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Abstract

Social media in contemporary times has become an inseparable part of our
lives. People use social media and social networking platforms as import-
ant tools for impression management. This paper is based on Goffman’s
theory of Dramaturgy in the context of today’s social media. The paper
looks at display/profile pictures and posts and the frequency of sharing
them as a tool of impression management. A mixed-method approach
was adopted to conduct the study which consisted of an online survey
of 500 respondents and interviews with experts to validate the findings
of the survey. The study found evidence that the front stage (social me-
dia profiles) holds importance for an individual and one plans to create
an impression through it and manage it. This was evident by the data
that showed that 153 respondents (30.6%) changed their display picture
or profile picture about once a month whereas 113 respondents (22.6%)
changed it about once a week. Another important result of the study
showed that 138 (27.6%) respondents said that they wrote their posts
about once a month and 127 (25.4%) respondents said that they wrote
their posts several times a week whereas 107(21.4%) respondents said that
they do so about once a week. 62(12.4%) Individuals achieve success in
maintaining their impression on social media by planning backstage, in
this case, in their real lives. They enact the drama and achieve success and
gain satisfaction.

Keywords: Display pictures; Dramaturgy; Impression management; So-
cial media; Virtual identity.

Introduction

Social media is a platform that extends an opportunity to its users to create
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a virtual identity for themselves through posts in form of photographs,
texts, and other forms of interaction. How users present themselves on
these virtual platforms is dependent on multiple factors like their real-life
demography and psychology. Researchers have in the past made use of
large data to explain the user’s behaviour based on age, Rao et al. (2010)
occupation, Preo tiuc-Pietro, Lampos, and Aletras (2015), gender, Burger
et al. (2011), and personality Schwartz et al. (2013). The pictures posted
by the users can be used to show a particular psychological side of the
user Naumann et al. (2009). Studying the frequency and psychology of the
profile pictures finds its appeal in understanding the choices of the social
media users. The choice can be studied around the theory of dramaturgy
by Goffman (1964). A person plans to perform on the front stage of life in
his backstage. For example, one may post a picture of himself traveling
which depicts that he likes to be on the move. Where he shares a profile
picture with someone else in the picture depicts that he is social and extro-
verted. If he changes the picture more frequently, he likes to be attended
to by his peer. Users who are high in conscientiousness are keen on being
orderly and planning their behaviour. This planning can be studied as
part of impression management as proposed by Goffman in the theory of
dramaturgy.

Dramaturgy and Impression Management: The Virtual Self

The building up of identity for the virtual world is called the virtual self.
Social media users construct these identities which may match their real
selves or may not match. The virtual self has become an integral part of
human lives and people spend high amounts of time online. This is alter-
ing the process of communication. The way people communicate is un-
dergoing a tremendous change. The virtual selves are like avatars. The
identity construct of the avatars is rapidly changing over the globe hence
it is a matter of intrigue to researchers. The constant craving among the
users of social media to show their best in terms of images, behavior, and
self-portrayal stems from many factors. The characteristic of the virtual
medium that it allows people to experiment with themselves is why the
users are so attracted to these channels of communication. The freedom
that social media gives to its users to alter their identities to their wishes
is a matter of enjoyment to the users. They thus get attracted to these sites
and create virtual identities for themselves.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical frame of the study is placed around the theory of drama-
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turgy proposed by Erving Goffman in his 1959 book titled The Presenta-
tion of Self in Everyday Life. Though the theory has had a long journey
it holds equally good in contemporary times. It can be applied similarly
to the present-day social media interaction by the users. Sannicolas (1997)
mentioned that with the emergence of technology and communication
that is mediated by computers, one can very well observe how dramatur-
gy is displayed every single day amongst the networks of online chatting.
He also mentioned that a huge amount of work has been conducted on
internet chats which have also attracted multiple audiences and perform-
ers on the stage, in this case, social networking sites and social media.
Goffman put forth that our lives are stages where we do a role play that is
never-ending and all the people around are actors. He supposes on being
born a person is set on stage which is his everyday life. We become a part
of the process of civilization since our birth.

Humans began to learn to play their roles from the other people in their
lives. They start to enact their roles whereas others start to enact their part
of the roles with the person. Goffman mentioned that whatever a person
may be doing he is playing a role in the life stage. He further talked about
the concept of front and backstages. The front stages can be a dinner table
for a public lecture and so on. These front stages are places where we pres-
ent a part of ourselves to others in a particular way. Looking at the way
social media and social networking sites have entered our lives the theory
of dramaturgy holds good to our virtual lives. The social media platforms
can be understood as front stages in this case whereas the real lives are the
backstage for the social media users. We come to the front stages in form
of our virtual avatars make public appearances in form of the pictures or
texts we share and then retreat to our backstages. We also use the oppor-
tunity to plan for our next appearance on stage. The appearance is in-
spired by our wish to be perceived by others in a particular fashion. Miller
(1995)pointed out that one of the purposes of communication for people is
to present themselves in such a manner that others approve of them such
that they are entitled to be considered an expert and morally correct and so
on. Talking of display or profile pictures on social media we choose them
backstage and then share them on our front stages. The planning that one
does with the help of the backstage in effectively performing on the front
stage. Further, Miller(1995)mentioned that “Electronic communication”
(EC) has begun a new “array of frames” to make communication happen
with an “emergent decorum”. We first conduct a selection of a picture
and formulate our opinions about it on what we want others to perceive
about us after looking at the picture. We wish others to form a particular
impression about us which Goffman looks at as Impression management
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Impression Management

The term impression management was coined by Goffman who referred
to it as a technique of manipulating the impression of others about us
in the front stage of our lives. As per Goffman, we use various mech-
anisms which he termed sign vehicles to showcase ourselves to others.
The sign vehicles that are used most commonly are our appearance, social
setting, and how we interact. The kind of pictures one chooses as profile
pictures depict the social setup that we make public which includes the
cities one lives in or travels to, a social-economic status that one shares on
his walls, and relationships that one flaunts contribute to his front stages
on social media impression management. The social setting here is the
physical place, in this case, the social media platforms. How one manages
these virtual identities conveys a lot about him. A person who travels to
faraway places flaunts cars or expensive accessories signifies that he is
important, powerful, and wealthy. On the other hand, a person with no
such history on social media would be considered an ordinary person.
The opinions we support give people an idea of our socio-cultural beliefs.
These posts that one share on their social media profile is an extension of
one’s physical self.

Secondly, one’s appearance speaks volumes about a personality. People
are first judged majorly by their appearances which are a mix of what
clothes they wear, and what physical stature they have, and the first im-
pressions are based almost exclusively on appearance. The clothing people
wear on their profiles also speaks of their mindsets, sometimes also their
professions. Physical stature also speaks a lot about the choices one makes
in life. A fit person is assumed to be well-disciplined or a good-looking
person is assumed to be good at heart too. Speaking of races, humans feel
the need to align with races. This is also a part of their identity and it al-
lows them to conclude choices of food culture etc. One drawback of these
conclusions is stereotyping. Some persons may fall for stereotyping too.

Display/ Profile Pictures and Posts as a Tool for Impression Management

Apart from the chance to write textual posts on most social networking
sites people can also add pictures. These pictures serve the specific pur-
pose of creating a virtual identity for the users. Ellison, Heino, and Gibbs
(2006) in their work on the environment of online dating mention that the
profile pictures helped in supporting textual claims made by users which
meant that users not only used display pictures to visualize their phys-
ical appearance but also to stress qualities that were important to them.
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Therefore Ellison et al. (2006) point out that different photos fulfill differ-
ent functions for the users. Whereas on the one side photographs are a
kind of supporting discursive claims that are made in the written part of
the profile on the other side it is an insight into the self-concept and phys-
ical appearance of the person. But as these are planned and executed as
per dramaturgy it is often not the real self of the person and may not be a
representation of the real behaviour Boyd (2006). It's right to mention that
people are extremely conscious of their virtual identities and in turn care-
ful while selecting their display profiles. Facebook users showed interest
in choosing photos that they thought could be classified as attractive. Pho-
tos that showed them having fun were preferred to be chosen to be posted
on social media as cited by Strano (2008).

Kirsty Young (2008) also points out that to present themselves on online
platforms people are often keen to select where they look their best. Thus,
pictures in general and display/profile pictures are important tools of
impression management on social media by the users The emergence of
social media has allowed the users to lead a parallel life. This parallel life
is their virtual self. It is rightly said that a picture is worth a thousand
words and in current times when it can reach a very huge number of au-
diences at the click of a button, it is all the more important to study it. The
communication that these pictures can help in understanding the social
media usage patterns of the users and the impact it can have on their real
lives. The display or profile pictures are an important part of a person’s
virtual identity. It is the first thing that comes across when one befriends
someone on social media. Hence it involves a great deal of backstage plan-
ning and front stage execution. The study is important to understand this
communication between the users of social media. The question that this
study looks at is the negotiation between the real and virtual selves while
portraying oneself on the front stage of virtual lives from the backstages of
real lives. The frequency at which it is changed also communicates the so-
cial media usage patterns of the user. So, both the frequency of change of
display/profile pictures along with the psychology and rationale behind
selecting a particular picture is where the research gap of this study lies.

Objectives

Given Goffman’s Dramaturgy theory and the gap in research that this
study aims to address, the following are the objectives of this study:

1. To study how image and text sharing on social media helps in the
impression management of individuals.
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2. To study how individuals manage their impression by frequently
changing their display/profile pictures.

3. To study how individuals manage their impression by writing
frequent posts on social media.

Research Methodology

A mixed-method approach was adopted to conduct the study. The study
was divided into two parts. The quantitative part of the study was com-
pleted by conducting an online survey of 500 respondents to find out
how frequently they changed their display or profile pictures and how
frequently they shared posts, thus looking at how their online behaviour
contributed in managing their impressions on social media and social net-
working sites. The research used maximum variation purposive sampling
as the respondents were highly heterogeneous. The study uses the max-
imum variation purposive sampling method to collect data as the popu-
lation of the study, the users of social media, are heterogeneous and are
extremely large in numbers. The maximum variation purposive sampling
also called heterogeneous purposive sampling, helped the researcher to
look into a diverse range of cases (audiences or social media users) that
are relevant to the phenomenon of virtual identity construction and as-
pects related to it. The technique allowed the researcher to gain a holistic
view of the various projections of the virtual identity of the social media
users from as many angles as possible.

The technique was used by the researcher to search for variation in the
perspectives of the social media users. The conditions that are studied in-
cluded the projection of one’s virtual selves. The sample exhibited a wide
range of attributes, qualities, behaviour, situations, and so forth. The units
were largely heterogeneous so the variations could be tapped only by
choosing a sample based on maximum variations. The sample exhibited
variations in the manner the respondents behaved online in terms of their
attitudes, characteristics, and portrayal. Thus, the fundamental principle
behind using maximum variation sampling is to gain in-depth insights
into the phenomenon of virtual life projections by looking at it from mul-
tiple angles. This helped the researcher to identify common themes that
were evident across the sample. The technique supported the research-
er to make a logical generalization based on the results. Looking at the
heterogeneous nature of the respondents, extremely large numbers of
the population, and the vast geographical area that they are spread on, a
non-probability sampling technique was used.
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Qualitative Method

The qualitative part of the study was conducted in the form of semi-struc-
tured interviews with two experts each in the fields of communication,
sociology, and psychology. The selection targeted one percent of the total
survey respondents (500). Two experts from each field were interviewed
to get an insight into the causes behind user’s particular social media be-
haviour. The questions asked to the experts were based on the research
objectives. The questions looked at the aspects of social media as a channel
of communication between the real and virtual self, if social media had
the capacity of altering a person’s psychology or rationality and to what
extent, if conflicting identities existed in real and virtual lives, how virtu-
al identities affected the real-life relationships of the users, if users hide
their socio-economic status on their virtual platforms and if so, why? The
interviews also delved into virtual interactions that create peer pressure
among the users while making real-life decisions, does the self-worth of
the users gets affected by social media influence and if it could act as cam-
ouflage for the real-life crisis, and if virtual identities instilled a sense of
belongingness or distinctiveness among the users.

The views of the experts gathered in these interviews helped the research-
er better understand the virtual projections of the users. The results of the
survey were studied in the light of the expert interviews while conducting
the analysis and interpretation of the study. The expert views helped in
better understanding the dramaturgical behaviour in the context of the
real and virtual life travel of the users of social media.

Scaling: A five-point Likert scale was used to measure responses as it is an
orderly scale from which respondents have the choice to select the option
that best supports their opinion. It was used to measure the attitude and
behaviour by measuring the extent to which people agree or disagree with
a particular opinion and also to study the frequency of user’s particular
social media behaviour. Likert scale questions are among the most widely
used tools to record opinions and use psychometric testing to measure
beliefs, attitudes, and opinions. The questions were designed like state-
ments so that respondents could mention the extent of the aspect probed.
Also, other response patterns were included to gain inputs. The questions
were designed such that they bring out the respondent’s virtual identity
concerning his real identity and the possible dramaturgy involved.

Findings and Analysis

The respondents were asked to respond to how often they change their
Display Picture /Profile picture and write and share a post. The following
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were the analysis of the collected data:
Frequency of Changing Display/ Profile Picture and Writing Posts

Table 1 shows that 153 (30.6%) respondents changed their display or pro-
file pictures about once a month whereas 113 (22.6%) respondents said
that they changed it about once a week. The table shows that 102(20.4%)
of the respondent said that they changed their display or profile picture
several times a week whereas 69 (13.8%) said that they never changed it.
The number of respondents who said that they changed it every day was
53(10.6%) whereas (10) two percent said that they changed it multiple
times a day.*There was a significant relationship between the educational
qualification and area of residence with how often the respondents The
number of 12" passed respondents who changed their display pictures
several times a week was 35 % as compared to 15.9% graduates and 20%
postgraduates. The table shows 9.1 % of rural residents never changed
their display/profile picture as compared to 16.8% of urban residents.
Table 1 also shows that the respondents who said that they wrote their
post about once a month were 138(27.6%). 127(25.4%) respondents said
that they wrote their posts several times a week whereas 107(21.4%) re-
spondents said that they do so about once a week. 62(12.4%) respondents
said that they wrote their posts every day whereas 14(2.8%) said that they
wrote multiple times a day 51(10.2%) respondents said that they never
wrote their posts. The p values show a significant relationship between
educational qualification and area of residence in terms of writing their
posts.* No respondents of the total of 10" qualified wrote their posts as
compared to 11.1% gradutes.18.4% of urban wrote their posts once a week
as compared to 29.3% semi-urban and 17.4% rural respondents.

Table 1. Frequency of Content and Visuals

Frequency | About | About | Several | Never | Every- | Multiple | No re-

Research | oncea oncea | timesa day timesa | sponse
Question month week week day
Frequen- 153 113 102 69 53 10 0

cy of [ (30.6%) | (22.6%) | (19.8%) | (13.8%) | (10.6%) | (2.0%) (0%)
Changing
Display/
Profile
Picture

The fre- 138 107 127 51 62 14 1
quency of | (27.6%) | (21.4%) | (25.4%) | (10.2%) | (12.4%) (2.8%) (0.2%)
writing
Posts
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Figure 1 shows that 30.6% of respondents changed their display or pro-
file picture about once a month whereas 22.6% of respondents said that
they changed it about once a week. 20.4% of the respondent said that they
changed their display or profile picture several times a week whereas
13.8% said that they never changed it. 10.6% of respondents said that they
changed it every day whereas two percent said that they changed it mul-
tiple times a day.
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Figurel. Frequency of DP Change

Figure 2 shows that 27.6%. wrote their post once a month. 25.4%respon-
dents said that they wrote their post several times a week whereas 21.4%
of respondents said that they do that about once a week. The respondents
who said that they wrote their posts every day were 12.4%. 2.8% said that
they wrote multiple times a day 10.2%respondents said that they never
wrote their posts.
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Figure 2. Frequency of Writing Own Posts
Findings of Qualitative Study

Varied real and virtual identity projections: The study looked at the fre-
quency with which respondents changed their profile/display pictures,
the respondents’ frequency of writing posts, and what the experts thought
about the concept of display pictures and their importance in social media
impression management. Along with how often they wrote their posts
and how both display pictures and posts were used as a tool of impression
management by them, the user’s online identity projections depicted in
his/her online actions were found to be distinct from the actual identity.
One of the most important ways of doing just that is of course the choice
of a profile picture. This is the accompanying picture that appears with a
person’s name and the first picture that potential new friends see before
they send a friend request, Wu et. al (2015).

Perception-management: After collecting the responses from 500 respon-
dents about their social media behaviour, the researchers interviewed a
few experts in the area. These were academic experts as well as practi-
tioners. An insight into the interviews along with the quantitative analysis
of the data obtained helped in making sense of how the important ele-
ments of social media accounts of an individual become a potent tool for
impression management. Psychologist Shaili Mishra was of the view that
according to the humanistic approach, there are two selves in an individ-
ual - what one is and how one would like to be perceived.
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The Profile pictures or Display pictures are the first impressions of the
individual in the virtual world of which one is a part and is chosen very
cautiously. Monika, a media academic and researcher added that posts
and pictures are extensions of a person’s virtuality. People don’t general-
ly know a majority of social media friends personally and don’t interact
with them in real life very often, so the chances of virtual friends knowing
what one does in real life are low. So they have an opportunity to manip-
ulate their impression through their display pictures. This includes their
online style statement through virtual projection. Moreover, according to
Monika, this virtual projection is distinct from the real and is a display of
only the good and extraordinary with extended magnanimity. In such a
case, displaying pictures and posts is a statement about oneself that one
likes to carry in the virtual public sphere. They are equivalent to a textual
introduction of a person online on social networking sites. They have in
themselves enough information to analyse the personality of an individ-
ual. Display pictures are capable of constructing the desired impression
of the user.

Mishra was affirmative that the second self is what one wants to become,
the ideal self. It could be about the depiction of one’s body image close to
what one may idolize like that of a film star and also the abstract qualities.
The ideal self can be found in the display of pictures and pictures that peo-
ple share of themselves online. The fact that the display picture appears
for every comment, chat or friend request the user makes, it is easy to un-
derstand why a profile picture occupies a prominent position in shaping
the user’s online identity Wu et. al (2015).

K. Ranga a sociologist, rightly put forth that “Social media is impactful.
It has affected human beings in every way it can. The thinking process of
people in contemporary times has ceased to be belonging to an individual
and has started to be belonging to a group.” The search for identity is as-
sociated with the need to express. They need to express more because they
are new to identity. Ranga sees a specific intention of conveying identity
in pictures and textual posts in an attempt to manage their impression on
social media. For example, girls tend to share pictures in which they look
beautiful by the definitions of beauty whereas men may want to share pic-
tures highlighting their physique or interests. Users sometimes leak their
interests unintentionally like ethnicity, relationship status, or hobbies.
They share posts that they would like to associate with their personality,
in this case, their virtual identity. Monika mentioned that “The psychol-
ogy and rationality of individuals can be altered by their virtual identity.
It has been used the world over in both positive and negative manners
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for perception management. Groups are targeted through fake news and
it is tried to change the perception of people. Nobody bothers on social
media to verify the information and check the credibility of the source.
Just by seeing it once, people start believing it. They form an opinion and
psychology starts to change. We start believing it unconsciously. A partial
change in rationality is possible because of social media. It can be manip-
ulated to a large extent.”

Monika opines that “Social media has entered our lives to an extent where
it is very hard to ignore it. There is this constant anxiety to check upon
messages and notifications now and then. It is sometimes a distraction
from the actual work that you are doing. People even go to the extent
of ignoring a face-to-face conversation they are a part of to peek at their
gadgets and are more concerned about their online images.” The journey
between real and virtual lives travels everywhere you go. To showcase a
minuscule part of your existence, the virtual world is constantly seeking
your attention at all places. N. Kaushik, a psychologist, said that “young
users were the most affected by the social media wave. They are all the
time anxious about their social media and their virtual identity. “The
younger ones show a little immature behavior by sharing every little de-
tail of their lives online by frequenting social networking sites. They share
details like what they are eating to what place they are visitingto create an
impression and further manage it.

N.Kaushik says that “sites like Facebook are very lucrative, they keep
on attracting users, especially young users resulting in overuse at times
which can further have consequences in real lives of the users. Monika
further added that “People share the post that is in line with their be-
liefs or supports their thoughts” Respondents shared information that
they wanted others to believe about them thus contributing to Impres-
sion management. Thus, dramaturgy was found to play an important role
here. The respondents thought in their private spaces and then built an
image for themselves online. They cautiously do so though at times sub-
consciously they convey what they want others to believe about them.
Their psychology and rationality can be read in the kind of information
they share online. They showcase their political affiliations their economic
understanding, social and cultural beliefs along with religious thought as
a part of their overall virtual self. Monika mentioned that “the frequency
of posts of a person shows how deep is the real and virtual life connection
of the individual”. Respondents who wrote their posts were likely to con-
vey a certain thought of their personality to their audiences. It is a way of
conveying their own beliefs or messages to others. One specific feature of
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Facebook and other social networking sites is the possibility for users to
share self-generated content such as texts, pictures, audio, and video clips
with their online social networks. Thus,it’s evident that pictures and im-
ages contribute immensely to the impression management of individuals
in online spaces.

Discussion

Results showed that 30.6% of respondents changed their display/ profile
picture about once a month whereas 22.6 % of respondents changed it
about once a week. Around 10% of the respondents said that they change
it every day. Those who frequently changed their display/ profile pictures
were more involved with their social media. They were in constant en-
gagement with their virtual selves. They looked at their display pictures
as a message that they needed to communicate to their social media peer.
Frequently changing the display/profile pictures underlined the need to
seek the attention of the “friends” * and “group members” thus signifying
impression management in their virtual lives. The frequency also under-
lines the constant sharing of partial real lives with virtual. This sharing is
planned and executed to create an impression that may be wished for by
the user. Therefore, it could be understood that a profile picture is an im-
portant link between the real and virtual worlds of the respondents. The
profile photograph is now a central component of online self-presentation
and one that is critical for relational success (Hancock and Toma 2009).
27.6%. wrote their post once a month. 25.4%respondents said that they
wrote their post several times a week whereas 21.4% of respondents said
that they do that about once a week. The respondents who said that they
wrote their posts every day were 12.4%. 2.8% said that they wrote multi-
ple times a day 10.2%respondents said that they never wrote their posts.

But writing posts is not an intellectual activity. Along with displaying pic-
tures, posts are also a tool to gratify the need of managing impressions
on the outer world. This also depends on the socio-economic class of the
audience. What they show and say also says much about their aspirations.
One who aspires for material success in life is found posing with expen-
sive cars or hotel lobbies. The moneyed class aspires to find meaning in
life, contribute to society, and wishes to be seen as living up to the expec-
tations of the society of which they are apart. Mishra was also of the view
that users want to be distinct in their virtual world. So, they experiment
with their display pictures.
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Conclusion

Society has set parameters and points of reference for individuals. While
an individual defines satisfaction, success is defined by society. To ensure
the achievement of this success, an impression is created and maintained
of the formula which is devised the backstage in real lives. The drama is
enacted, success established and satisfaction gained.

Thus, we conclude that display pictures and posts are used by people as
an important tool for impression management of their virtual selves on
their social media platforms. They are conscious of updating it regularly
to gain the attention of their peers. They make choices based on various
assumptions and how they would like to be perceived by others whom
they have befriended on these social media platforms. Their display pic-
tures and posts are like a statement about themselves that they want to
showcase on the front stage. They constantly travel from backstage to the
front stage. Real-life is backstage which also involves planning for online
performances and choosing pictures and text. The front stage is where
the performance is cautiously delivered on social media platforms. Their
acts are based on their individual preferences and what impressions they
want to make for themselves in their virtual identities. Further, display
pictures and frequency of changing it has stood out as an important tool to
understand the to and fro journey from real to virtual selves of the users.
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