, and is inconsistent in its treatment of details. 
For example, the use of focus, lighting, and lens type 
show that this is more of an amateur photograph, and 
not the work of an artist with a more trained eye. This 
photograph appeals to some people, though. It certainly 
has some nice colors and attention-getting shapes, but 
the fact that you like this photo means you’re probably 
not into art and have simple taste in visual displays. 
Looking at your essay, it shows that you tend to prefer 
photos based on fairly superficial features. The reasons 
you give are associated with a weak aesthetic sense. I 
would assign you a 68% on the essay. The words you 
use to describe and evaluate the photo also reflect an 
underdeveloped and rudimentary understanding of 
visual design and photography. 
 

Private LIA 2.2 Linguistic Inquiry Analysis © Linguistic 
Software, Inc. 2011 
Image Database Match: 1/8 
Dictionaries accessed: 7 
Iterations: 4 
Confidence: .9984 
:: Image selection :: 
The selection is one that rates highly on aesthetic 
features.  
Ranking: Upper 5% of abstract photographs on 
aesthetic features 
Holistic order and symmetry: 4.9/5.0 
Treatment of details: 5.0/5.0 
Focus, lighting, and lens type: 4.85/5.0 
Vibrant colors and attention to shapes: 5.0/5.0 
This is a masterful photograph, the work of an artist 
with a well-trained eye. This type of photograph appeals 
to people with highly developed taste; odds are that the 
user appreciates art and demonstrates excellent taste in 
visual displays 
:: The following results are based on analysis of 
linguistic style markers, content indices, and 
correspondence analysis :: 
The subject tends to prefer photos based on important 
features that most average viewers miss. The reasons 
given are associated with a strong aesthetic sense. 
Responses are very coherent and consistent. The words 
used to describe and evaluate the photo also reflect a 
well-developed and sophisticated understanding of 
visual design and photography. 
Essay score: 96% 
/END REPORT 

LIA 2.2 Linguistic Inquiry Analysis © Linguistic 
Software, Inc. 2011 
Image Database Match: 1/8 
Dictionaries accessed: 7 
Iterations: 4 
Confidence: .9984 
:: Image selection :: 
The selection is one that rates lower on aesthetic 
features.  
Ranking: Lower 20% of abstract photographs on 
aesthetic features 
Holistic order and symmetry: 0.7/5.0 
Treatment of details: 1.1/5.0 
Focus, lighting, and lens type: 0.8/5.0 
Vibrant colors and attention to shapes: 0.9/5.0 
This is an amateur photograph, not the work of an artist 
with a more trained eye. This type of photograph does 
appeal to some people, though; odds are that the user 
does not appreciate art and demonstrates simple taste in 
visual displays 
:: The following results are based on analysis of 
linguistic style markers, content indices, and 
correspondence analysis :: 
The subject tends to prefer photos based on fairly 
superficial features. The reasons given are associated 
with a weak aesthetic sense. Responses are inconsistent 
and not coherent. The words used to describe and 
evaluate the photo also reflect an underdeveloped and 
rudimentary understanding of visual design and 
photography. 
Essay score: 68% 
/END REPORT 
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Note. Feedback in public conditions was posted in real time as a comment in response to the 

participant’s blog post. The feedback in the private conditions was the ostensible results of the 

software analysis. The content of both public and private feedback is substantively similar within 

positive or negative conditions.    
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Figure 1. Abstract photographs presented for thermometer ratings. Participants rated each 

photograph at each time point, and selected one photograph to write about and share. Each 

photograph was assigned a numeric name, and the name and image appeared every time ratings 

were solicited. 
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Figure 2. Main effects and interaction of manipulations on attitude toward chosen photo at t2, 

controlling for t1. Only the effect of negative feedback is significant, p < .001. Estimated 

marginal means, with standard error bars. Thermometer ratings measured on a 0 = dislike to 100 

= like scale. 
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Figure 3. Interaction of public-private manipulation and taste performance propensity on attitude 

toward chosen photo at t3, controlling for t1 and t2. Individuals ≤ 1.06 SD below the mean on 

propensity (12.10% of the sample) show a significant negative effect of publicness. Individuals ≥ 

1.47 SD above the mean on propensity (7.01% of the sample) show a significant positive effect 

of publicness. Estimated marginal means, with standard error bars. Thermometer ratings 

measured on a 0 = dislike to 100 = like scale.  


