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PREDICTORS OF ONLINE IDENTITY RECONSTRUCTION FROM AN 

ADVANCED SELF-DISCREPANCY THEORY PERSPECTIVE 

ABSTRACT 

In face-to-face communication, to avoid sanctions and disapproval from others, most 

people choose to hide the negative aspects of their true self (such as socially undesirable 

personalities, beliefs, and consciousness) that conflict with the social norms and laws. In 

contrast, in an anonymous online environment (e.g., anonymous social network 

platforms), people feel less restrained and can express their true self more freely and 

openly. When interacting with others online, people can reconstruct an identity that is 

partly or even completely different from their physical identity, namely online identity 

reconstruction. However, whether people reconstruct their online identity based on their 

true self is not yet clear. In addition, people have been spending increasingly more time 

online every day, particularly on social network platforms. With the various social 

network platforms available, people can freely choose to use any of them and switch to 

others as they wish. Therefore, it is important for service providers to improve user 

satisfaction and retain users. Even though existing research has investigated online user 

satisfaction from different perspectives, there is still a lack of research on the effects of 

online identity reconstruction on user satisfaction. Using the sequential exploratory 

design, I conducted qualitative research in the first phase to explore the role of the true 

self in online identity reconstruction. In the qualitative phase, data were collected from 

57 participants through interviews. Content analysis revealed four factors (anonymity, 

less restraints, online-offline dissociation, and online listeners) that motivate people to 

involve their true self as a part of their self-guides online and express more of their true 

self when reconstructing their identity in an anonymous virtual environment. By 

incorporating the true self as an important part of an individual‘s self-guide and identity, 
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the qualitative study advanced the self-discrepancy theory, making it more 

comprehensive for anonymous environments. Built on the results of the qualitative 

phase, quantitative research was conducted in the second phase to investigate the effects 

of identity reconstruction on user satisfaction. Given that people can reconstruct an 

online identity on the basis of their own ideas, it is likely that online identity 

reconstruction fulfills their psychological needs, thereby, affecting their satisfaction. 

Drawing upon the advanced self-discrepancy theory and the framework of 

psychological well-being, I built a theoretical model in the quantitative phase to test 

how online identity reconstruction (which includes three domains of the self: the ought 

self, the ideal self, and the negative true self) affects people‘s need for autonomy and 

self-acceptance (which are highly related to online identity reconstruction), and further 

influences users‘ overall satisfaction with social network platforms. The quantitative 

data (n = 837) were collected from QQ, a social network platform in China. All the 

main effects in the research model were supported. In particular, online identity 

reconstruction on social network platforms was found to be positively associated with 

people‘s need for autonomy and self-acceptance. Additionally, the self-acceptance level 

and autonomy exhibited a positive relationship with user satisfaction. This study makes 

various contributions to the literature and practice. 

Keywords: Identity reconstruction; Negative true self; Advanced self-discrepancy 

theory; Self-determination theory; Users‘ satisfaction;  
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PREDIKTOR PEMBINAAN SEMULA IDENTITI DALAM TALIAN DARI 

PERSPEKTIF TEORI PERCANGGAHAN DIRI MAJU 

ABSTRAK 

Dalam komunikasi secara face-to-face, untuk menghindari sekatan dan penolakan 

daripada orang lain, kebanyakan orang akan memilih untuk menyembunyikan aspek 

negatif diri mereka yang sebenar (seperti personaliti, fikiran, kepercayaan dan kesadaran 

yang tidak diingini sosial) yang bertentangan dengan norma dan undang-undang sosial. 

Sebaliknya, dalam persekitaran atas talian tanpa nama (contohnya, platform rangkaian 

sosial tanpa nama) orang mungkin merasa kurang dihalang dan dapat menyatakan 

dirinya yang sebenar dengan lebih bebas dan terbuka. Apabila berinteraksi dengan 

orang lain secara atas talian, orang dapat merekodkan identiti dalam talian 

sebahagiannya atau sepenuhnya berbeza dari identiti fizikal mereka, iaitu pembinaan 

semula identiti dalam talian. Walaubagaimanapun, tidak jelas sama ada orang akan 

membina semula identiti dalam talian mereka berdasarkan diri mereka yang sebenar. Di 

samping itu, orang menghabiskan lebih banyak masa dalam talian setiap hari, 

terutamanya di platform rangkaian sosial. Dengan pelbagai platform rangkaian sosial 

yang ada, orang boleh memilih untuk menggunakan salah satu daripadanya dan beralih 

kepada yang lain seperti yang mereka mahukan. Oleh itu, adalah penting bagi penyedia 

perkhidmatan untuk meningkatkan kepuasan pengguna dan mengekalkan pengguna. 

Walaupun, penyelidikan yang sedia ada telah menyelidik kepuasan pengguna dalam 

talian dari perspektif yang berbeza. Namun, masih terdapat kekurangan pada 

penyelidikan mengenai kesan pembinaan semula identiti dalam talian terhadap 

kepuasan pengguna. Menggunakan reka bentuk sequential exploratory, kajian ini telah 

menjalankan penyelidikan kualitatif pada fasa pertama untuk meneroka peranan diri 

yang sebenar dalam pembinaan semula identiti atas talian. Dalam fasa kualitatif, data 
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dikumpulkan daripada 57 peserta melalui temuduga. Analisis kandungan ini 

mendedahkan empat faktor (tidak dikenali, kekurangan pengasingan, pemisahan secara 

dalam talian dan pendengar dalam talian) yang mendorong orang untuk melibatkan 

dirinya sendiri (terutamanya diri yang benar-benar negatif) sebagai sebahagian daripada 

panduan diri mereka sendiri dalam talian dan menyatakan diri yang lebih benar apabila 

membina semula identiti mereka dalam persekitaran maya tanpa nama. Dengan 

memasukkan diri yang benar sebagai bahagian penting dari panduan diri dan identiti 

individu, kajian kualitatif telah mengedepankan teori percanggahan diri, menjadikannya 

lebih komprehensif untuk persekitaran tanpa nama. Dibina pada keputusan fasa 

kualitatif, penyelidikan kuantitatif telah dijalankan pada fasa kedua untuk mengkaji 

kesan pembinaan semula identiti terhadap kepuasan pengguna. Memandangkan orang 

dapat membina semula identiti dalam talian berdasarkan idea mereka sendiri, 

kemungkinan pembinaan semula identiti dalam talian dapat memenuhi keperluan 

psikologi mereka karenanya, mempengaruhi kepuasan mereka. Menggambarkan teori 

perselisihan diri yang maju dan rangka kerja kesejahteraan psikologi, model teori ini 

telah dibina dalam fasa kuantitatif untuk menguji bagaimana pembinaan semula identiti 

dalam talian (yang merangkumi tiga domain diri: diri sendiri, diri yang ideal dan diri 

sendiri yang negatif) memberi kesan kepada keperluan rakyat untuk autonomi dan 

penerimaan diri (yang berkait rapat dengan pembinaan semula identiti dalam talian), 

dan seterusnya mempengaruhi kepuasan pengguna secara keseluruhan dengan platform 

rangkaian sosial. Data kuantitatif (n = 837) dikumpulkan dari QQ,iaitu sebuah platform 

rangkaian sosial dari China. Semua kesan utama dalam model penyelidikan telah 

disokong. Khususnya, pembinaan semula identiti dalam talian di platform rangkaian 

sosial secara positif dikaitkan dengan keperluan rakyat untuk autonomi dan penerimaan 

diri. Di samping itu, tahap penerimaan diri dan autonomi mempunyai hubungan positif 
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dengan kepuasan pengguna. Kajian ini memberi sumbangan penting kepada literatur 

dan mempunyai implikasi untuk praktikal. 

Kata kunci: Pembinaan semula identiti; Diri yang negatif; Teori percanggahan diri 

yang maju; Teori penentuan diri; Kepuasan pengguna; 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Internet users 

As Web 2.0 applications grow rapidly, the vast development of the Internet provides 

people with a new world of interactions and communication (Cheung & Lee, 2010). 

Through the Internet, an individual can be connected with more than a billion 

geographically separated users around the world when he or she is online. The total 

number of worldwide Internet users has increased tenfold since 1999, reaching one 

billion in 2005 (Internet Live Stats, 2018). After that, it only took five years to reach a 

second billion and four years for the third billion. According to Internet World Stats 

(2018), there were approximately 4.16 billion Internet users in the world by the end of 

2017, which means that around 54.4% of the global population can access the Internet 

through different types of devices, such as personal computers, laptops, and mobile 

phones. In developed regions, such as Europe and North America, the percentage of the 

population that has an Internet connection is more than 85%, twice as many as in less 

developed regions like Africa and Asia (Internet World Stats, 2018). 

Moreover, in developed countries, nearly 90% of the population can access the 

Internet (Internet Live Stats, 2018). Google now processes more than 3.5 billion 

searches per day on average. Today, 2.5 million emails are sent in one second around 

the world (Internet Live Stats, 2018). 

1.2 Social networking 

Among the 4.16 billion global Internet users in 2017, more than 2.46 billion used 

social media (Statista, 2018). By adopting computer-mediated technologies, social 

media changes the way that individuals interact and communicate with others. It enables 

individuals and organizations to post, view, modify, and share user-generated content 

via a range of online platforms. In the past decade, owing to the wide diffusion of 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



2 

 

mobile technologies and Web 2.0 Internet-based applications, a large number of new 

social media platforms have been developed, including Facebook, WhatsApp, QQ, 

WeChat, Tumblr, Instagram, Twitter, Baidu Tieba, and so on. On average, every Internet 

user has 5.54 social media accounts, and 91% of retail brands use two or more social 

media channels (Morrison, 2015). 

Among all the social media applications, social network platform influences people‘s 

daily life tremendously (Correa, Hinsley, & de Zúñiga, 2010; Powell, 2009; Tapscott, 

2008). It has become an extremely popular ―social force,‖ especially for young people 

(Posey et al., 2010). In 2017, 71% of the Internet users used social network platforms 

(Statista, 2018). More precisely, the report from the Global Web Index suggested that 

people spend 6.15 hours per day online through personal computers, laptops, 

smartphones, and tablets. Of the time that people spend online, 28% is occupied by 

social networking. Moreover, those who aged between 18 years and 34 years spend 

nearly four hours a day on social network platforms (GWI, 2016).  

In the past decade, the increase in users of social network platforms was amazing. 

For example, Statista (2018) reported that Facebook gained 250,000 new users every 

day from 2007 to 2009, and this number has doubled from 2009 to 2013. Its monthly 

active users rose from 50 million to 250 million between 2007 and 2009 and rapidly 

reached 1.11 billion by the end of March 2013. The latest statistic indicates that the 

monthly active users of Facebook reached 2.19 billion at the end of July in 2018 

(Statista, 2018); its mobile application had 1.76 billion monthly active users, an increase 

of 15% over the previous year. Social network platforms in China, such as QQ and 

WeChat, have likewise developed rapidly. The monthly active users of QQ and WeChat 

reached 806 million and 1040 million, respectively by the end of July in 2018 (Statista, 
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2018). Figure 1.2.1 shows the most popular social network platforms worldwide, ranked 

by the number of active users as of July 2018 (in millions). 

 

Figure ‎1.2.1: Number of active users of leading social network platforms 

(Statista, 2018) 

1.3 Profile and identity 

Social network platforms are defined as online platforms used by individuals to 

create, extend, and maintain their social networks or social relations with other people 

(―Social network service,‖ Wikipedia, 2018). These platforms provide people with a 

means to keep in touch with their real-life friends, whom they cannot see frequently. For 

example, through online social networking, individuals can share with friends 

everything that happens around them with words, videos, and pictures, and their friends 

can view, like, or comment on these posts. People can also more easily develop 

friendships with strangers (even geographically distant ones) who share similar 

interests.  
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Before using a social network platform, a person must register an account and create 

a personal profile (as shown in Figure 1.3.1) which includes some personal information, 

such as name, gender, age, interests, and educational background (Stutzman, 2006; 

Yurchisin, Watchravesringkan, & Mccabe, 2005). The profile is the first channel 

through which users provide information to others, especially when they want to make 

friends with strangers (Goffman, 1959). It is the online identity that an individual 

presents to others on social network platforms. 

 

Figure ‎1.3.1: Personal profiles of Facebook (left) and QQ (right) 

In the cyberspace, people are free from the constraints of physical bodies and the 

physical environment (Hayles, 1993). Online anonymity provides people with a unique 

world in which to express themselves and interact with others. However, because the 

construction of individual profiles on most social network platforms is based on the 

input of users themselves, it is difficult for service providers and other users to assess 

the veracity of profile information (Livingstone, 2008). Individuals can also manage or 

edit their profiles freely and openly. Because they can conceal their bodies behind the 
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screen, users can hide, fabricate, or even fake their personal information when 

constructing their social network profiles (Hu, Zhao, & Huang, 2015). Therefore, under 

the conditions of the cyberspace, people‘s online identities are no longer stable. People 

can represent themselves as freely as they want on social network platforms. They can 

also create or discard an identity at will.  

On social network platforms, communities are created based on common interests 

(so-called interest-based social network communities) (Fogel & Nehmad, 2009). People 

can join these communities to connect with others who share their interests, participate 

in community activities, join discussions, and make new friends. Although the social 

network community is a basic function of social network platforms, it differs from the 

platforms themselves. On social network platforms, individuals can select people who 

they want to befriend. For example, they can send requests to people they want to 

connect with and can reject the friend requests from those they do not. However, when 

users join social network communities, they are connected to other community members 

without knowing anything about them. Typically, the community members come from 

geographically diverse places. Thus, the profiles that users present in the interest-based 

communities are the first channels through which others acquire some knowledge about 

them, just like corporal bodies are in the physical world (Goffman, 1959). 

As mentioned above, the profiles on social network platforms and interest-based 

communities can be managed and edited by users through the functions provided by the 

social network platforms (Stutzman, 2006). The verification of profile information is 

difficult (Livingstone, 2008) because the profiles are constructed based on the users‘ 

own input. The credibility of the information is not guaranteed. In some cases, people 

may choose to (re)construct a virtual identity that is partly or even entirely different 

from their physical identity in the offline world by hiding or fabricating information 
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(e.g., name, gender, age, location, or email address). For example, a man could pretend 

to be a woman to tease his roommate, or an average worker could act as a successful 

businessman to attract attention and gratify his vanity.  

Though people can also fake parts of their identities in face-to-face communication, 

this kind of identity reconstruction in real life is limited by physical reality and 

individuals‘ physical bodies. The anonymity of the Internet, however, enables people to 

reconstruct their identities to a greater extent by hiding the physical characteristics 

behind the screen. With a reconstructed online identity, an individual can obtain feelings 

that he or she may never experience in the real world (Bargh & McKenna, 2004; 

McKenna & Bargh, 1998; McKenna, Green, & Gleason, 2002).  

1.4 Identity reconstruction 

In the rapidly changing and developing world, identity is a significant analytic tool to 

understand society and human behavior for researchers in different areas(Gee, 2000). In 

general, identity is defined as a certain ―kind of people‖ that an individual expresses and 

is recognized as by others in a given context (Hacking, 1983, 1986). Subjective to 

various given contexts, an individual‘s identity is ambiguous and unstable (Gee, 2000; 

Seidman, 2014). For example, as a former president of the United States of American, 

Barack Obama, was ambitious, circumspect and decisive while working in the White 

House (Immelman, 2008). However, as a father, his daughters recognize him as a mild 

and fun dad at home who ―teeters on the edge of being embarrassing sometimes‖ 

(Pawlowski, 2014).  

Identity is also defined as the actual attributes that an individual presents in daily life, 

namely the actual self (Hu et al., 2015). The actual self was proposed by Higgins (1987, 

1989) in the self-discrepancy theory, along with the ideal self and the ought self. While 
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the actual self reflects the current state of an individual, the ideal self and the ought self 

reflect an individual‘s wishes and responsibilities, respectively.  

The actual self represents the characteristics that an individual or others think he or 

she possesses. It reflects the current state of the individual. The ideal self represents the 

characteristics that an individual or others wish he or she to possess ideally. It reflects 

someone‘s hopes and aspirations. The ought self represents the characteristics that an 

individual or others believe he or she should or ought to possess. It reflects someone‘s 

sense of duties, responsibilities, and obligations (Higgins, 1987, 1989).  

The actual self composes an individual‘s identity that he or she presents to others 

(Wylie, 1979), the ideal self and the ought self are typically regarded as the self-guide, 

the standard for well-being and self-evaluation (Higgins, Strauman, & Klein, 1986). 

Different people may possess different self-guides: some people may use both the ideal 

self and the ought self as their self-guide, some people may only use the ought self as 

their self-guide, whereas some others may only use the ideal self as the self-guide 

(Higgins, 1987). On social network platforms, it has been suggested that people choose 

to reconstruct their identity and self-guide with more of the ideal self and less of the 

ought self to become more motivated (Higgins, 1987, 1989; Hu et al., 2015). 

In the physical world, an individual‘s self-guide, which consists of the ideal self and 

the ought self, serves as a significant standard for self-enhancement and self-

improvement (Strauman, 1996). As a long-accepted notion, people are motivated to 

positively enhance and improve themselves to achieve different goals in the physical 

world. For example, students need to work hard to enhance their knowledge in order to 

improve their academic performance. Professional athletes need to train hard to improve 

their ability to win matches or races. Consequently, an individual‘s self-expression and 
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self-guide in the physical world are mostly positive, aiming to build a good image and 

obtaining positive evaluations (Evans & Petty, 2003). 

However, the emergence of the Internet has changed the way people interact with 

others and constitutes a unique opportunity for the construction of identities and self-

guides (Bargh & McKenna, 2004; Toma & Hancock, 2013; Yurchisin et al., 2005). By 

hiding the corporal bodies behind the screen, the way people express themselves has 

found a new dimension. In the anonymous environment of the cyberspace, individuals 

can hide and/or fabricate their personal information, such as hiding or even faking their 

gender. Thus, people can reconstruct their online identity on the basis of their own 

discretion with little fear of sanctions and disapproval from others (Hu et al., 2015). 

They can also express themselves more freely and openly online (Bargh, McKenna, & 

Fitzsimons, 2002). In this case, an individual‘s self-expression online may no longer be 

purely positive as it is in the physical world. Additionally, people‘s self-guide online 

(with which individuals are motivated to match their virtual identities) may no longer be 

limited to the ideal and the ought self. Individuals may also want to behave according to 

their ―true self,‖ expressing their intrinsic personalities, minds, beliefs, and 

consciousness that are usually hidden in the physical world.  

Thus, two interesting questions arise: Apart from the three domains of the self 

proposed in the self-discrepancy theory, should the ―true self‖ be regarded as a part of 

an individual‘s identity and self-guide in the cyberspace? If yes, why do people choose 

to express more of the ―true self‖ in the online world than in the real world? 

1.5 Psychological well-being  

Prior research has suggested that people reconstruct an online identity for various 

reasons, including vanity, disinhibition, enjoyment, access to new social networks, 

privacy concerns, escape from old social networks, and avoid disturbance (Hu et al., 
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2015). The reconstructed online identity can gratify the users‘ different needs, thereby 

making them motivated when participating in social network platforms. 

By hiding, fabricating, or faking their profile information, people can fulfill their 

wishes, hopes and aspirations more easily with a reconstructed online identity (Hu et al., 

2015). Additionally, they are free from the restraints of the social norms and laws of the 

physical world and can behave according to their intrinsic personalities, minds, beliefs, 

and consciousness, and thus, become more satisfied with their online identities and 

more motivated to use social network platforms (Hu et al., 2015). Meanwhile, existing 

research has found that the fulfillment of an individual‘s autonomy and self-acceptance 

plays a significant role in his or her psychological well-being (Ryff, 1989). As a 

significant standard to evaluate people‘s mental health, psychological well-being has 

been studied extensively in different areas in the physical world (Campbell, 1981; Ryan 

& Deci, 2000a). There is an increasing desire to explore people‘s psychological well-

being in the online world. In comparison with the physical world, it is more likely that 

the highly anonymous cyberspace provides people with a unique environment to better 

fulfill their psychological needs with a reconstructed online identity. 

Psychological well-being is an essential standard to evaluate whether people are 

happy or not (Ryff, 1989). It is likely that people are satisfied when they feel happy on 

social network platforms. Then, two interesting questions arise: Will online identity 

reconstruction on social network platforms satisfy people‘s autonomy and improve their 

self-acceptance level? Moreover, whether the fulfillment of autonomy and self-

acceptance influences people‘s overall satisfaction on social network platforms?  

1.6 Research objectives and research questions 

In summary, the research objectives of the current study are: 1) to advance self-

discrepancy theory by examining the role of the true self in online identity 
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reconstruction and exploring the motivations for expressing the true self in the 

cyberspace; 2) to devise a research model that investigates the associations between the 

expression of different domains of the self (relating to online identity reconstruction) 

and people‘s psychological well-being, and further examines how psychological well-

being is related to individuals‘ overall satisfaction in an anonymous online environment. 

To achieve the above-mentioned objectives, the detailed research questions of this 

study are as follows: 

RQ1: From the perspective of the true self, what adjustments are needed to make the 

traditional self-discrepancy theory more comprehensive for the online world? 

RQ2: If the true self is a part of an individual‘s identity and self-guide in the 

cyberspace, why do people choose to express more of the true self in the online world 

than in the real world?  

RQ3: What are the relationships between the expression of three domains of the self 

(i.e., the ought self, the ideal self, and the true self) and the fulfillment of autonomy and 

self-acceptance? 

RQ4: How do the fulfillment of autonomy and self-acceptance relate to the overall 

satisfaction on social network platforms? 

1.7 Chapter summary 

In this chapter, the background of this study was introduced. With a brief literature 

review, four interesting questions regarding identity reconstruction and user satisfaction 

were raised. Seeking to address the four research questions, the current study aimed to 

contribute to the literature by theoretically conducting mixed model research, consisting 

of two steps. Firstly, this study explored the role of the true self in an individual‘s 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



11 

 

identity and self-guide online and the reasons why people choose to express more of 

their true self in an anonymous environment with qualitative research methods. Then, 

on the basis of the results of the qualitative research, a quantitative research model was 

developed to investigate how the expression of the self (relating to online identity 

reconstruction) are associated with the people‘s fulfillment of autonomy and self-

acceptance, and eventually the overall satisfaction in social network communities. 

Chapter 2 presents a detailed review of the existing literature related to this study, 

providing deeper insights into the concepts of identity, the expression of the true self 

online, user satisfaction, and psychological well-being. In Chapter 3, the theoretical 

foundations of this study are introduced. True self, the self-discrepancy theory, and the 

self-determination theory served as the theoretical background for the first phase of this 

study (the qualitative study). The results of the qualitative study and the model of 

psychological well-being provided theoretical guides for the second phase of this study 

(the quantitative study). 

Chapter 4 presents the research design of this study, followed by the general 

introduction of the mixed model research methodology. Given that this study used the 

same research site throughout the investigation, this research site is also introduced in 

this chapter. 

 In Chapter 5, the qualitative research method is introduced first. Then, the detailed 

research methods of the qualitative study (study one) are introduced, including the 

research design and the data collection methods. Subsequently, the data analysis 

procedure and the results are reported.  

Chapter 6 presents the research model and the hypotheses of the quantitative study 

(study two), followed by the research methods (such as measurement development, 
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sampling methods, and data collection). The results of the quantitative study are 

reported at the end of this chapter. 

Chapter 7 discusses the findings of this study. Chapter 8 presents a short conclusion, 

indicating the theoretical and practical contributions of this study. Limitations and 

future research ideas are presented at the end. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, the concept of identity is explained, followed by a review of the 

existing research on online identity and identity reconstruction, such as the differences 

between physical identity and online identity. The studies about true self expression 

online are then introduced. Thereafter, a detailed review of user satisfaction and 

psychological well-being is presented. 

2.1 Self-expression and identity in the physical world 

Identity is regarded as one of the most significant analytic tools for researchers to 

explore human behavior and society in different areas (Gee, 2000). It is not a simple 

concept to explain, and various definitions can be found in the existing literature. For 

example, the Cambridge English Dictionary (2018) defines identity as ―who a person is, 

or the qualities of a person or group that make them different from others‖ in English 

and ―the reputation, characteristics, etc. of a person or organization that makes the 

public think about them in a particular way‖ in Business English. Apart from this, the 

definition of identity in the Longman Dictionary (2018) of Contemporary English is 

―the qualities and attitudes that a person or group of people have, that make them 

different from other people.‖ 

According to classic liberal humanism, an individual‘s identity is a ―clear set of 

characteristics which is authentic, fixed and stable‖ (Thurlow, Lengel, & Tomic, 2004, 

p 97; Woodward, 1997). In other words, identity is a set of characteristics that are 

established during an individual‘s adolescence and remain more or less the same 

throughout his or her life (Thurlow et al., 2004). More specifically, Stone (1996) 

suggested that every single earthly body grounds a single, essential personality, which is 

constant. With respect to identity as a static characteristic of people, this definition can 

help to classify people on the basis of race, class, and gender. 
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However, this is not really how most people experience identity in their daily life. As 

one of the foundational researchers in the field of communication studies, Goffman 

(1959) suggested that an individual‘s identity may not be inherent and fixed throughout 

his or her lifetime. A person may perform various actions in different contexts and with 

different audiences. This is also in line with the notion proposed by Harter (1999) and 

Mead (1934), who stated that a person exhibits himself or herself differently to different 

people in different situations. For example, a person may behave very diligently at the 

workplace or in a job interview but behave lazily with family or when alone. In this 

case, an individual‘s identity is presented as being diligent in one context and lazy in 

another. Another example is that the way someone presents himself or herself at a bar is 

usually different from the way he or she behaves in office.  

Compared to the classic liberal humanism, the definition of identity proposed by 

Goffman (1959) in the field of communication studies includes a series of dramatic acts 

instead of particular impressions. This is also in line with the research on symbolic 

interaction, which shows that a person presents himself or herself slightly differently to 

different people (Marwick, 2013). In summation, an individual‘s identity consists of 

numerous aspects, such as race, class, gender, and personalities. Some aspects are 

typically fixed, and the others are changeable. It has been found that most people are 

highly skilled in changing their self-presentation in different situations appropriately 

(Marwick, 2013).  

Previous research has also found that people‘s identity is not only whom and what 

they believe they are, but also whom and what others see them as (Solomon, 1983). It 

includes both effective and cognitive understanding of ―who am I‖ (Schouten, 1991). 

Self-conception, which helps to better explain an individual‘s identity, was proposed by 

Markus and Nurius (1986). It was found that an individual‘s self-conception includes 
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both ―now selves‖ and ―possible selves‖(Leung, 2011; Markus & Nurius, 1986). The 

―now selves‖ are the present selves that an individual expresses and are recognized as 

by others. The ―possible selves‖ are the images of the self that an individual is willing to 

be or is afraid of becoming. A combination of the ―now selves‖ and the ―possible 

selves‖ becomes an individual‘s identity that he or she uses in daily life (Leung, 2011; 

Markus & Nurius, 1986). 

From the perspective of postmodernist theorists, an individual‘s identity is a 

―project‖ that people can strategically construct by using consumer goods and mass 

media (Giddens, 1991). More specifically, people can construct their identities through 

different clothes, adornments, exercise or plastic surgery, thereby, becoming different 

from their peers and becoming ―better‖(Woodward, 1997). 

2.2 Online identity and identity reconstruction 

2.2.1 Differences between the physical identity and online identity 

With the emergence of the Internet in the mid-1990s, the way that people express 

themselves changed. Some studies proposed the concept of ―disembodied 

communication‖ to describe individuals‘ interactions in the online world (Marwick, 

2013), as most computer-mediated communications in the mid-1990s were textual 

conversations. People can communicate and interact with others in chat rooms, on 

bulletin boards, and in multi-user dungeons through the Internet without seeing each 

other‘s photographs or videos (Marwick, 2013; Rheingold, 1993; Surratt, 1998; Turkle, 

1995).  

Compared with the traditional face-to-face interactions, the computer-mediated 

communication in the cyberspace frees people from physical cues, such as race, gender, 

and class. In this case, people can strategically choose whatever they want to present 

online (Marwick, 2013). The terms ―internet identity,‖ ―digital identity,‖ and ―online 
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identity‖ have been synonymously used in previous studies to define an individual‘s 

self-expression in the online world (Baym, 2015; Boyd, 2010; Boyd, Chang, & 

Goodman, 2004; Doring, 2002; Huffaker & Calvert, 2005; Millen & Patterson, 2003; 

Papacharissi, 2002; Turkle, 1995; Vasalou, Joinson, & Pitt, 2007; Walker, 2000). 

Ruyter and Conroy (2002) defined online identity as the characteristics that can help 

to define a person in the cyberspace, thereby making him or her different from other 

online users. Similar to the physical identity in the real world, it is difficult for a person 

to explain who he or she is without an identity in the online world (Kim, Zheng, & 

Gupta, 2011). It has also been suggested that people‘s online identity is the key to how 

they can take part in an activity in the online space and interact with others 

electronically (Satchell et al., 2006).  

In the cyberspace, people can construct their online identity by themselves by 

creating and editing homepages or profiles with a variety of digital tokens such as 

pictures, avatars, icons, nicknames, and videos. Although most online platforms require 

users to follow a template when creating their homepages or profiles (Marwick, 2013), 

all the information is provided by the users themselves. It is difficult for the service 

providers and the other users to check the veracity of the information on these 

homepages or in these profiles (Livingstone, 2008). Moreover, the editing of the 

homepages or profiles is normally open and free for the users to perform themselves at 

any time (Hu et al., 2015). In this case, it has been suggested that the Internet provides 

people with a more free environment to express their customized or even faked identity 

without the constraints of physical bodies and physical reality (Hayles, 1993; Marwick, 

2013).  

Except for the information and the materials that people choose to reveal to the other 

users on the homepages or profiles in the cyberspace, an individual‘s online identity is 
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also expressed through interactions and communications with others in the online world 

(Marwick, 2013). From the typing speed to the head portrait or a specific word used in 

chatting, every piece of digital information that a user provides could be a part of his or 

her online identity. Compared with the physical identity in the real world, the cues of an 

individual‘s online identity are scattered and relatively few (Marwick, 2013). 

Previous research has argued that the cyberspace is attractive to people given that it 

provides people with the freedom of self-expression (Blinka & Smahel, 2009; Leung, 

2011; Yurchisin et al., 2005), particularly for people who are bored or lack of self-

esteem and social support in the real world (Leung, 2011). Turkle (1995) found that an 

individual‘s identity in multi-user dungeons is multiple, anonymous, and invisible. An 

individual can present himself or herself differently in multi-user dungeons with 

multiple identities when interacting with other users (Turkle, 1995). Turkle (1995) also 

asserted that people could perform identity experimentation in the online space to 

redefine their online identity for the ―possible selves‖ (images of the self that an 

individual is willing to be or is afraid of becoming).  

It has been found that an individual‘s identity in the online world may be different 

from his or her physical identity (Calvert, 1999; Hu et al., 2015; Jacobson, 1999; Kim et 

al., 2011; Turkle, 1995). An individual‘s offline identity is limited by his or her corporal 

body and the physical situations (Bargh et al., 2002; Donath, 2002; Jensen Schau & 

Gilly, 2003; Kim et al., 2011; MacLeod, 1999; Schaubroeck & Merritt, 1997). The 

factors (e.g., race, age, and gender) that affect an individual‘s physical identity are 

normally beyond his or her control (Kim et al., 2011). However, in the online world, 

people can construct and present their online identities selectively (Hu et al., 2015; 

Jacobson, 1999; Kim et al., 2011; Turkle, 1995). An individual can choose different 

digital means to present the identity that he or she wishes to express online (Kim et al., 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



18 

 

2011). In this case, the virtual identity that an individual builds online is thus not 

necessarily tied to his or her physical identity (Calvert, 1999). 

Kim et al. (2011) stated that the difference between physical identity and online 

identity could be explained from five dimensions: context, development, control, 

presentation, and constraints (as shown in Table 2.2.1). First of all, an individual‘s 

physical identity inherently corresponds to his or her corporal body and physical 

situations (Donath, 2002; Kim et al., 2011). It is the key factor that distinguishes a 

person from other human beings in a face-to-face environment (MacLeod, 1999). In 

contrast, virtual identity is the representation of an individual in the online world. The 

construction and the presentation of an individual‘s online identity are free from the 

limitations of his or her corporal body and physical characteristics (Hu et al., 2015).  

Apart from this, the development of an individual‘s physical identity takes time and 

effort, because the construction of an offline identity requires one to build relationships 

and friendships with others (Bailenson & Beall, 2006; Huffaker & Calvert, 2005; Kim 

et al., 2011). In contrast, the development of online identity is relatively fast. People can 

present themselves differently on the basis of their wishes, owing to the freedom of 

cyberspace (Hu et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2011). For example, a shy person who is an 

introvert in the physical world may behave actively after hiding his or her corporal body 

behind the screen.  

Additionally, the physical identity is difficult to control, given that people cannot 

control how others perceive them (Kim et al., 2011). The presentation of an individual‘s 

offline identity is based on the face-to-face interactions with others, and certain aspects 

of his or her physical identity are difficult to hide (Hu et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2011). 

However, the construction of an individual‘s online identity is under his or her control, 

because he or she can hide or even fake the personal information when interacting with 
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other users in the online world (Hu et al., 2015). Moreover, the individual can 

selectively choose whatever he or she wishes to present when portraying his or her 

online identity (Hu et al., 2015; Ruyter & Conroy, 2002). 

Table ‎2.2.1: Differences between physical identity and online identity (Kim et al., 
2011) 

Dimensions Physical identity Online identity 

Context Real world (face-to-face) Virtual setting 

Development 

By building relationships and 
friendships with others to present his or 

her identity in the real world, it takes 
time and effort for the development of 

an individual‘s physical identity 
(Bailenson & Beall, 2006; Huffaker & 

Calvert, 2005). 

People can present themselves as 
per their wishes given the 

freedom in the cyberspace, then 
the development of an 

individual‘s online identity is 
relatively fast. 

Control 

It is difficult to control because people 
cannot control how others perceive them 

and it is not easy to hide personally 
identifiable information in the real 

world. 

People can hide or even fake 
their personally identifiable 

information in the online world. 
In this case, the construction of 
an individual‘s online identity is 

under control. 

Presentation 

The presentation of an individual‘s 
physical identity is based on face-to-face 
interactions with others, certain aspects 

of his or her physical identity are 
difficult to hide. 

People can selectively choose 
whatever they wish to present 

when portraying their identities 
in the online world. 

Constraints 

An individual‘s offline identity is 
limited by his or her corporal body and 
physical situations (Bargh et al., 2002; 

Donath, 2002; MacLeod, 1999; Schau & 
Gilly, 2003; Schaubroeck & Merritt, 

1997). 

The construction of an online 
identity is only limited by the 
availability of system-enabled 

visual or textual representations. 
In general, people can present 
themselves as per their wishes. 

Another difference between the physical and the online identity lies in the constraints 

for constructing identities. An individual‘s offline identity is limited by his or her 

corporal body and physical situations (Bargh et al., 2002; Donath, 2002; MacLeod, 

1999; Schau & Gilly, 2003; Schaubroeck & Merritt, 1997). For example, a short person 

may not be able to claim an identity as a tall person in the real world. In contrast, the 
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presentation and the construction of the online identity are only limited by the 

availability of system-enabled visual or textual representations (Kim et al., 2011). For 

instance, online users can choose different emoji from the system to express their 

emotions when interacting with other users. However, the number of emoji is limited, 

and some users may not be able to find a suitable emoji that truly represents their 

emotions (Kim et al., 2011). In general, people can present themselves as per their 

wishes online (Hu et al., 2015; Ruyter & Conroy, 2002). For example, a male user can 

even pretend to be a female online if he wants to. 

2.2.2 Online identity reconstruction 

The evolution of research on online self-expression and virtual identity has been in 

line with the development of information technology (as shown in Table 2.2.2). In the 

early age of the Internet, most of the studies focused on how Internet users express 

themselves in a completely anonymous online environment, such as chat rooms, bulletin 

boards and multi-user dungeons (Rheingold, 1993; Surratt, 1998; Turkle, 1995). 

Rheingold (1993) presented readers a tour of the online culture in the virtual community 

and the users‘ free expression of ideas on bulletin boards. Turkle (1995) explored the 

relationship between the online and the offline world and how the experiences in the 

cyberspace affected people‘s real life. It was also found that people can express 

themselves differently to other users in multi-user dungeons through multiple, 

anonymous, and invisible online identities (Turkle, 1995). 

Then, more recently, some researchers began to investigate people‘s online identity 

on dating sites at the beginning of the 21st century (Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs, 2006; 

Gibbs, Ellison, & Heino, 2006; Yurchisin et al., 2005). Ellison et al. (2006) found that 

people may adopt suitable tactics, such as constructing an identity on the basis of their 

―ideal self,‖ when presenting themselves on dating sites in order to find an ideal partner. 
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Exploring individuals‘ profiles on dating sites, Yurchisin et al. (2005) found that people 

can re-create their online identity when using online dating services.  

Moreover, with the emergence of social media, many studies in the past few years 

have focused on an individual‘s self-expression on social network platforms, such as 

Facebook, Twitter, and QQ (China) (Amichai-Hamburger & Vinitzky, 2010; Cheung, 

Chiu, & Lee, 2011; Hu et al., 2015; Moore & McElroy, 2012; Pfeil, Arjan, & Zaphiris, 

2009; Ross et al., 2009; Zhao & Jiang, 2011; Zhao, Grasmuck, & Martin, 2008). 

Adopting the five-factor model of personality (openness to experience, 

conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism), Ross et al. (2009) 

suggested different motivations for Facebook use. On the basis of a study by Ross et al. 

(2009), Amichai-Hamburger and Vinitzky (2010) found that people‘s personality traits 

have a strong influence on their behavior on Facebook. Moreover, Pfeil et al. (2009) 

investigated the differences and similarities in the use of Myspace between older people 

(users over 60 years old) and teenagers (users aged between 13 and 19 years). 

Compared with older people, teenagers have larger networks of friends and express 

more negative emotions when creating their profiles on Myspace (Pfeil et al., 2009).  

Table ‎2.2.2: The evolution of research on self-expression in the online world 

Timeline Research context Research focus 

Early age of the Internet 
Chat rooms, bulletin 
boards, and multi-user 
dungeons 

The difference between 
online and offline self-
expression 

At the beginning of the 
21st century Internet dating sites The expression of more of 

the ideal self 

Last ten years Social media 
Self-expression and 
patterns of use on social 
media 
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In addition to the general research on people‘s self-expression in the online world, 

the concept of ―identity reconstruction‖ (also called the identity recreation or self-

presentation strategy) has been proposed by several researchers (Ellison et al., 2006; Hu 

et al., 2015; Huang, Kumar, & Hu, 2017; Malli, Said, & Fadlallah, 2017; Marwick, 

2013; Wängqvist & Frisén, 2016; Zhao et al., 2008). Identity reconstruction refers to the 

phenomenon in which people create a virtual identity that is partly or even entirely 

different from their real identity in the offline world (Hu et al., 2015). For example, on 

an online dating site, an individual may fake some basic information (e.g., height and 

income per month) in his or her profile to make him or her more attractive to others.  

In the physical world, because of the restraints of social norms and laws, people 

usually need to follow different ―rules‖ to meet social expectations when presenting the 

physical identity to others (Hu et al., 2015). For example, employees ought to show 

their diligence to their employers; students should behave honestly in their daily life. 

However, the emergence of the Internet has changed this. The anonymity of the Internet 

enables people to reconstruct their virtual identity on the basis of their own ideas to a 

greater extent and with fewer concerns (Hu et al., 2015). People can conceal, fabricate 

or even fake personal information when reconstructing their identity online (such as on 

anonymous social network platforms) by hiding their corporal body and physical 

characteristics behind the screen (Ellison et al., 2006). Moreover, people can even 

reconstruct a completely different online identity in the cyberspace to gain a unique 

experience. For example, a boy can act like a girl in the online world to cheat other 

Internet users.  

With a reconstructed online identity, people can enjoy a more open and freer 

environment when interacting with others online. Therefore, identity is no longer stable 

in the online world (Hu et al., 2015). Online identity is a fluid and polymorphous entity 
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that allows people to represent themselves as freely as they wish to in the anonymous 

online environment (Robins, 1995). They can also create or discard an identity at will. 

The phenomenon of identity reconstruction is more salient in the context of social 

network platforms than in the offline world, given that online identities are the key 

elements of people‘s interactions in the cyberspace (Hu et al., 2015). 

Adopting the self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987, 1989) and the regulatory focus 

theory (Higgins, 1997, 1998), Hu et al. (2015) conducted a qualitative study to explore 

the reasons why people choose to reconstruct their online identity in interest-based QQ 

communities. It was found that people may reconstruct their online identity because of 

vanity, disinhibition, enjoyment, access to new social networks, escape from old social 

networks, privacy concerns, and avoidance of disturbance (Hu et al., 2015).  

In the case of people motivated by vanity, they reconstructed the online identity on 

the basis of their wishes, hopes, and aspirations (Hu et al., 2015). Therefore, they were 

expected to be more confident with the reconstructed identity when interacting with 

others on social network platforms. With respect to the people who chose to reconstruct 

their identity because of disinhibition, most of them might have felt pressured in the 

physical world. With the reconstructed identity, they could do things that they would 

not do in a face-to-face environment, such as being rude or aggressive on social network 

platforms (Hu et al., 2015).  

Furthermore, people who chose to reconstruct their identity because of enjoyment 

may have fun with identity reconstruction in two ways. Some people may find the 

process of reconstructing a new identity, which is partly or even entirely different from 

the physical identity, very interesting (Hu et al., 2015). They can have fun in choosing a 

cool nickname, selecting a nice head portrait, and constructing other details. In addition, 

interacting with others with a reconstructed new identity may bring people joy (Hu et 
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al., 2015). For example, a female may reconstruct a male identity to communicate with 

other girls to enjoy the feeling of being a male. 

People who chose to reconstruct their identity because of privacy concerns and 

avoidance of disturbance may have been worried about the leakage of their personal 

information (Hu et al., 2015). Thus, they would feel safer after hiding their personal 

information in the online world. With a reconstructed online identity, they may avoid 

disturbance from strangers. Moreover, for people who chose to reconstruct their identity 

because of ―access to new networks‖ and ―escape from old social networks,‖ a 

reconstructed virtual identity can help them get rid of their disliked social circle and 

make new friends (Hu et al., 2015). 

While Hu et al. (2015) proposed different motivations for online identity 

reconstruction, Huang et al. (2017) found further gender differences in these 

motivations. Using a sample of 418 Chinese participants, they suggested that males and 

females are motivated differently during online identity reconstruction. In particular, 

females pay more attention to physical attractiveness than males when reconstructing an 

online identity. Males are more inclined to reconstruct their online identity for the 

purpose of meeting new friends and free self-expression. The concern for the misuse of 

personal information is a more important motivator for men‘s online identity 

reconstruction (Huang et al., 2017).  

2.3 The true Self  

2.3.1 Definitions and the expression of the true self online 

The true self is defined as an individual‘s personalities, minds, beliefs and 

consciousness that he or she intrinsically think and believe (Harter, 2002). Some 

researchers have proposed that the true self is a sense of self that is different from the 

actual self (McKenna, 2007). True self reflects what people really think and believe 
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(Harter, 2002). It is suggested that the true self is one of the essential parts of people‘s 

identity, as people have the need to express who they are in social interactions 

(Baumeister, 1998; Gollwitzer, 1986; Rogers, 1951). However, the expression of the 

true self is often difficult in face-to-face communication.  

People who cannot fulfill their need for the expression of the true self through face-

to-face communication may find it easier to express their true self in social interactions 

on the Internet (Amichai-Hamburger, Wainapel, & Fox, 2002). Bargh et al. (2002) 

suggested that the true self is more likely to be active in online interactions. They 

conducted three experiments to explore the expression of the actual self and the true self 

in both online and offline communications. It was found that people expressed more of 

their true self in communications with strangers through the Internet than in face-to-face 

communication (Bargh et al., 2002).  

2.3.2 Characteristics of the Internet and the expression of the true self 

The Internet may facilitate the expression of the true self because of the following 

three characteristics: anonymity, asynchronicity, and connectivity (Bargh et al., 2002; 

McKenna & Bargh, 2000). The characteristic of anonymity means that people can 

become unidentifiable to others online (Lapidot-Lefler & Barak, 2012). The following 

two types of anonymity are closely associated with computer-mediated communications: 

discursive anonymity and visual anonymity (Hollenbaugh & Everett, 2013). Discursive 

anonymity refers to the status that the contents posted online cannot be linked to a 

specific source (Scott, 2004). People can achieve discursive anonymity by hiding their 

personal information (such as age, occupation, and contact information) so that other 

Internet users do not know their personal details and cannot link the contents that they 

post to their offline identity. Visual anonymity refers to the status that people are not 

physically present online (Scott, 2004). On the Internet, people can easily achieve visual 
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anonymity, because in most cases, online communications are text-based (Lapidot-

Lefler & Barak, 2012). 

In face-to-face communication, people‘s self-disclosure is inhibited by various 

factors. As suggested by Derlega and Chaikin (1977), most people do not engage in 

self-disclosure because it is not guaranteed that the information they disclose will not be 

leaked to other acquaintances by the listener. In addition, the listener may respond 

negatively to their self-disclosure. Moreover, the disclosure of negative aspects may 

have real costs in face-to-face communication, such as ridicule or outright rejection 

(Bargh et al., 2002). The anonymity of the Internet greatly reduces people‘s concerns 

about self-disclosure.  

Discursive anonymity enables people to express their true self safely online (Bargh et 

al., 2002). By withholding their identification information, people can express their true 

self online with fewer concerns, because the self-disclosure online cannot be linked to 

their offline identity (Scott, 2004), and the strangers online are not part of their social 

circle (Derlega & Chaikin, 1977). Therefore, individuals do not have to worry that their 

disclosure about true self will be leaked to the persons they do not want to reveal the 

details to (such as an ex-girlfriend). With visual anonymity, people may feel less 

inhibited in expressing their true self online. The absence of physical cues (such as eye 

contact) makes people more willing to express themselves (Lapidot-Lefler & Barak, 

2015; Suler, 2004). In online interactions, people usually cannot see or hear each other. 

Thus, they do not see the disapproval signs (such as a frown) when they express their 

true self. 

Another characteristic of the Internet is asynchronicity. In face-to-face 

communications, people usually need to make immediate responses in the conversations. 

However, in online interactions, people can respond to a message after they have 
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figured out how to respond properly, maybe minutes or even hours later (Suler, 2004). 

In addition, people can decide when to log on and off the Internet, and they can edit the 

content repeatedly before sending it out (McKenna & Bargh, 2000). This greater control 

in the interactions makes it easier to express the true self online (Amichai-Hamburger et 

al., 2002). Moreover, the connectivity of the Internet can help individuals find like-

minded partners online (Bargh et al., 2002).  

2.3.3 The true self and personalities 

In addition to the facilitating conditions on the Internet, the expression of the true self 

is associated with personality traits (Amichai-Hamburger et al., 2002; Marriott & 

Buchanan, 2014). Table 2.3.1 is a summary of the studies that have examined the 

associations between personality traits and the expression of the true self online. Five 

major dimensions were proposed in the five-factor model of personality traits, namely 

extraversion, openness to experience, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism 

(McCrae & John, 1992). Using a sample of 40 hi-tech workers, Amichai-Hamburger et 

al. (2002) investigated the effect of extroversion and neuroticism on the expression of 

the true self. They found that extroversion was negatively associated with the online 

true self expression, while neuroticism was positively associated with the online true 

self expression, which implied that less extroverted (i.e., more introverted) and more 

neurotic people were more likely to express their true self online (Amichai-Hamburger 

et al., 2002). Their further analysis suggested that people who are extroverted (i.e., high 

in extroversion scores) prefer to express their ―real me‖ in face-to-face communications, 

while people who are introverted (i.e., low in extroversion scores) prefer to express their 

―real me‖ online (Amichai-Hamburger et al., 2002).  

In line with the findings of Amichai-Hamburger et al. (2002), the findings of 

Marriott and Buchanan (2014) confirmed that introverted, neurotic, and shy people are 
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more likely to express their true self online. They suggested that the effects of 

extraversion and neuroticism on the expression of the true self online were mediated by 

shyness (Marriott & Buchanan, 2014). Similarly, the studies by Tosun and Lajunen 

(2009, 2010) suggested that psychoticism and neuroticism are positively associated with 

an individual‘s expression of his or her true self online. In addition, it has been found 

that agreeableness and conscientiousness are negatively associated with the online true 

self expression (Marriott & Buchanan, 2014).  

Table ‎2.3.1: Personality traits and online true self expression 

Papers Main findings 

Amichai-Hamburger et al. (2002); 
Marriott and Buchanan (2014); 

Extroversion was negatively associated 
with the online true self expression. 

Amichai-Hamburger et al. (2002); 
Marriott and Buchanan (2014); 
Tosun and Lajunen (2009, 2010);  

Neuroticism was positively associated 
with the online true self expression. 

Marriott and Buchanan (2014) 
Agreeableness and Conscientiousness are 
negatively associated with the online true 
self expression. 

Tosun and Lajunen (2009, 2010); Psychoticism was positively associated 
with the online true self expression. 

Marriott and Buchanan (2014) Shyness was positively associated with 
the online true self expression. 

Marriott and Buchanan (2014) 
Extraversion and neuroticism on the 
expression of the true self online were 
mediated by shyness. 

The aforementioned findings support the view that the Internet facilitates the 

expression of the true self. In face-to-face communication, people who are introverted, 

neurotic, shy, and psychotic may have difficulties in expressing their true self. For 

example, extroverted people usually have close and warm relationships with others in 

the real world (McCrae & John, 1992), which may facilitate their expression of the true 

self in face-to-face communication. In contrast, introverted people are usually quiet and 
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shy (McCrae & John, 1992). Neurotic people who are emotionally unstable tend to feel 

nervous and anxious in social interactions (Tosun & Lajunen, 2009). In addition, it has 

been found that psychoticism is a mixture of low conscientiousness and low 

agreeableness (Marriott & Buchanan, 2014). Therefore, psychotic people may be self-

centered, less cooperative and less organized (McCrae & John, 1992). Thus, they may 

not be welcomed by others and have less opportunity to express their true self in face-

to-face communications. With these personalities, people may find it difficult to 

disclose their thoughts and feelings face-to-face. Therefore, they are more likely to take 

advantage of the Internet and express their true self online (Amichai-Hamburger et al., 

2002). 

2.3.4 The true self and relationships 

 Previous research has also indicated that the expression of the true self is associated 

with the formation and the maintenance of relationships (McKenna et al., 2002; Tosun, 

2012; Tosun & Lajunen, 2010). McKenna et al. (2002) suggested that people who 

believe that they are better able to express their true self online are more likely to form 

close relationships with the ones whom they met over the Internet. In addition, Tosun 

and Lajunen (2010) found that the expression of the true self online positively correlates 

with the different motivations for Internet use: ―establishing new relationships,‖ ―having 

‗Internet only‘ friends,‖ ―maintaining long-distant relationships,‖ and ―supporting daily 

face-to-face relationships.‖ Moreover, the associations between the true self expression 

and the first two motivations were stronger than the associations between the true self 

expression and the last two motivations, which means that people with a higher 

tendency to express their true self online are more likely to use the Internet as a ―social 

substitute‖ than as a ―social extension‖ (Tosun & Lajunen, 2010). Similar patterns have 

been found on social network platforms (Tosun, 2012). People with a high level of true 
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self expression use Facebook more frequently for establishing new relationships than 

for maintaining existing friendships (Tosun, 2012). 

2.3.5 The true self and social network platform use 

 In addition to the formation and the maintenance of relationships, the expression of 

the true self online is also related to other motivations for social network use (Choi & 

Sung, 2018; Johnson & Ranzini, 2018; Seidman, 2014; Tosun, 2012). For example, it 

has been found that the expression of the true self online is positively associated with 

general self-disclosure, emotion disclosure and the communication activities on 

Facebook, which means that people who express more of their true self on Facebook 

tend to use Facebook for communication purposes, post more information about 

themselves, and express more emotions on Facebook (Seidman, 2014). The motivation 

to express the true self is associated with individuals‘ selection of social network 

platforms. People who want to share their hidden qualities use Snapchat more 

frequently than Instagram (Choi & Sung, 2018b). In addition, the expression of true self 

mediated the relationship between rejection sensitivity and the use of online dating 

services (Hance, Blackhart, & Dew, 2018). Moreover, people who express high levels 

of the true self online are more likely to engage in passive observations, such as viewing 

the profiles and the photo albums of others (Tosun, 2012). 

Even though considerable attention has been paid to the expression of the true self 

online, the existing research has mainly explored the true self as an independent aspect 

of the self (Seidman, 2014; Tosun, 2012). None of these studies has regarded the true 

self as a two-dimensional concept; nor have they investigated the expression of the true 

self from the perspective of online identity reconstruction in an anonymous 

environment. Drawing on the self-discrepancy theory and the self-determination theory, 

the current study aimed to fulfill these gaps by proposing the concepts of positive true 
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self and negative true self to explore the role of the true self in an individual‘s identity 

and self-guide online, and the reasons why individuals choose to express more of their 

true self in an anonymous environment. 

2.4 User satisfaction 

2.4.1 The success of information systems 

In the field of marketing, customer satisfaction is defined as ―the number of 

customers, or the percentage of total customers, whose reported experience with a firm, 

its products, or its services (ratings) exceeds the specified satisfaction goals‖ (Farris et 

al., 2010, p 55). It is a key measure to indicate the success of the services and the 

products provided by a company. 

With respect to the files of information systems, the customers of the services and the 

products become are the users who have used or experienced these information systems. 

Most researchers regard user satisfaction as one of the most significant indicators of the 

success of an information system. By definition, user satisfaction is ―the opinion of the 

users about a specific computer application that they use‖ (Doll & Torkzadeh, 1988). 

Since the 1980s, data computing in organizations has changed to data processing and 

then to end-user computing (Doll & Torkzadeh, 1988). User satisfaction has attracted 

considerable attention from both organizations and researchers when exploring suitable 

indicators to evaluate the success of information systems (Bailey & Pearson, 1983; 

Baroudi, Olson, & Ives, 1986; Benson, 1983; Ives, Olson, & Baroudi, 1983).  

The accelerated development of information technology and the Internet has 

motivated many large organizations to increase their investments in the development of 

information systems (Zviran & Erlich, 2003). Therefore, suitable indicators of the 

success of information systems are needed to evaluate whether these investments are 
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worthy or not. Thus, evaluating the success of information systems was one of the most 

critical problems in the field of information systems for the researchers in the latter half 

of 20th century, and various measures have been developed since (Brancheau, Janz, & 

Wetherbe, 1996; Dickson et al., 1984). 

Research on the measurement of the success of information systems first appeared in 

the early 1970s (Bailey & Pearson, 1983; Dickson et al., 1984; Ginzberg, 1978; Larcker 

& Lessig, 1980; Liebowitz, 1999; Nolan & Seward, 1974; Robey, 1979; Swanson, 

1974, 1982; Vertinsky, Barth, & Mitchell, 1975; Zmud, 1978). As an abstract concept, 

it was found that the success of information systems is difficult to measure by using a 

single factor (DeLone & McLean, 1992; Zviran & Erlich, 2003).  

Robey (1979) indicated that the success of information systems could not be 

evaluated through direct measures. Cost/benefit ratio (King & Schrems, 1978), 

information value (Gallagher, 1974; King & Epstein, 1983), and organizational 

performance (Turner, 1982) were proposed by different researchers as possible 

measurements of the success of information systems around the 1980s.  

Moreover, Ives and Olson (1984) suggested two categories of factors to evaluate the 

success of information systems: system acceptance (namely, information satisfaction, 

system usage, and system impact on the user) and system quality (e.g., reliability of the 

computer system, on-line response time, and the ease of terminal use). Furthermore, 

Zmud (1978, 1979) proposed eight dimensions and three main variables (namely, user 

satisfaction, information system usage, and user performance) that may affect the 

success of information systems. 

Based on the theory of reasoned action (as shown in Figure 2.4.1) proposed by Ajzen 

and Fishbein (1969), the Technology Acceptance Model (as shown in Figure 2.4.2) was 
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introduced by Davis (1985, 1989) to evaluate the success of information systems by 

incorporating user behavior (e.g., attitude towards the use, behavioral intention to use, 

and actual system use). It has been widely accepted that the Technology Acceptance 

Model is one of the most widely-used and most important theoretical models in the field 

of information systems (Lee, Kozar, & Larsen, 2003). 

 

Figure ‎2.4.1: The theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1969) 

The Technology Acceptance Model has been adopted in many studies to test the 

reliability and the validity of information systems (Adams, Nelson, & Todd, 1992; Chin 

& Todd, 1995; Davis, 1989; Davis, Bagozzi, & Warshaw, 1989; Dishaw & Strong, 

1999; Hendrickson, Massey, & Cronan, 1993; Segars & Grover, 1993; Szajna, 1996; 

Taylor & Todd, 1995). Considerable criticism and a number of suggestions have been 

proposed after the widespread use of this model.  

For example, Davis et al. (1989) conducted a comparative study between the 

Technology Acceptance Model and the theory of reasoned action. They examined the 

ability of each model to predict people‘s computer acceptance by measuring the users‘ 

intentions in terms of their perceived ease of use, perceived usefulness, attitudes, 

subjective norms, and related variables (AL-Sabawy, 2013; Davis et al., 1989).  
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Taylor and Todd (1995) suggested two additional constructs (namely, social 

influence and behavioral control) to the Technology Acceptance Model to better predict 

the use of information technology by both experienced and inexperienced users. Dishaw 

and Strong (1999) combined the Technology Acceptance Model with the task-

technology fit model. The finding of their study indicated that the integrated model 

could better assess the success of information systems (Dishaw & Strong, 1999).  

 

Figure ‎2.4.2: The Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1985, 1989) 

The Technology Acceptance Model has been extended twice to better evaluate the 

success of information systems. In 2000, an essential extension of the Technology 

Acceptance Model was provided by Venkatesh and Davis (2000). They introduced 

Technology Acceptance Model 2 (as shown in Figure 2.4.3) by adding two groups of 

constructs to the old model: cognitive instrumental processes (i.e., perceived ease of use, 

output quality, job relevance, and result demonstrability) and social influence processes 

(i.e., voluntariness, subjective norm, and image).  
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Figure ‎2.4.3: Technology Acceptance Model 2 (Venkatesh & Davis, 2000)  

After eight years, Venkatesh and Bala (2008) proposed Technology Acceptance 

Model 3 (as shown in Figure 2.4.4) by evaluating the ease of use at the individual level 

(AL-Sabawy, 2013). Therefore, the updated model can facilitate the managers‘ 

decision-making process and the involvement of the employees in organizations (AL-

Sabawy, 2013; Venkatesh & Bala, 2008). 
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Figure ‎2.4.4: Technology Acceptance Model 3 (Venkatesh & Bala, 2008) 
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Besides the Technology Acceptance Model and its extensions (Davis, 1985; 

Venkatesh & Bala, 2008; Venkatesh & Davis, 2000), another important model in the 

field of information systems called ―information systems success model‖ was 

introduced by DeLone and McLean (1992) after reviewing and analyzing more than 100 

existing research papers related to the measurement of the success and the effectiveness 

of information systems published between 1981 and 1987. The information systems 

success model includes six major dimensions: system quality, information quality, use, 

user satisfaction, individual impact, and organizational impact (as shown in Figure 

2.4.5).  

 

Figure ‎2.4.5: IS success model (DeLone & McLean, 1992) 

This model was widely used in different studies in the latter years of the 20th century 

(Ballantine et al., 1996; Bonner, 1995; Drury & Farhoomand, 1998; Melone, 1990; 

Seddon, 1997; Swanson, 1994; Torkzadeh & Doll, 1994). Moreover, Swanson (1994) 

conducted several studies to apply the information system success model to different 

types of systems. The results of all the studies were in line with the basic model of 

DeLone and McLean, which implied that the six major factors proposed by DeLone and 

McLean (1992) are applicable to a variety of information systems, although more 

additional factors are required for the evaluation of some specific systems. Some other 

research also provided refinements in the use of the basic DeLone and McLean model 
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(DeLone & McLean, 1992) to evaluate some specific systems, such as management 

planning systems (Raghunathan & Raghunathan, 1994), expert systems (Yoon, 

Guimaraes, & O‘Neal, 1995), and executive information systems (Rainer & Watson, 

1995).  

Drawing upon the six major dimensions proposed in the DeLone and McLean model, 

some studies tried to find more factors or new models to assess the success of 

information systems (Rocha, 2012; Seddon, 1997; Urbach, Smolnik, & Riempp, 2010; 

Wang & Liao, 2008; Wilkin, 2006). Other studies tried to test the validity of the old 

model (Pitt, Watson, & Kavan, 1995; Rai, Lang, & Welker, 2002; Seddon, 1997). In 

2003, ten years since the DeLone and McLean model was introduced, an updated model 

(as shown in Figure 2.4.6) was published in response to the problems raised by the old 

model (Al-Debei, Jalal, & Al-Lozi, 2013; Delone & McLean, 2003). 

 

Figure ‎2.4.6: The updated IS success model (Delone & McLean, 2003) 

The updated information systems success model includes six dimensions: 

information quality, system quality, service quality, intention to use, use, user 

satisfaction, and net benefits (Delone & McLean, 2003). Compared with the old model, 
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the updated model added ―service quality‖ as a predictor of the success of an 

information system and adopted ―net benefits‖ as the combination of ―individual 

impact‖ and ―organizational impact‖ (Delone & McLean, 2003). By using the ―intention 

to use‖ construct instead of ―use,‖ the updated model also clarified that the construct 

focuses more on user‘s attitude than on the user‘s behavior (Al-Debei et al., 2013; 

Delone & McLean, 2003).  

2.4.2 User satisfaction in information systems 

Although various measures have been developed for measuring the success of an 

information system, user satisfaction has commonly been recognized as one of the most 

significant and prevalent criteria of the success of information systems (Zviran & 

Erlich, 2003). Moreover, it is highly applicable and very easy to use (Mahmood et al., 

2000; Melone, 1990). Powers and Dickson (1973) found that user satisfaction is one of 

the main variables that affect the success of information systems given that users use an 

information system if they are satisfied with the system. In contrast, people will not use 

the system frequently if they do not perceive the system as satisfactory. Moreover, it has 

been suggested that user satisfaction is positively associated with an organization‘s 

performance (Neumann & Segev, 1980). Swanson (1974) also proposed that the 

involvement of users in the development phase of an information system is the key to 

system success. 

Similar to the development of information systems‘ success measurements, various 

measures were developed in the late years of the 20th century to evaluate user 

satisfaction of an information system (Bailey & Pearson, 1983; Baroudi et al., 1986; 

Ives et al., 1983; Melone, 1990; Nolan & Seward, 1974; Robey, 1979; Rushinek & 

Rushinek, 1986; Swanson, 1982; Wan & Wah, 1990). Although the definitions of user 

satisfaction in the aforementioned studies may not be completely the same, they all 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



40 

 

emphasize on the importance of collecting opinions from end-users in different forms 

for evaluation purposes (Zviran, Pliskin, & Levin, 2005). For example, user satisfaction 

was defined as the extent to which users think an information system meets their needs 

(Ives et al., 1983). 

The concept of user satisfaction with an information system first appeared in the 

early 1960s. Cyert and March (1963) suggested that meeting users‘ needs should be 

considered an important factor to reinforce the satisfaction of an information system in 

firms (Ives et al., 1983). After this study, user satisfaction attracted considerable 

attention when researchers attempted to evaluate the effectiveness and acceptance of 

information systems (Bailey & Pearson, 1983; Baroudi et al., 1986; Igbaria & Nachman, 

1990; Ives et al., 1983; Zviran, 1992). Baroudi et al. (1986) found that user satisfaction 

had a positive relationship with the use of an information system and suggested that user 

satisfaction should be a key measure of an information system‘s success. Apart from 

this, Igbaria and Nachman (1990) proposed another positive relationship between user 

satisfaction and hardware/software accessibility and availability, and system utilization 

after analyzing the data collected from users in six organizations. Moreover, Gelderman 

(1998) suggested that user satisfaction was positively associated with the performance 

of information systems. This study also proved that user satisfaction is the most 

appropriate indicator for evaluating the effectiveness and the acceptance of an 

information system (Gelderman, 1998).  

As one of the most significant and prevalent criteria of an information system‘s 

success (Zviran & Erlich, 2003), the measurements of user satisfaction with an 

information system were also widely studied in the early 1980s. Some studies around 

the 1980s measured user satisfaction through only a single question (e.g., ―Please rate 

your overall satisfaction about the systems that you used‖). It was found that this 
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measure had large measuring errors and was unreliable (Nunnally, 1978), given that 

user satisfaction is obviously affected by various factors (Zviran & Erlich, 2003). 

Jenkins and Ricketts (1979) suggested a list of 20 factors for measuring user satisfaction 

through literature reviews. These 20 factors can be grouped into five dimensions: input 

procedure, system processing, report content, report format, and report value (Zviran & 

Erlich, 2003). This measurement of user satisfaction only focused on the quality of the 

information system itself; it did not consider the involvement of the users and the 

service providers (Conrath & Mignen, 1990; Ives et al., 1983). 

Bailey and Pearson (1983) proposed a list of 39 questions that may influence end-

user satisfaction with an information system after a detailed review of the related studies 

and suggestions from some information system experts (Zviran & Erlich, 2003). This is 

one of the most frequently used instruments for user satisfaction (Au, Ngai, & Cheng, 

2002). Ives et al. (1983) re-evaluated Bailey and Pearson's (1983) study and developed a 

short measurement (including 13 factors) of user satisfaction. These 13 factors that were 

closely related to user satisfaction were categorized into three dimensions: information 

quality, personnel and information system services, and user knowledge or involvement. 

This short measurement was shown to be reliable and valid in Baroudi and Orlikowski's 

(1988) study after collecting and analyzing the data from 358 end-users of the 

information systems in 26 companies (Zviran & Erlich, 2003). 

In the late 1980s, when data computing in organizations changed to data processing 

and then to end-user computing, Doll and Torkzadeh (1988) found that the previous 

measurements of user satisfaction were mostly developed to evaluate the general 

satisfaction with the information system function rather than satisfaction with a specific 

information system application that the end-users were using (Zviran & Erlich, 2003). 

Therefore, Doll and Torkzadeh (1988) proposed a 12-item instrument (End-User 
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Computing Satisfaction Instrument) to connect the end-users and the information 

system application directly to measure the satisfaction of these end-users (Zviran & 

Erlich, 2003), given that most of the end-users were not information system experts who 

could provide answers about information quality and personnel and information system 

services easily.  

The End-User Computing Satisfaction Instrument (as shown in Figure 2.4.7) 

includes five main components: content, accuracy, format, ease of use, and timeliness. 

The 12 items of this instrument are listed in Table 2.4.1. It was regarded as a reliable 

and comprehensive instrument given that it involved the measurement of ―ease of use‖ 

(Xiao & Dasgupta, 2002). The End-User Computing Satisfaction Instrument (Doll & 

Torkzadeh, 1988) was widely used in other research to evaluate the success of different 

information systems (Doll & Xia, 1997; McHaney & Cronan, 1998, 2000; McHaney, 

Hightower, & White, 1999; Soliman, Mao, & Frolick, 2000; Torkzadeh & Doll, 1991, 

1994; Xiao & Dasgupta, 2002), such as computer simulation systems (McHaney & 

Cronan, 1998, 2000), representational model decision support systems (McHaney et al., 

1999), and data warehouses (Soliman et al., 2000). 

 

Figure ‎2.4.7: End-User Computing Satisfaction Instrument (Doll & Torkzadeh, 

1988) 

End-User Computer 
Satisfaction 

Content Timeliness Ease of Use Format Accuracy 
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Table ‎2.4.1: End-User Computing Satisfaction Instrument (Doll & Torkzadeh, 
1988) 

Construct Measurement questions 

Content 

Does the system provide the precise information you need? 

Does the information content meet your needs? 
Does the system provide reports that seem to be just about exactly 
what you need? 
Does the system provide sufficient information? 

  

Accuracy 
Is the system accurate? 

Are you satisfied with the accuracy of the system? 

  

Format 
Do you think the output is presented in a useful format? 

Is the information clear? 

  

Ease of use 
Is the system user-friendly? 

Is the system easy to use? 

  

Timeliness 
Do you get the information you need in time? 

Does the system provide up-to-date information? 

Moreover, drawing upon the social cognitive theory, it was found that social 

environmental factors, technological environmental factors, and cognitive factors may 

affect user satisfaction in E-learning systems (Wu, Tennyson, & Hsia, 2010). In the 

same context, by combining McLean and DeLone‘s model (DeLone & McLean, 1992) 

and the Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1985), Lin and Chen (2012) suggested 

that course information, system quality, and platform information can influence user 

satisfaction and the continuous use of the systems. 

2.4.3 User satisfaction in Internet-based information systems 

At the beginning of the 21st century, the number of websites increased to more than 

17 million from only 130 in 1993 (NetCraft and Internet Live Stats, 2018). The Internet 
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provides people with a new way to spread information without the physical boundaries 

of a face-to-face environment (Xiao & Dasgupta, 2002). Owing to the huge 

development of information technology at the end of the last century, a remarkable 

increase was found in the number of Internet-based information systems. At the same 

time, the development of web technology has helped to enhance the interactions and 

relationships between organizations and customers (Sharma & Baoku, 2013).  

Compared with the traditional corporate information systems, web-based information 

systems can help people to get access to different information more easily and faster 

owing to the rapid development of the Internet (Kiang, Raghu, & Shang, 2000; Xiao & 

Dasgupta, 2002). The validity of End-User Computing Satisfaction Instrument (Doll & 

Torkzadeh, 1988) for web-based information systems was also checked in several 

studies (Abdinnour-Helm, Chaparro, & Farmer, 2005; Xiao & Dasgupta, 2002). 

With the development of Internet-based information systems, the traditional 

measurement of end-user satisfaction also had to be improved to better fit the 

requirements of the new digital marketing context, as the role of an individual customer 

in Internet-based information systems was slightly different from that of an end-user in 

a traditional corporate information system (AL-Sabawy, 2013; Wang, Tang, & Tang, 

2001). Therefore, the measurement of user satisfaction in Internet-based information 

systems became a hot research topic at the beginning of the 21st century (Lai, 2006; Liu 

& Khalifa, 2003; McKinney, Yoon, & Zahedi, 2002; Muylle, Moenaert, & Despontin, 

2004; Trepper, 2000; Wang et al., 2001).  

Trepper (2000) suggested that the security of user accounts and a convenient system 

design play significant roles in the assessment of the user satisfaction of an Internet-

based information system. Wang et al. (2001) measured the construct ―Customer 

Information Satisfaction‖ with different factors (including ease of use, customer 
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support, security, payment and transaction, digital services/products, information 

content, and innovation). On the basis of the information system success theory, 

hypermedia design theory, and previous studies, Muylle et al. (2004) proposed a 

standard instrument for measuring Website User Satisfaction (WUS), including three 

factors: connection (ease-of-use, entry guidance, speed, structure, and hyperlink 

connotation), information (relevance, accuracy, comprehensiveness, and 

comprehensibility), and layout.  

Additionally, Lai (2006) suggested the measurement for user satisfaction in the field 

of e-business, including three factors (ease of use, content, and dependability). It has 

also been found that user satisfaction influences the users‘ loyalty to the website 

(Cristobal, Flavián, & Guinaliu, 2007), thereby affecting the continued use of the 

website (Liao, Chen, & Yen, 2007). The research findings of Verdegem and Verleye 

(2009) revealed nine factors that have an impact on the user satisfaction toward the e-

government system: infrastructure, security/privacy, cost, customer friendliness, 

content, awareness, availability, usability, and technical aspects. McNamara and 

Kirakowski (2011) reported the use of three factors (namely, efficiency, helpfulness, 

and transparency) to measure the user satisfaction of digital products. 

Concurrent with the development of information technology, increasingly more 

researchers are working on the study of user satisfaction in new platforms based on the 

Web 2.0 technologies, such as social network platforms, blogs, and wikis (Sharma & 

Baoku, 2013). The existing studies have identified various factors that have a significant 

influence on user satisfaction, such as system quality and information quality (Dong, 

Cheng, & Wu, 2014), perceived control (Zhao & Lu, 2012), perceived usefulness and 

perceived privacy risk (Lin, Featherman, & Sarker, 2017), and perceived bridging social 

capital and flow experience (Chang & Zhu, 2012). The Web 2.0 technologies focus 
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more on the interactions between users rather than the relationships between the users 

and the service providers. The role of service providers has changed from a product or 

information provider to an aggregator who manages content posted by all the users 

(Weber, 2009). 

As one of the most important measures of an information system‘s success, user 

satisfaction has been widely explored in different areas of information systems, such as 

websites, ERP systems, E-learning systems, and E-commerce. Most studies have agreed 

that user satisfaction was an important construct for the assessment of a user‘s 

continuance intentions toward a system (AL-Sabawy, 2013). The current study adopted 

user satisfaction as a dependent variable to explore whether an individual becomes more 

satisfied with a reconstructed virtual identity on social network platforms. 

2.5 Psychological well-being 

2.5.1 Happiness and well-being 

In the previous century, many studies were proposed by social psychologists to 

explore whether people are happy or not in their daily life (Campbell, 1981; Diener, 

1984; Diener et al., 1985; Schwarz & Clore, 1983; Veroff, Douvan, & Kulka, 1981). 

Well-being, an interchangeable concept with happiness (Cardak, 2013; Ong & Lin, 

2016), has attracted considerable attention from the researchers in the field of optimistic 

psychology. For example, some researchers have attempted to discover the factors that 

may affect an individual‘s mood states and positive feeling, thereby influencing his or 

her well-being in the offline world (Diener et al., 1985; Schwarz & Clore, 1983).  

Cardak (2013) suggested that well-being describes a kind of ideal life that is healthy, 

well, positive, and purposeful in daily life (Myers, Sweeney, & Witmer, 2000). Close 

relationships were found between an individual‘s lifestyle, health, and well-being 

(Cardak, 2013). More specifically, better well-being in daily life can improve people‘s 
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health status and change their lifestyles (Dogan, 2006). Previous research has also found 

that social support and social relations (including both the positive and the negative 

sides of social interactions) have significant influences on an individual‘s well-being 

(Bowlby, 1969; Cobb, 1976; Durkheim, 1951; Faris, 1934; La Rocco & Jones, 1978; 

Lin et al., 1979; Mitchell, Billings, & Moos, 1982; Rook, 1984, 1984; Williams, Ware 

Jr, & Donald, 1981). For example, Rook (1984) suggested that the outcomes from 

negative social relations play a more important role in affecting people‘s well-being 

than the positive ones on the basis of an investigation of 120 elderly widowed women. It 

has also been found that supportive social relations can help to reduce the stress in 

people‘s daily life (Cobb, 1976, 1979; House, 1981; Mitchell et al., 1982). 

Additionally, some sociologists have suggested that life satisfaction is an important 

indicator to evaluate whether an individual is happy or not, thereby, measuring his or 

her well-being (Andrews & McKennell, 1980; Andrews & Withey, 1976; Bryant & 

Veroff, 1982; Campbell, Converse, & Rodgers, 1976). More specifically, many studies 

have measured well-being by asking participants about their overall life satisfaction, 

together with their feelings about career, families, income, and social relationships 

(Andrews, 1991; Diener, 1984). However, some researchers thought that these quality-

of-life studies mostly explored people‘s well-being from the data perspective rather than 

the fundamental meaning (Headey, Kelley, & Wearing, 1993). In other words, the 

adoption of life satisfaction measurements cannot help to understand the basic definition 

of well-being (Sauer & Warland, 1982). 

Moreover, some prior endeavors have tried to find out more valid and reliable 

measurements to evaluate people‘s positive and negative feelings achieved in their daily 

life (Green, Goldman, & Salovey, 1993; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988), thereby, 

measuring their well-being. For example, according to Bradburn's (1969) seminal work, 
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which also paid little attention to the essential meaning of well-being, an individual‘s 

well-being is no longer the balance between his or her positive feelings and negative 

feelings achieved in daily life. The positive feelings and negative feelings should be 

considered independent dimensions when exploring whether people are happy or not. 

Apart from this, the frequency and the intensity of both positive and negative feelings 

are important for evaluating an individual‘s well-being (Bradburn, 1969; Diener et al., 

1985). Additionally, Bradburn (1969) found that people who experienced strong 

feelings frequently were not happier than those who experienced a few strong feelings. 

Compared to the intensity of feelings, the frequency of feelings can help to better 

measure an individual‘s long-term well-being (Diencr, Sandvik, & Pavot, 1991; Diener 

& Larsen, 1993). 

In the field of optimistic psychology, some researchers have regarded well-being as a 

two-dimensional concept (Cardak, 2013; Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff, 2002; Ryan & Deci, 

2000b), which includes hedonic well-being (referred to as subjective well-being) and 

eudemonic well-being (referred to as psychological well-being). Subjective well-being 

refers to happiness and relief, which includes positive feelings of life satisfaction 

(Cardak, 2013; Waterman, 1993). It focuses on how to obtain pleasure and avoid pain 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000b).  

Diener et al. (1999) found that ―affective balance‖ and overall life satisfaction can be 

used to measure an individual‘s subjective well-being. As an affective component, 

―affective balance‖ refers to the balance between frequent positive effects and 

infrequent negative effects (Diener, 1984; Ong & Lin, 2016). People who are happy 

need to have more positive effects than negative effects in their daily life. As a cognitive 

component, overall life satisfaction can help people to subjectively understand their 

quality of life, thereby determining whether they are happy or not (Ong & Lin, 2016). 
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2.5.2 Psychological well-being in the physical world 

In contrast, psychological well-being is related to challenges, chasing important 

goals, making efforts, and personal growth and improvement (Ong & Lin, 2016; Ryan 

& Deci, 2000b; Seligman, 2004; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999; Warr, 2011). After a 

systematic review of the existing related literature, Ryff (1989, 1995) proposed a 

multidimensional model of psychological well-being, which includes six factors 

(namely autonomy, environmental mastery, personal development, positive relations 

with others, purposes of life, and self-acceptance). This model provided a 

comprehensive definition of psychological well-being and has been widely used by 

researchers (Cardak, 2013). 

Nine theories were involved when Ryff (1989, 1995) conceptualized the six factors 

into the model of psychological well-being. These nine theories were the guiding 

theories from three subfields of psychology (as shown in Figure 2.5.1). Firstly, 

Erikson's (1959) personal development, Buhler's (1935) basic life tendencies, and 

Neugarten's (1973) executive processes of personality from developmental psychology. 

Secondly, Maslow's (2013) fifth level of self-actualization needs, Allport's (1961) 

formulation of maturity, Rogers's (1961) theory about a fully functioning person, and 

Jung's (1933) individuation theory from clinical psychology. Lastly, Birren and 

Renner's (1980) aging mental health and Jahoda's (1958) conception of positive mental 

health from mental health literature.  

All the factors of Ryff (1989, 1995) model were summarized from more than one of 

the aforementioned theories. Some of these factors were constructed from the elements 

of more than five theories. For example, self-acceptance includes not only the positive 

evaluations of oneself proposed by Maslow's (2013) fifth level of self-actualization 

needs, Rogers's (1961) theory about a fully functioning person, Allport's (1961) 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



50 

 

formulation of maturity and Jahoda's (1958) conception of positive mental health, but 

also the acceptance of both good and bad personalities mentioned in Jung's (1933) 

individuation theory and the acceptance of past life suggested by Erikson's (1959) 

personal development.  

 

Figure ‎2.5.1: Core dimensions of psychological well-being and their theoretical 

origins (Ryff, 1995) 

Moreover, Ryff's (1989, 1995) model defined an individual‘s psychological well-

being as a person who has a positive attitude toward not only past life but also both the 

good and the bad aspects of oneself (self-acceptance); has a high quality of 

interpersonal relationships and feels warm, satisfying, and trusting with others (positive 

relations with others); can behave independently and act according to personal standards 

rather than others‘ judgments (autonomy); has a sense of mastery in managing the 

surrounding environment rather than lacking control of one‘s life (environmental 
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mastery); has meaningful life and goals for the future, rather than lacking direction in 

life (purpose in life); and has improved and expanded over time and pursues continued 

growth in life (personal growth). Altogether, these six factors of Ryff's (1989, 1995) 

model were integrated from developmental psychology, clinical psychology, and mental 

health. The model provides people with a holistic conceptual framework of 

psychological well-being for future studies (Cardak, 2013).  

2.5.3 Internet use and psychological well-being 

With the tremendous development of information technology, many studies have 

attempted to explore how the Internet influences an individual‘s well-being (as shown in 

Table 2.5.1). As mentioned earlier, on average, people spend nearly six hours every day 

online through various electronic devices (GWI, 2016). In other words, the Internet has 

become an indispensable part of people‘s lives, particularly young people‘s life (Gülnar 

& Kazaz, 2017).  

Through the Internet, people can check the latest news, search for anything that they 

are interested in, maintain and expand social relationships, and so on. At the same time, 

with the development of mobile technology, people can access the Internet more easily 

through electronic devices. As a consequence, an interesting phenomenon that young 

people keep staring at their smartphones while walking has attracted increasing 

attention from society and from researchers (Gülnar & Kazaz, 2017).  

Many studies have been conducted to explore the relationship between the Internet 

use and people‘s psychological problems (such as loneliness and depression) (Caplan, 

Williams, & Yee, 2009; Chen & Persson, 2002; Gross, Juvonen, & Gable, 2002; Huang, 

2010; Kim, LaRose, & Peng, 2009; Kraut et al., 1998; Van den Eijnden et al., 2008). 

For example, Kraut et al. (1998) found that the increased usage of the Internet will 

decline the communication with others in the physical world and increase the feeling of 
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depression and loneliness on the basis of an analysis of 169 participants‘ first one to two 

years‘ behavior since they went online. Analyzing 663 students in a longitudinal study, 

Van den Eijnden et al. (2008) found an increased feeling of depression among the 

students who used the instant messenger compulsively for six months  

Table ‎2.5.1: The effects of Internet use on psychological well-being 

Effects Psychological outcomes Reasons 

Mixed-
effects 

Depression 
Increase 

Increased Internet use declines 
communications with others in the 
physical world. 

Kraut et al. (1998); 
Van den Eijnden et 
al. (2008) 

Decrease Make people‘s voices heard and 
increasing communication with others Silverman (1999) 

Self-esteem 
Increase 

Internet use increases the perception 
of social bonds and social support 
online. 

Erwin et al. (2004) 

Decrease Negative feedbacks Valkenburg et al. 
(2006) 

Loneliness 
Increase 

Increased Internet use declines 
communications with others in the 
physical world. 

Kraut et al. (1998); 

Decrease Communicate with other online Gülnar and Kazaz, 
(2017) 

Positive 
effects 

Increase psychosocial 
well-being Positive feedbacks and social support Nabi et al. (2013) 

However, some other studies have suggested that suitable Internet use may lead to 

some positive outcomes, such as computer skills, community involvement, and 

decreased loneliness and depression (Gülnar & Kazaz, 2017; Kraut et al., 2002; Shaw & 

Gant, 2002; Silverman, 1999). For instance, Kraut et al. (2002) found that the use of the 

Internet could be helpful in reducing depression and increasing communication with 

others.  

Moreover, Silverman (1999) stated that the Internet could somehow help to make 

people‘s voices heard, thereby decreasing an individual‘s feeling of depression. 

Additionally, previous research has also found that the use of the Internet can help to 

increase people‘s self-esteem and their perceptions about social bonds and social 

support (Erwin et al., 2004; Kraut et al., 2002; Shaw & Gant, 2002; Zhao, 2006).  
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In summation, the use of the Internet has both positive and negative effects on an 

individual‘s psychological feelings. As one of the most significant standards to evaluate 

people‘s feelings (Ryff & Keyes, 1995), some studies have also chosen to explore the 

relationship between psychological well-being and the Internet use (Bernal-Ruiz et al.,, 

2017; Caplan et al., 2009; Cardak, 2013; Casale, Lecchi, & Fioravanti, 2015; Huang, 

2010; Lai et al., 2015; Mei et al., 2016). People who spend more time online perform 

fewer daily activities in the physical world, such as face-to-face communication and 

outdoor sports, thereby affecting their psychosocial well-being (Bernal-Ruiz et al., 

2017; Kraut et al., 2002)  

With respect to the social network platforms, it has been found that the use of these 

platforms is also related to individuals‘ psychosocial well-being (Nabi, Prestin, & 

Therefore, 2013; Valkenburg, Peter, & Schouten, 2006). The social support and positive 

feedback that people receive on social network platforms are associated with greater 

psychosocial well-being, whereas negative feedback decreases people‘s self-esteem and 

psychosocial well-being (Nabi et al., 2013; Valkenburg et al., 2006). 

However, it is not clear whether psychological well-being is associated with user 

satisfaction online. Although much work has been performed regarding user 

satisfaction, there is a lack of research on user satisfaction from the perspective of 

online identity reconstruction and psychological well-being. The current study aimed to 

address this gap and thereby contribute to the literature by building a research model 

that investigated the associations between the domains of the self (relating to identity 

reconstruction) and people‘s online psychological well-being (measured by autonomy 

and self-acceptance), thereby affecting the individuals‘ overall satisfaction in an 

anonymous online environment.  
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2.6 Chapter summary 

In this chapter, extensive literature related to this study was reviewed. On the basis of 

the detailed literature review, the knowledge gaps in the existing research were 

identified. Although much work has been done on online identity, true self expression 

online, user satisfaction, and psychological well-being, there is a lack of research 

combining all these factors. Taking all these factors into account, the current study 

aimed to fill the knowledge gaps by exploring the role of the true self in identity 

reconstruction and further investigating the effects of identity reconstruction on 

psychological well-being and user satisfaction. 
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL BACKGROUNDS 

This chapter introduces the theoretical backgrounds of the present study in detail. 

The first phase of this study involves the qualitative approach. It is grounded in the 

concept of true self, the self-discrepancy theory, and the self-determination theory. The 

second phase of this study uses the quantitative approach. It adopts two important 

constructs from the framework of psychological well-being to explore the associations 

between online identity reconstruction and user satisfaction. 

3.1 The true self 

Rogers (1951) suggested that true self is one of the significant aspects of an 

individual‘s identity and people are highly motivated to express such an important 

aspect in social interactions (Baumeister, 1998; Gollwitzer, 1986). However, in face-to-

face communication, if those aspects conflict with social norms and expectations, most 

people may choose to hide these attributes due to the fear of disapproval from others 

(Tosun, 2012). For instance, McKenna and Bargh (1998) mentioned that marginalized 

beliefs (such as ideological and homosexuals) could not be fully expressed through 

communication and interactions in the real world. 

Due to the constraints of social norms and laws in the physical world, the 

personalities, minds, beliefs, and consciousness that people express to others are mostly 

positive (Evans & Petty, 2003), as well as their self-guide. For instance, students usually 

hope to have good academic performance throughout their study; and children ought to 

be honest in daily life. However, the dark side of personality traits cannot be ignored.  

Many socially undesirable personality traits can be found in previous research about 

personality and social psychology, such as cynicism, domineering (McHoskey, Worzel, 

& Szyarto, 1998), callousness, dishonesty, egocentricity (Hare, 1991), impulsivity, 
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neuroticism, and aggression (Levenson, Kiehl, & Fitzpatrick, 1995). The expression of 

the aforementioned undesirable personalities in the physical world will conflict with 

social norms and expectations; hence, individuals may be negatively judged by others. 

As a consequence, in the physical world, most people have to hide those intrinsic 

negative personality traits (Ventegodt, Andersen, & Merrick, 2003). In other words, the 

negative aspect of personality does exist, however, it is not suitable to be fully 

expressed in face-to-face communication in the offline world (Bargh et al., 2002).  

Thus, an individual‘s true self not only includes positive aspects, but also negative 

ones (namely, the positive true self and the negative true self). As mentioned earlier, 

true self was defined as the self that people intrinsically think and believe (Harter, 

2002). The positive true self includes an individual‘s positive personalities, minds, 

beliefs, and consciousness. The negative true self includes an individual‘s negative 

personalities, minds, beliefs, and consciousness. More specifically, the positive true self 

includes the positive aspects of true self that are in line with social norms and 

expectations in the physical world. In contrast, the negative true self includes the 

negative aspects of true self that conflict with social norms and expectations. 

Typically, an individual may try to hide the negative true self when presenting his or 

her identity in the physical world in order to leave a better impression on others. For 

instance, an employee needs to show assiduous to the boss even if he or she is a 

sluggard; most corrupt officials need to act rectitude and hide their avarice from others. 

However, the anonymity of the online world enables people to express their negative 

true self with less fear of negative social evaluations and disapproval from others 

(Bargh et al., 2002; McKenna & Bargh, 1998).  

As the space transition theory proposes, people behave differently when they move 

from one space to another (Jaishankar, 2008). For instance, people may behave 
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themselves in the offline world due to their status and position. When they move into 

the cyberspace, they may act differently, such as expressing the negative true self or 

even committing cybercrimes (Choo, 2011, 2014; Imgraben, Engelbrecht, & Choo, 

2014; Martini & Choo, 2014).  

Hence, without the limitations of the corporal bodies, people can be partly or even 

completely anonymous in the online world, which frees them from social norms and 

social sanctions in the physical world. In addition, in comparison to the offline world, 

disclosing the negative true self in an anonymous online world may lead to less real 

costs (such as negative judgments from others, and damage to relationships) (Bargh et 

al., 2002). Thus, true self (especially negative true self) is more likely to be active when 

individuals reconstruct their identity in the online world than in the physical world 

(Bargh et al., 2002). 

3.2 Self-discrepancy theory 

3.2.1 Background 

3.2.1.1 Domains of the self 

Three basic domains of the self were proposed in the self-discrepancy theory 

(Higgins, 1987, 1989):  

(a) The actual self, which is the representation of the attributes that someone 

(yourself or significant others) believes you actually are. It is the identity that an 

individual expresses and is recognized by others in a given context.  

 (b) The ideal self, which is the representation of the attributes that someone 

(yourself or significant others) would like you, ideally, to possess. It is derived from the 

wishes, hopes, and aspirations of someone and/or the significant others, which an 

individual wants to attain, or what significant others want him or her to attain. 
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(c) The ought self, which is the representation of the attributes that someone 

(yourself or significant others) believes that you should or ought to be. It is derived from 

the duties, obligations, and responsibilities of someone and/or the significant others, 

which an individual needs to follow and fulfill or the significant others think him or her 

should follow and fulfill. 

The actual self reflects an individual‘s self-concept (Wylie, 1979), the ideal self and 

the ought self are typically regarded as the self-guide, the standard for well-being and 

self-evaluation (Higgins et al., 1986). Different people may possess different self-

guides: some people may use both the ideal self and the ought self as their self-guide, 

some may only use the ought self as the self-guide, whereas some others may only use 

the ideal self as the self-guide (Higgins, 1987). 

3.2.1.2 Standpoints on the self 

In addition to the three different domains of the self, the self-discrepancy theory 

proposes two different standpoints on the self with regard to the self-state 

representations (Higgins, 1987, 1989): a) an individual‘s personal standpoint, and b) the 

standpoint of some significant others (e.g., parents, friends, and teachers).  

3.2.1.3 Six types of self-state representations 

There are six basic types of self-state representations after the combination of three 

basic domains of the self with two different standpoints on the self; namely, actual/own, 

actual/other, ideal/own, ideal/other, ought/own, and ought/other (as shown in Figure 

3.2.1).  

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



59 

 

 

Figure ‎3.2.1: Self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987) 

3.2.2 Using self-discrepancy theory on social network platforms 

In different given contexts, researchers can use different self-state representations 

when adopting the self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987). As mentioned earlier, the 

(re)construction of users‘ profiles on social network platforms is mainly on the basis of 

the input of users themselves. It is difficult for the service providers and other users to 

assess the veracity of the information provided in the profiles (Livingstone, 2008). The 

free and open online environment enables people to reconstruct their virtual identity 

according to their own ideas to the greatest extent. In this case, the current study chose 

three basic domains of the self from individuals‘ own standpoints (namely, the actual 

self, the ideal self, and the ought self) to explore related questions about identity 

reconstruction on social network platforms. 

To better explain the difference between the three basic domains of the self, an 

example will first be provided. For a man who is currently an engineer, the identity of 

an engineer is the actual self that is perceived by himself and others. One of his wishes 

is to be a photographer, which is the ideal self from his point of view. At the same time, 

Others 
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himself and his significant others (e.g., his wife) believe that he should take care of his 

children. Then, the responsible father is the ought self he should be. 

As defined in the self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987, 1989), the actual self 

represents an individual‘s identity that he or she presents and is recognized by others, 

the ideal self and the ought self constitute people‘s self-guide which is the significant 

standards for their behavior (Higgins et al., 1986; Wylie, 1979). However, it is likely 

that an individual‘s identity (the actual self) and self-guide (the ideal self and/or the 

ought self) are not consistent; in other words, different kinds of discrepancies may exist 

between an individuals‘ identity and self-guide.  

These discrepancies can lead to various psychological discomforts (Higgins, 1987). 

The greater discrepancy will induce greater psychological discomforts (Bizman, Yinon, 

& Krotman, 2001; Debrosse et al., 2018). The self-discrepancy theory stated that, in 

order to alleviate psychological discomfort, individuals are oriented to align their 

identity with the self-guide (Higgins, 1987). In other words, people are motivated to 

align their actual self in accordance with the ideal and the ought self to reduce the self-

discrepancy (Higgins, 1987, 1989).  

The three basic domains of the self and self-guide were adopted into the cyberspace 

to discuss the reasons why an individual chooses to reconstruct his or her virtual identity 

on anonymous social network platforms (Hu et al., 2015). It was suggested that people‘s 

self-guide and identity in an anonymous environment are different from that in the 

physical world (Hu et al., 2015). The expression of the ought self will decrease because 

of the relative few restraints and responsibilities online. Hence, the expression of the 

ideal self will increase (Hu et al., 2015), given that the wishes that are difficult to fulfill 

in the physical world may be gratified with a reconstructed identity in the online world. 

For example, an ugly girl can post edited photos which make her look pretty.  
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Specifically speaking, an individual may choose to reconstruct his or her online 

identity, by presenting more of the ideal self and less of the ought self to reduce the self-

discrepancy between the self-guide and the online identity (Hu et al., 2015). In other 

words, it is likely that the self-guide can be fulfilled more easily if an individual can 

reconstruct an online identity on the basis of his or her own ideas.  

3.2.3 The inadequacy of the traditional self-discrepancy theory in the online 

world 

The traditional self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987, 1989) was developed 

approximately 30 years ago. As the information technology developed rapidly, the 

Internet provides people with an entirely different virtual environment to express 

themselves and communicate with others. The way that people interacted with others in 

the physical world 30 years ago is completely different from the way people interact 

with others in the online world today. In other words, the three domains of the self that 

proposed by the traditional self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987, 1989) are not 

sufficient in the online world. The existing research also suggested that an additional 

self should be involved in the traditional theory better to explore human behaviors in 

both the online and offline world (Carver, Lawrence, & Scheier, 1999). 

In the current study, the two aspects of the true self (the positive true self and the 

negative true self) were used as the new domains of the self to advance the traditional 

self-discrepancy theory for its better usage in both the physical and Internet world. In 

addition to the actual self, ideal self and ought self, the true self is also an important 

component of people‘s identity and self-guide in an anonymous environment (Hu et al., 

2015; Rogers, 1951). By definition, true self refers to the intrinsic personalities, minds, 

beliefs, and consciousness that an individual really thinks and believes (Harter, 2002). 

The anonymity of the online world provides people with a more open and freer place to 
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express the personalities, minds, beliefs, and consciousness that they really think and 

believe, even some aspects of the true self may conflict with social norms and 

expectations in the offline world.  

Hence, the expression of the true self in an anonymous environment will free people 

from the majority of the negative outcomes that may occur in the physical world. In 

summation, it is more likely that the anonymity of the online world enables people to 

behave according to their true self (especially the negative true self), with less fear of 

disapproval from others in the offline world (Hu et al., 2015).  

As mentioned earlier, the true self should be distinguished according to two 

dimensions: a) the positive true self, which refers to the positive aspects of the true self 

that are in line with social norms and social expectations in the offline world; b) the 

negative true self, which refers to the negative aspects of the true self that conflict with 

social norms and social expectations. The combination of the true self and the 

traditional self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987, 1989) may help to better explain 

individuals‘ behavior in both the online and offline world. Thereby, it may help the 

providers of online services better to identify Internet users‘ needs and improve their 

satisfaction level. 

3.3 Self-determination theory  

Apart from the self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987, 1989), the self-determination 

theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000a), which also emphasize on how human behaviors are 

motivated, was adopted in the present study to better understand individuals‘ needs of 

identity reconstruction in the anonymous online environment. The self-determination 

theory suggested that people are motivated differently when they are doing something 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000a). For instance, an individual may be motivated to engage in doing 

something because he or she wishes to do it or because he or she is pressured to do it. 
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Thus, individuals conduct their behavior according to their own interests and/or external 

benefits. This is also in line with the description of the self-guide in the self-discrepancy 

theory (Higgins, 1987, 1989). On the basis of various goals and reasons, the motivations 

that guide people‘s behavior are distinguished into two types: intrinsic motivations and 

extrinsic motivations (Ryan & Deci, 2002). 

When intrinsically motivated, an individual does an activity naturally, following his 

or her inner interests. And he or she is not doing it for separable consequences (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000b). The participation and accomplishment of this activity fulfill his or her 

innate needs, like vanity. When extrinsically motivated, an individual engages in doing 

something for separable outcomes rather than for an intrinsic interest in the action itself 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000b). People often take a particular action because it will bring them 

material rewards, like money.  

More importantly, the self-determination theory highlights three innate psychological 

needs; namely, competence, relatedness, and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2002). 

Competence refers to the need of feeling effective in doing something and being able to 

express one‘s capacities. The fulfillment of competence brings an individual a sense of 

confidence (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Relatedness refers to the need of being connected to 

others, especially to make friends with the people who share the same inner interests. 

The fulfillment of relatedness brings an individual a sense of belongingness (Ryan & 

Deci, 2002). Autonomy refers to the need of acting according to one‘s own volition and 

thought. When the need for autonomy is fulfilled, individuals regard their behavior as 

an expression of their sense of the self (Ryan & Deci, 2002). 

Hence, the fulfillment of the aforementioned three needs is essential for individuals‘ 

self-enhancement, self-improvement and psychological well-being (Deci & Ryan, 

2000). Therefore, an individual‘s behavior is motivated to fulfill these needs in both the 
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online and offline world. Moreover, it is likely that people can fulfill these needs more 

easily with a reconstructed online identity in an anonymous environment. 

3.4 Psychological well-being 

As an essential standard for evaluating people‘s feelings, psychological well-being 

has been defined as the optimal status of an individual‘s psychological functioning and 

experience (Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Ryff (1989) developed an integrated theoretical 

framework and a series of instruments with which to assess multiple facets of 

psychological well-being. Six dimensions of psychological well-being were measured in 

Ryff‘s framework: 1) self-acceptance, which refers to a positive attitude toward the self, 

accepting good and bad qualities; 2) positive relations with others, which refers to warm 

and trusting personal relationships with others; 3) autonomy, which refers to a sense of 

freedom and self-determination; 4) environmental mastery, which refers to the ability to 

manage the environment, making use of opportunities or creating suitable contexts for 

personal needs; 5) purpose in life, which refers to a sense of directedness, having goals 

and objectives in life; 6) personal growth, which refers to the development and 

improvement in self (Ryff, 1989).  

The framework and scales of psychological well-being have been widely used by 

researchers who are interested in human behavior. However, whether the dimensions of 

psychological well-being are sufficiently distinct has already been debated. 

As mentioned above, the six dimensions of Ryff's (1989, 1995) model were 

integrated from different elements of nine guiding theories from three subfields of 

psychology. All the dimensions were summarized from more than one theory among the 

nine guiding theories. Moreover, some of them were constructed from the elements of 

more than five theories. For example, the factor ―self-acceptance‖ was defined based on 

the ideas drawn from Maslow's (2013) fifth level of self-actualization needs, Rogers's 
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(1961) theory about a fully functioning person, Allport's (1961) formulation of maturity, 

Jahoda's (1958) conception of positive mental health, and Jung's (1933) individuation 

theory, and Erikson's (1959) personal development theory.  

In other words, one theory among the nine guiding theories may contribute to 

multiple dimensions of Ryff's (1989, 1995) model. In this case, some studies have 

argued that there is substantial overlap between these dimensions (Clarke et al., 2001; 

Kafka & Kozma, 2002; Springer & Hauser, 2006). For example, conceptual overlap and 

high latent variable correlations have been found amongst the dimensions of self-

acceptance, purpose in life, environmental mastery, and personal growth (Springer & 

Hauser, 2006) 

In the current study, people‘s psychological well-being in the online world was 

measured in terms of autonomy and self-acceptance. These two dimensions were 

adopted because they are distinct from each other (Cheng & Chan, 2005; Springer & 

Hauser, 2006), while substantial overlaps have been found among the omitted 

dimensions (Clarke et al., 2001; Kafka & Kozma, 2002; Springer & Hauser, 2006). In 

addition, autonomy and self-acceptance are strongly related to the behavior of online 

identity reconstruction (Hu et al., 2015; Ryff, 1989; Springer & Hauser, 2006). Given 

that people can reconstruct their identity online based on their ideas (Hu et al., 2015), 

the reconstructed virtual identity may be more acceptable to them. Thus, identity 

reconstruction is likely to influence people‘s self-acceptance. At the same time, with a 

reconstructed identity, individuals can behave with relative few restraints, which make 

it easier for them to act according to their own thoughts. Therefore, online identity 

reconstruction is likely to be associated with people‘s autonomy.  
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3.4.1 Autonomy 

Autonomy is a basic innate psychological need and is essential for personal well-

being (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). A person is autonomous when he or she enacts behaviors 

willingly and fully endorses the values expressed by those behaviors (Chirkov et al., 

2003). Therefore, people feel autonomous to the greatest extent when acting according 

to their interests and desires (as with their true self) (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000). In 

contrast, people may feel a lack of autonomy when they are forced to do something in a 

manner with which they do not identify or to follow social norms that they do not 

accept.  

As Higgins (1987) suggested, people compare their current state (i.e., identity) to 

certain standards (i.e., self-guide) and regulate their behavior to reduce the discrepancy 

between the two. Some behaviors are autonomous, initiated by internal ideas and beliefs 

(as with the true self), whereas other behaviors are controlled, initiated by external 

pressure and forces (as with the ought self). Previous research has revealed that external 

events (such as evaluation, surveillance, imposed goals, rewards, deadlines, tangible 

rewards, and threats) tend to make people feel controlled, diminishing their feeling of 

autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 1985). In contrast, opportunities to choose, the 

acknowledgment of feelings, and self-direction were found to enhance people‘s feelings 

of autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1987).  

Significant differences have been found between people who feel autonomous and 

those who feel that their actions are controlled. When autonomous, people exhibit 

greater interest, excitement, and confidence in their activities (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). 

Autonomy has been positively associated with people‘s performance and persistence in 

an activity (Deci & Ryan, 1991). The fulfillment of autonomy can also lead to higher 
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self-esteem (Deci & Ryan, 1995), vitality (Nix et al., 1999), and general well-being 

(Ryan, Deci, & Grolnick, 1995).  

3.4.2 Self-acceptance 

Self-acceptance involves the recognition of various parts of oneself, including both 

the good and bad sides, while helping individuals to evaluate all their efficient and 

inefficient aspects appropriately. People with high self-acceptance levels usually have a 

positive attitude toward themselves (Ryff, 1989). In addition to the general acceptance 

of both the positive and negative aspects of the self, self-acceptance also examines 

whether people are satisfied and happy with themselves (Shepard, 1979). Therefore, 

self-accepting individuals are aware of both their positive and negative sides. They 

accept all these aspects as part of their personality and are satisfied with themselves to 

the greatest extent. In contrast, people who fail to achieve self-acceptance feel 

inefficient and dislike their own characteristics. Additionally, an individual‘s self-

acceptance level was found to affect his or her life satisfaction (Choy & Moneta, 2002). 

Given the anonymity of the online world, it is difficult for service providers and 

other users to check the veracity of the information in the profiles (Livingstone, 2008). 

Hence, an individual can reconstruct a virtual identity on the basis of his or her ideas to 

the greatest extent (Hu et al., 2015). In other words, an individual can select any aspects 

of the ideal self, the ought self and the true self as he or she wishes to construct a virtual 

identity in an anonymous environment. As a consequence, this individual is more likely 

to have a high level of self-acceptance toward his or her online identity, thereby having 

a positive attitude toward the reconstructed virtual identity and becoming more satisfied 

when using this reconstructed virtual identity (Higgins, 1987; Ryff, 1989). 
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3.5 Chapter summary 

In the current study, the true self and the self-discrepancy theory provided support 

for how people reconstruct their identity online (i.e., express the various aspects of the 

self with a reconstructed online identity), while the self-discrepancy theory and the self-

determination theory could jointly explain why people reconstruct their identity online 

(i.e., to reduce self-discrepancies and being motivated by their own needs). With a 

reconstructed online identity, it might be easier for individuals to meet their 

psychological needs, such as behaving according to their own thoughts (autonomy) and 

accepting their online identity to a greater extent (self-acceptance). As a consequence, 

individuals might become more satisfied in the online world. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH DESIGN  

After a detailed review of related literature, the current study adopted a two-step 

mixed model research approach to explore the following four research questions: 

RQ1: From the perspective of the true self, what adjustments are needed to make the 

traditional self-discrepancy theory more comprehensive for the online world? RQ2: If 

the true self is a part of an individual‘s identity and self-guide in the cyberspace, why do 

people choose to express more of the true self in the online world than in the real world? 

RQ3: What are the relationships between the expression of three domains of the self 

(i.e., the ought self, the ideal self, and the true self) and the fulfillment of autonomy and 

self-acceptance? RQ4: How do the fulfillment of autonomy and self-acceptance relate 

to the overall satisfaction on social network platforms? 

This study employed a mixed model, adopting the sequential exploratory design. A 

qualitative research approach (study one) was used to answer RQ1 and RQ2, exploring 

the role of the true self (including both the positive and negative true self) as a part of an 

individual‘s reconstructed identity and self-guide in social network communities and the 

reasons why individuals choose to express more of the true self online. Regarding the 

ethical issues when exploring human behavior and consciousness, the qualitative 

research was approved by the University of Malaya Research Ethics Committee 

(Document number: UM.TNC2/RC/H&E/UMREC-99).  

For RQ3 and RQ4, a quantitative research approach (study two) was adopted to 

explore how online identity reconstruction influences people‘s satisfaction in the 

anonymous online environment by affecting the fulfillment of autonomy and self-

acceptance. The primary objective of study one was to advance the traditional self-

discrepancy theory with the true self, while study two aimed to test the elements of the 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



70 

 

advanced theory. The results of study one (qualitative study) served as a part of the 

theoretical foundations of study two (quantitative study).  

4.1 Introduction of research methods  

4.1.1 Qualitative research and quantitative research 

Various research methods are available in the field of information systems research, 

such as qualitative research and quantitative research (Järvinen, 2008). Qualitative 

research is a good way to explore and investigate the complexity of human behavior and 

consciousness in naturalistic circumstances (Chin, Choo, & Evans, 2015; Chin, Evans, 

& Choo, 2015; Denzin & Lincoln, 1995). It seeks to explain a phenomenon from the 

perspective of the participants in the particular social and cultural context. Strauss and 

Corbin (1990) have also suggested that qualitative research methods are suitable means 

to understand and study social reality. Qualitative research is usually exploratory, 

answering ―how‖ and ―why‖ questions (Creswell, 1994). Therefore, qualitative research 

is often conducted to investigate: a) knowledge of a particular phenomenon; b) people‘s 

experiences; c) social processes (e.g., social norms); and other complex issues (Patton, 

1990). For clearly defined questions, quantitative research is a better choice. 

Quantitative research can be used to test hypotheses and examine whether two events 

are related and how, in terms of being positively related, negatively related, or not 

related at all (Creswell, 1994). 

Qualitative research and quantitative research differ in several ways. For example, 

qualitative research methods are subjective, while quantitative research methods are 

objective (Creswell, 1994). Qualitative research aims to provide explanation and 

understanding, while quantitative research aims to make predictions and controls (Flick, 

2014). The data collection methods for qualitative research are usually semi-structured 

or unstructured, while the quantitative data collection methods are often structured 
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(Creswell, 1994). Qualitative research produces in-depth and detailed data on a 

relatively small number of subjects, while quantitative research produces systematic 

data on a wide range of individuals (Patton, 1990). 

4.1.2 Mixed models  

Despite various distinctions, qualitative research and quantitative research is often 

combined in practice, forming mixed method research. Mixed method research has been 

defined as ―research in which the investigator collects and analyses data, integrates the 

findings and draws inferences using both qualitative and quantitative approaches or 

methods in a single study‖ (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007, p. 4). Some researchers 

suggested that the term ―mixed model‖ is more appropriate in describing research that 

applies both qualitative and quantitative approaches because various issues arise during 

the mixing process (such as analyzing mixed data, reporting mixed results); hence, the 

mix of research methods is only a part of the mixing process (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 

1998). By combining qualitative and quantitative findings, mixed models can provide a 

broader range of perspectives on the complex phenomena under investigation (Bryman, 

2007; Foss & Ellefsen, 2002). One advantage of mixed models is that the combination 

of research approaches helps answer the research questions that cannot be answered by 

a single approach alone, hence, better meets the complex research objectives (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2007; Creswell et al., 2003).  

Qualitative and quantitative approaches can be mixed in different ways. Creswell et 

al. (2003) have proposed six major designs of mixed models: sequential explanatory 

design (Figure 4.1.1), sequential exploratory design (Figure 4.1.2), sequential 

transformative design (Figure 4.1.3), concurrent triangulation design (Figure 4.1.4), 

concurrent nested (embedded) design (Figure 4.1.5), and concurrent transformative 

design (Figure 4.1.6).  
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Figure ‎4.1.1: Sequential explanatory design 

As shown in Figure 4.1.1, in the sequential explanatory design, quantitative data is 

collected and analyzed in the first phase of research. Qualitative data is then collected 

and analyzed in the second phase of research. The qualitative approach is built on the 

results of the quantitative study (Creswell, 2009). In the sequential explanatory design, 

qualitative results are usually used to explain and interpret quantitative results, 

especially when some quantitative results are unexpected (Creswell et al., 2003). 

 

Figure ‎4.1.2: Sequential exploratory design 

The sequential exploratory design is similar to the sequential explanatory design, but 

the sequence is reversed. As shown in Figure 4.1.2, in the sequential exploratory design, 

qualitative data is collected and analyzed in the first phase of research. Quantitative data 

is then collected and analyzed in the second phase of research. The quantitative 

approach is built on the results of the qualitative research (Creswell, 2009), while the 

primary focus of sequential exploratory design is to explore a phenomenon (Creswell et 

al., 2003). It has been suggested that this model is appropriate when there is a need to 

test the elements of a theory that emerges in the qualitative phase (Morgan, 1998).  

QUAN 
Data 

Collection 

qual 
Data 

Collection 

QUAN 
Data 

Analysis 
Interpretation of 
Entire Analysis 

qual 
Data 

Analysis 

QUAN qual 

QUAL 
Data 

Collection 

quan 
Data 

Collection 

QUAL 
Data 

Analysis 

Interpretation of 
Entire Analysis 

quan 
Data 

Analysis 

QUAL quan 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



73 

 

 

Figure ‎4.1.3: Sequential transformative design 

As shown in Figure 4.1.3, the sequential transformative design also has two phases; 

either qualitative research followed by quantitative research, or quantitative research 

followed by qualitative research (Creswell et al., 2003). Unlike the sequential 

explanatory and exploratory design, which may or may not be guided by an explicit 

theory, the sequential transformative design is implemented within an explicit 

theoretical perspective (such as a social science theory) and the guidance of the theory is 

more important than the use of mixed methods (Creswell, 2009).  

 

Figure ‎4.1.4: Concurrent triangulation design 

As shown in Figure 4.1.4, quantitative and qualitative data are collected 

simultaneously in concurrent triangulation design. The data can be merged through data 

transformation (e.g., quantify qualitative data), so that the data collected by two 

different approaches can easily be compared and/or combined to examine the 
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convergence and differences (Creswell, 2009). Otherwise, the research can discuss the 

results side by side, such as providing qualitative quotes to support or disconfirm the 

results of quantitative analysis. The concurrent triangulation design is often used to 

confirm, cross-validate or corroborate findings. On this model, the weaknesses of one 

method are offset by the strength of the other. The quantitative approach and qualitative 

approach are equally weighted (Creswell, 2009).  

 

Figure ‎4.1.5: Concurrent nested (embedded) design 

In concurrent embedded design (as shown in Figure 4.1.5), quantitative and 

qualitative data are collected concurrently at the same phase, but one of the approaches 

(quantitative or qualitative) is the primary method for data collection and guides the 

study, while the other approach (qualitative or quantitative) is secondary method that 

provides support for the main procedures (Creswell et al., 2003).  

For example, in the experiment of smoke quitting, quantitative data can be used to 

measure the outcomes of the treatment (which are the main focus of the experiment), 

while qualitative data can be collected to evaluate participants‘ personal experiences 

throughout the treatment (Creswell, 2009). 

 

Figure ‎4.1.6: Concurrent transformative design 
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In the concurrent transformative design (as shown in Figure 4.1.6), the research is 

guided by a specific theoretical perspective, which is similar to the aforementioned 

sequential transformative design, although quantitative data and qualitative data are 

collected simultaneously. Researchers can implement the quantitative and qualitative 

approaches with equal weight (i.e., triangulation design), or embed one method in the 

other (i.e., embedded design). No matter which concurrent model is used, the purpose is 

to evaluate the theoretical perspective at different levels. The similarities and 

differences of each mixed model design are summarized in Table 4.1.1. 

Table ‎4.1.1: The similarities and differences of each mixed model design (Creswell, 
2009) 

Mixed model designs Data collection sequence The presence of theoretical 
perspectives 

Sequential explanatory  First phase: Quantitative 
Second phase: Qualitative 

There may or may not be an 
explicit theoretical perspective 

Sequential exploratory First phase: Qualitative 
Second phase: Quantitative 

There may or may not be an 
explicit theoretical perspective 

Sequential transformative 
First phase: Quantitative or Qualitative 

Second phase: Qualitative or 
Quantitative 

Guided by an explicit theoretical 
perspective 

Concurrent triangulation 

Quantitative and Qualitative data 
collected concurrently;  

 
Quantitative and Qualitative 

approaches weighted equally; 

There may or may not be an 
explicit theoretical perspective 

Concurrent nested 
(embedded) 

Quantitative and Qualitative data 
collected concurrently; 

One method is primary, and the other is 
supportive; 

The primary method is guided by 
an explicit theoretical perspective 

Concurrent transformative 

Quantitative and Qualitative data 
collected concurrently 

Quantitative and Qualitative 
approaches could be weighted equally 

or use one method as a primary 
method; 

Guided by an explicit theoretical 
perspective 
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4.2 Research site in two studies 

The research site of both study one and study two was QQ, a social network platform 

launched in China. It was adopted because of its popularity and its high level of 

anonymity. By the end of July 2018, QQ had more than 800 million monthly active 

users worldwide (Statista, 2018). Not similar to some other social network platforms 

like Facebook which include so many ―Faces‖ and users mainly connect with their real-

world friends, within QQ, users seldom reveal their personal information in the profile.  

QQ users can create and join different communities based on common interests to 

communicate and interact with others. For example, travelers can join a community in 

QQ to discuss topics they are interested in, such as the expense of traveling in a 

particular place, famous local food and souvenirs, and visa issues of traveling abroad. 

Online gamers can join QQ communities to discuss and share game tips. The topics 

discussed in a community are usually related to the common interest of the members. 

Within these communities, a member can send a friend request to any other members 

that he or she is interested in. Thus they become QQ friends of each other and can 

communicate privately outside the community. 

Some of these interest-based communities are very large (they may include more 

than one thousand members), while most members are geographically separated 

strangers. The profiles of members and the contents that members discuss in an interest-

based community are open to all the members of this community. Members seldom 

disclose their personal information while communicating with others in the community, 

given that most community members are strangers to them. To protect privacy, most 

members will choose to reconstruct their online identities by hiding or even faking 

personal information in profiles. Here, examples include setting a cartoon picture as his 

or her profile photo and using an obvious pseudonym instead of revealing the real name.  
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4.3 Chapter summary 

In this chapter, different types of mixed model research were introduced. The current 

study used the sequential exploratory design. A qualitative study (study one) was 

conducted first, with a quantitative study (study two) conducted later, based on the 

results of the qualitative study. The two studies were conducted in the same research 

site, which was also introduced in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5: QUALITATIVE STUDY (STUDY ONE) 

In this chapter, a general introduction of the qualitative research method comes first. 

After that, the particular methods used in the qualitative phase of this study (study one) 

are introduced, such as the research design and data collection methods. The qualitative 

data are then analyzed with the method of inductive content analysis. Sequentially, the 

results of study one are presented, which serve as a part of the theoretical foundations 

for the quantitative phase of this study (study two).  

5.1 Introduction to qualitative research method 

5.1.1 Qualitative research design 

When conducting qualitative research, different qualitative research designs are 

available. The most common qualitative designs are ethnography, grounded theory, 

action research, and case study (Padgett, 2016). Ethnography is defined as ―the 

systematic process of observing, detailing, describing, documenting, and analyzing the 

lifeways or particular patterns of a culture (or subculture) in order to grasp the lifeways 

or patterns of the people in their familiar environment‖ (Leininger, 1985, p. 35). 

Therefore, in ethnographic research, researchers spend a large amount of time staying 

with people and observing their behavior patterns (Lewis & Russell, 2011). In addition 

to observations, researchers usually interview the key informants (referring to the 

people who understand the culture best) to obtain in-depth information (Aamodt, 1991). 

Ethnography focuses on how people live and interact with others. The goal of 

ethnography is to develop theories that help understand the phenomena studies in the 

cultural context (Leininger, 1985; Lewis & Russell, 2011). 

Grounded theory research is defined as ―an inductive, theory discovery methodology 

that allows the researcher to develop a theoretical account of the general features of a 

topic while simultaneously grounding the account in empirical observations or data‖ 
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(Martin & Turner, 1986, p. 141). Grounded theory research is also an approach to 

develop theories, emphasizing the generation of theories rather than testing hypotheses 

(Corbin & Strauss, 1990). In grounded theory research, data are collected and analyzed 

simultaneously. Newly collected data are constantly compared with the data that have 

been collected in earlier phases (Charmaz, 1996).  

Action research ―aims to contribute both to the practical concerns of people in an 

immediate problematic situation and to the goals of social science by joint collaboration 

within a mutually acceptable ethical framework‖ (Rapoport, 1970, p. 499). Action 

research hence tries to seek action to solve an immediate problem, improve practice, 

and make theoretical contributions at the same time. The outcomes of action research 

are practical actions and scientific knowledge (Coughlan & Coghlan, 2002). Action 

research includes five phases: diagnosing, action planning, action taking, evaluating, 

and specifying learning (Susman & Evered, 1978). These processes are iterative, and 

the practitioners (such as employees of the organization under investigation) participate 

actively in the processes (Coughlan & Coghlan, 2002). 

Case study research is ―an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context‖ (Yin, 1994, p. 13). A case may refer to an 

event, an entity, or an individual. The case study method can be used to provide in-

depth examinations of a phenomenon, develop theories, and test theories (Darke, 

Shanks, & Broadbent, 1998; Flyvbjerg, 2006). It shares some similarities with other 

qualitative research methods, but there are also distinctions. The motivations and 

outcomes of research are usually different. Ethnography is dedicated to cultural 

analysis. Researchers are highly involved in the cultural context. The outcomes of 

ethnography and grounded theory research are theories. For action research, researchers 

aim to solve a practical problem. A solution to the problem will be provided, along with 
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scientific knowledge. Whereas the case study method focuses on providing an in-depth 

understanding of a specific phenomenon, theories and solutions may or may not be the 

outcomes of the case study research. Less control or manipulation of variables are 

involved in case study research (Darke et al., 1998). 

5.1.2 Qualitative data collection methods 

In qualitative research, the most commonly used data collection methods are focus 

groups, participant observation, and personal interviews (Gill et al., 2008). In focus 

groups, several participants are brought together to discuss a particular subject (Morgan 

& Spanish, 1984). The discussion is usually guided by the researcher. Unlike direct 

group interviews (in which participants answer the interview questions in turn), focus 

groups encourage participants to talk with each other (Kitzinger, 1995). People can 

exchange their ideas and experiences related to the topic. Focus groups are especially 

useful when the researcher‘s focus is on collective views and group interactions (Gill et 

al., 2008). Interpersonal communications in focus groups can highlight collective values 

and group norms (Kitzinger, 1995). Researchers can also observe participants when 

they are concentrated on the topic (Morgan & Spanish, 1984). Although the comfortable 

and open atmosphere in group discussions can encourage participants to share attitudes 

and experiences that are less easily accessible in personal interviews, the presences of 

other group members may increase people‘s concerns to share their ideas (Kitzinger, 

1995). Moreover, participants may be not willing to share an opinion that is not in line 

with the group norms.  

When the research topic is sensitive, and participants are reluctant to discuss it in a 

group environment, personal interviews are better choices. Participants may perceive 

less normative pressures and more confidentiality (Gill et al., 2008). The personal 

interview aims to explore an individual‘s ideas, experiences, or motivations on specific 
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matters (Clifton & Handy, 2003). It can be applied when the existing knowledge about 

the phenomenon is scarce, or there is a need to acquire in-depth insights from 

individuals (Gill et al., 2008).  

Personal interviews can be unstructured, semi-structured, and structured. An 

unstructured interview is conducted with specific research themes, but there are no 

specific interview questions (Doody & Noonan, 2013). It may start with a broad 

question, and the following questions are proposed based on participants‘ responses 

(Holloway & Wheeler, 2010). Participants may find it confusing because there is no 

clear guidance.  

The unstructured interview can be useful when significant in-depth insights from 

individuals are required (Gill et al., 2008). In contrast, structured interviews follow a 

clear schedule. The same questions are proposed to all the participants in the same way 

(such as wording and order). The structured interview is efficient, and the data are easy 

to code (Holloway & Wheeler, 2010), but it leaves no room for follow-up questions that 

may provide further elaboration on the topic (Doody & Noonan, 2013). 

Semi-structured interviews are guided by several key questions, through which 

similar types of data can be collected, and participants can perceive a sense of order 

(Holloway & Wheeler, 2010). Researchers can change the order of the questions based 

on the progress of each interview. They can also propose follow-up questions to explore 

issues that arise spontaneously (Doody & Noonan, 2013). 

It is frequently difficult for researchers to get all the things they want to know in 

personal interviews because the participants are not completely open, or the researchers 

don‘t have enough information to propose specific questions (Becker & Geer, 1957). 

Participant observations may be a solution to this situation. Participant observation is a 
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qualitative data collection method that consists of two parts: observation and 

participation (Kawulich, 2005). With observation, researchers are able to generate 

"systematic description of events, behaviors, and artifacts in the social setting chosen 

for study" (Marshall & Rossman, 1989, p. 79), while participation refers to the extent of 

researcher involvement in the group or the event under study (Laurier, 2010).  

The degree of involvement can affect both the quality and amount of data the 

researchers can collect (Kawulich, 2005). In participant observations, a researcher can 

be a complete observer, an observer as a participant, a participant as an observer, or a 

complete participant (Gold, 1958). When being complete observers, researchers only 

observe and collect data passively (Spradley, 1980); there is few or no interaction 

between researchers the subjects. When being observers as participants, researchers 

interact with subjects slightly. Short interviews may be conducted, but the main focus is 

still on observations (Adler & Adler, 1994). When being a participant as an observer, 

researchers may develop relationships with the subjects and participate in their central 

activities, but not fully committed to the group (Adler & Adler, 1994; Spradley, 1980). 

When being complete participants, researchers become members of the group entailing 

that they have close relationships with the subjects (Adler & Adler, 1994; Spradley, 

1980).  

The more involved the researchers, the more detailed data they can collect. However, 

as the extent of involvement increases, the risk of losing objectivity also increases. In 

addition, the event in which a researcher is interested may not frequently occur, which 

make it difficult to be observed over a reasonable time span (Kawulich, 2005). 

5.2 Research methods for study one 

On the basis of the purpose of study one, the case study method was adopted. When 

compared with other qualitative research methods, the case study research suits the aims 
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and objectives of study one. The qualitative study in the first phase aimed to investigate 

the role of the true self in the behavior of online identity reconstruction and to explore 

the motivations for expressing the true self in an anonymous online environment. Even 

though the qualitative study tried to extend the traditional self-discrepancy theory 

(Higgins, 1987, 1989), it was still guided by the traditional self-discrepancy theory, not 

attempting to generate a new theory. The case study method is hence the most suitable 

method that can provide an in-depth understanding of online identity reconstruction in 

the anonymous environment and answer the research questions of study one at the same 

time. 

5.2.1 Data collection 

Regarding study one, the focus was on the behavior of identity reconstruction and the 

expression of the true self. Both issues are sensitive and not easy to observe. Therefore, 

semi-structured interviews were used in study one to explore participants‘ ideas about 

the true self.  

In comparison with unstructured and structured interviews, the semi-structured 

interview is more flexible. It keeps the subjects focused on the topic and allows the 

researcher to explore deeper when something interesting comes up (Runeson & Höst, 

2009). The semi-structured interview can also help researchers to explore subjects‘ 

unique experiences or perspectives, allowing subjects to describe their thoughts in their 

own words (Mason, 2002).  

However, considering that the expression of the true self (especially the negative true 

self) is sensitive, some participants may feel inhibited in answering associated questions 

in personal interviews. In this case, semi-structured interviews were adopted as the 

primary data collection method, while anonymous semi-structured questionnaires were 

used as a supplementary method to collect data.  
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Both open-ended and close-ended questions were used in interviews, as well as in 

anonymous questionnaires. With closed-ended questions, it is easier and quicker for 

participants to answer questions by choosing from a list of ready-made options (Kelley, 

1983). With open-ended questions, respondents can provide answers in their own words 

freely and openly (Geer, 1988). It will then be easier to investigate and explore an 

individual‘s perception and consciousness related to the true self (Kelley, 1983; RePass, 

1971; Wallenberg, 1998). 

To solicit participants, the interview invitations were sent out to three large interest-

based QQ communities (each included more than one thousand members) 

recommended by QQ community search function under the category of interest. For the 

voluntary participants who were willing to take part in study one and attend our 

interview, they could choose two ways to conduct the interview (through telephone or 

online chat) on the basis of their needs. The purpose of study one (qualitative study) and 

the kind of information would be collected and presented in the study were introduced 

to all the participants first. The interview began after the participants fully understood 

the research and agreed to continue. No official consent (oral/written) was provided 

since all the data were collected and analyzed anonymously in this research. The data 

collection of study one was also approved by the University of Malaya Research Ethics 

Committee (Document number: UM.TNC2/RC/H&E/UMREC-99).  

Each interview lasted approximately 25 minutes. During the interviews, some basic 

questions about participants‘ personal information were asked as a warm-up, such as 

age, educational background, and working fields. Afterward, the main interview 

questions (such as ―what motivates you to express your true self online, especially the 

negative true self?‖) were proposed to explore participants‘ ideas about the expression 
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of the true self when they reconstructed their self-guide and identity in both the online 

and offline world. 

In addition, thirty personality trait adjectives were selected from a published 

personality trait list (Anderson, 1968). Participants were asked to classify these 

personality trait adjectives into different categories based on their understanding in 

general, such as ―suitable to express in the real world,‖ ―the ideal self,‖ ―the negative 

true self.‖ The adjectives in the published personality trait list were rated based on 

people‘s likeableness, from the ―best‖ personality trait to the ―worst‖ personality trait. 

The personality trait adjectives selected in study one were all frequently encountered 

words and distributed averagely in the top, middle and bottom of the personality trait 

list. The thirty selected personality trait adjectives were listed according to the order of 

Anderson's (1968) published personality trait list (from positive to negative based on 

people‘s likeableness) for participants to classify into different categories. 

5.2.2 Participants 

Eventually, 57 participants were involved in study one, including 27 male and 30 

female. These participants had different educational backgrounds, varying from high 

school graduates to PhDs. They also came from more than ten different fields such as 

manufacturing, computer science, and management. Moreover, the age of these 

participants ranged from under 20 years old to over 40 years old (as shown in Figure 

5.2.1). The average time that each of the participants spent online every day was 5.35 

hours. 
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Figure ‎5.2.1: Demographic information of participants 

5.3 Data analysis 

As mentioned earlier, the interview questions of study one included both closed-

ended and open-ended questions. For the data collected from closed-ended questions, 

the results were easily quantifiable (Cahyani, Martini, & Choo, 2016, 2017; Penwarden, 

2013). Being that participants were required to select answers from pre-selected options, 

unique or unanticipated answers are not allowed in this kind of questions. For the data 

collected from open-ended questions, the inductive content analysis method was 

adopted in the data analysis phase. The inductive content analysis is a widely used 

method in qualitative research. It is flexible for analyzing text data obtained from 

interviews and survey questions (Cavanagh, 1997). The main feature of the inductive 

content analysis is hence to classify a large amount of text into a smaller number of 

categories (Weber, 1990), aiming to generate a condensed description of the 

phenomenon (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008).  

5.3.1 Content analysis 

In study one, the content analysis was used to analyze data collected from the open-

ended questions. As a widely-used data analysis method, content analysis can help to 
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describe a social phenomenon through classifying and coding text or words into smaller 

groups or categories (Burnard, 1996; Weber, 1990), thereby eliciting the concepts or the 

categories from complex contents (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). In general, there are two 

different kinds of content analysis methods based on the different purposes of research, 

namely, inductive and deductive content analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008).  

In terms of the deductive content analysis method, it is mainly adopted in 

quantitative research to retest research models, hypotheses, and theories on the basis of 

previous knowledge (Catanzaro, 1988; Gabriel, 2013; Marshall & Rossman, 1989). 

Furthermore, it usually starts with a hypothesis to focus on causality (Gabriel, 2013).  

Accordingly, the inductive content analysis method is widely used in qualitative 

research to answer related research questions and so to ―explore new phenomenon or 

looking at previously researched phenomena from a different perspective‖ (Gabriel, 

2013). The inductive approach is recommended when the previous knowledge of a 

phenomenon is not structured and sufficient (Lauri & Kyngäs, 2005). It can also be used 

to generate new themes, categories or theories from the raw data (Zhang & Wildemuth, 

2009). For both inductive and deductive content analysis, the procedure of data analysis 

includes three phases; namely, preparation, organizing, and reporting phase (Elo & 

Kyngäs, 2008). The process of the preparation phase and the reporting phase of both 

inductive and deductive content analysis are the same.  

For the preparation phase, the researcher firstly needs to choose the unit of analysis 

(such as words, sentences, or paragraphs) (Cavanagh, 1997; Guthrie et al., 2004; 

McCain, 1988; Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). A suitably sized unit of analysis can help to 

improve the efficiency of data analysis (Catanzaro, 1988; Graneheim & Lundman, 

2004). Given that the researcher needs to keep the unit of analysis in mind throughout 

the data analysis process, if it is too large, then it will be too difficult to remember (Elo 
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& Kyngäs, 2008; Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). After choosing the unit of analysis, 

the next step is to read through the data several times carefully and to make sense of all 

the data (Burnard, 1991; Polit & Beck, 2004).  

Turning to the organizing phase, the researcher should begin to organize the data 

after making sense of all the data (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008), while with the deductive 

approach, the researcher needs to develop an analysis matrix on the basis of previous 

studies, such as research models, theories, and literature reviews (Hsieh & Shannon, 

2005; Polit & Beck, 2004; Sandelowski, 1995). After that, code the data based on the 

analysis matrix (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008), and then test the hypotheses. On the other hand, 

if the researcher conducts an inductive approach, the procedure of organizing the data 

includes open coding, coding sheets, grouping, categorization, and abstraction (Elo & 

Kyngäs, 2008). The detailed process of the organizing phase of inductive content 

analysis will be introduced in the next section, together with the data analysis procedure 

of study one.  

For the reporting phase, a clear report of the detailed analyzing process and the 

results is needed in both inductive and deductive approach (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). The 

report can help the readers better understand how researchers reach the final results 

from the data. 

5.3.2 Inductive content analysis of study one 

According to the research objective and research questions proposed in study one, 

the inductive content analysis method was adopted to explore the reasons why people 

choose to express more of the true self in the online world than in the real world. The 

process of inductive content analysis is shown in Figure 5.3.1. 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



89 

 

 

Figure ‎5.3.1: Procedure of inductive content analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) 

In the qualitative study (study one), the unit of analysis was the thematic unit. The 

words, phrases, and sentences expressing similar ideas were coded as a unit in the open 

coding stage. The following are two examples of coding. The first example is: ―I can 

hide a lot of information, like names, addresses.‖ This sentence was labeled as 

―information hidden,‖ which reflected that people hide their personal information on 

purpose. The second example is: ―It‘s not face-to-face. I don‘t have to meet anyone 

directly.‖ ―I won‘t be affected by face-to-face factors.‖ These two sentences were both 

labeled as ―not face-to-face‖ because both sentences expressed the idea that the 

communication in the online world is not face-to-face. In the open coding stage, the 

researcher should mark as many coding labels as necessary to describe the data 

comprehensively (Burnard, 1991; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In this study, the data were 

coded iteratively until no more new labels emerged.  

All the coding labels were then compared with each other, and similar ones were 

placed into the same label group (Burnard, 1991). For example, the labels ―not face-to-
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face,‖ ―no appearances,‖ and ―no tones‖ were classified into the label group of 

―physical cues absent,‖ while the label ―information hidden‖ and ―background unknown‖ 

were classified into the label group of ―un-identifiable.‖ 

In the end, the interrelated label groups were classified into high-level categories 

(Burnard, 1991). In the case of this study, the label groups ―physical cues absent‖ and 

―un-identifiable‖ were classified into a high-level category - Anonymity. Eventually, 

four categories were summarized; namely, anonymity, less restraints, online-offline 

dissociation, and online listeners. Figure 5.3.2 is an example of how the category was 

generated from coding labels.  

 

Figure ‎5.3.2: Category generation of “Anonymity” 

5.4 Results 

5.4.1 Expression of the true self 

The majority of the participants (96.49%) agreed that everyone has both positive and 

negative personalities, thoughts, and beliefs. They mentioned various negative 

personality traits that people may have in the real world, such as violent, selfish, mean, 

falsity, aggressive, and lazy. These negative personality traits are a part of the true self, 

but are not socially desirable (McHoskey et al., 1998). The expression of these traits in 
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the real world may cause negative social evaluation and disapproval from others. 

Therefore, they cannot be fully expressed in face-to-face communication.  

However, due to the high level of anonymity in interest-based QQ communities, the 

cost of expressing the aforementioned socially undesirable personalities in QQ 

communities is much less. Thus, community members can express their negative 

personalities, minds, beliefs, and consciousness to the greatest extent with fewer 

concerns. Hence, the current study asked participants to choose whether the selected 

thirty personality trait adjectives (Anderson, 1968) are suitable for expression in the 

physical world, given that all the personality traits (both the positive and negative ones) 

could be expressed in the anonymous environment if they want. Moreover, in order to 

explore how an individual‘s self-guide is constructed in both the online and offline 

world, while participants were also asked to classify the selected personality traits into 

the four domains of the self on the basis of their own understanding in general. The 

results are shown in Table 5.4.1. 

Table ‎5.4.1: Summary of results 

Categories Personality Traits Ideal Self Ought Self Positive 
True Self 

Negative 
True Self 

 Unambiguously 
positive 

personalities 

Honest 26.32% 33.33% 40.35% 0.00% 

Obedient 33.33% 36.84% 29.82% 0.00% 

Thrifty 22.81% 40.35% 36.84% 0.00% 

Righteous 31.58% 38.60% 28.07% 1.75% 

Cautious 33.33% 29.82% 36.84% 0.00% 

Responsible 22.81% 38.60% 38.60% 0.00% 

Polite 33.33% 35.09% 31.58% 0.00% 

Disciplined 24.56% 45.61% 29.82% 0.00% 

Objective 12.28% 57.89% 29.82% 0.00% 

Materialistic 14.04% 49.12% 33.33% 3.51% 
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Table 5.4.1, continued 

Categories Personality Traits Ideal Self Ought Self Positive 
True Self 

Negative 
True Self 

Unambiguously 
positive 

personalities 

Patient 28.07% 49.12% 22.81% 0.00% 

Frank 26.32% 26.32% 47.37% 0.00% 

Modest 33.33% 36.84% 29.82% 0.00% 

Persistent 12.28% 47.37% 28.07% 12.28% 

Independent 26.32% 40.35% 33.33% 0.00% 

Humorous 17.54% 40.35% 40.35% 1.75% 

Self-confident 26.32% 45.61% 26.32% 1.75% 

Generous 33.33% 35.09% 31.58% 0.00% 

Slightly negative 
personalities 

Daydreamer 17.54% 5.26% 24.56% 52.63% 

Impulsive 3.51% 3.51% 12.28% 80.70% 

Vain 3.51% 1.75% 7.02% 87.72% 

Conceited 5.26% 1.75% 10.53% 82.46% 

Neurotic 3.51% 0.00% 8.77% 87.72% 

Unequivocally 
negative 

personalities 

Superficial 0.00% 1.75% 7.02% 91.23% 

Rude 1.75% 5.26% 3.51% 89.47% 

Greedy 3.51% 5.26% 3.51% 87.72% 

Domineering 0.00% 7.02% 1.75% 91.23% 

Cynical 1.75% 8.77% 0.00% 89.47% 

Uncivil 1.75% 3.51% 3.51% 91.23% 

Antisocial 1.75% 5.26% 3.51% 89.47% 

As shown in Table 5.4.1, the thirty personality trait adjectives fell into three 

categories (unambiguously positive personalities, slightly negative personalities, and 

unequivocally negative personalities). The first category included eighteen personality 

trait adjectives. More than 80% of the participants thought these personality trait 

adjectives were suitable for being expressed in the physical world. In fact, all of these 

eighteen personality traits turned out to be unambiguously positive personalities which 

are in line with social norms and laws in the real world.  
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The second category included five personality traits. Whether these traits were 

suitable for being expressed in the physical world was controversial. Approximately 

half of the participants thought these personality traits could not be expressed in the 

physical world, while the other half of the participants thought it is suitable to express 

these traits in the real world. These five personality traits were slightly negative 

personalities; hence, some people might think the expression of these personalities will 

not cause massive damage to their lives. In some extreme cases, these slightly negative 

personality traits may even be helpful in their daily life. The third category included 

seven personality trait adjectives. Less than 20% of the participants thought these traits 

were suitable for being expressed in the physical world. These seven personality traits 

were unequivocally negative, which conflicts with the social norms and laws of the 

physical world.  

The results were consistent with Anderson's (1968) research about personality traits. 

The eighteen personality trait adjectives in the first category were distributed into the 

top and middle of Anderson's (1968) personality trait list, indicating that most people 

hold positive or neutral attitudes toward them. The five personality trait adjectives in the 

second category were located at the middle and bottom of the personality trait list, 

indicating that most people hold neutral or negative attitudes toward them. The seven 

personality trait adjectives in the third category were located at the bottom of 

Anderson's (1968) personality trait list, indicating that most people hold negative 

attitudes toward them. 

Taking the aforementioned results into account, participants‘ responses about the 

domain of the self to which these personality traits belong were also meaningful. For the 

first eighteen unambiguously positive personality traits that definitely can be expressed 

in the physical world, participants preferred to regard them as the ideal self, the ought 
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self, or the positive true self when constructing identity and self-guide. This suggested 

that people‘s identity and self-guide in the physical world are mostly positive, while 

they believe that the positive true self is suitable for being expressed in the physical 

world.  

With respect to the seven unequivocally negative personalities that definitely cannot 

be expressed in the real world and four slightly negative personalities (except 

daydreamer) that can be expressed in the offline world in some extreme cases, 

participants tend to treat them as the negative true self when constructing identity and 

self-guide. This suggested that people think the negative true self is not suitable to be 

expressed in the offline world. The results also indicated that the negative true self was 

distinctive from the positive true self; thus, it is reasonable to propose the true self as a 

two-dimensional concept. One possible explanation for the exception of daydreamer 

could be that daydreams about significant others are associated with the feeling of 

happiness, love, and connection (Poerio et al., 2015). People can obtain some positive 

experience from daydreams; therefore, some people may not regard daydreaming as the 

negative true self.  

5.4.2 Motivations for the true self expression online 

In total, 47 participants (82.46%) agreed that individuals could express their true self 

more freely and openly online than offline. The majority of them also admitted that they 

would like to follow the true self when they are online. The inductive content analysis 

revealed four reasons why people express more of the true self online: anonymity, less 

restraints, online-offline dissociation, and online listeners (as shown in Table 5.4.2).  

Thirty-two participants mentioned that anonymity is one of the motivators for 

expressing the true self online. Given that the communications online are mostly text-

based, there is no face-to-face contact. Indeed, as one participant indicated: ―It‘s not 
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face-to-face. I don‘t have to meet anyone directly.‖ In other words, people are no longer 

inhibited by physical cues (e.g., disapproval signs from others) (Suler, 2004). Another 

participant stated: ―When interacting with others online, I feel more relaxed. There is no 

need to cope with others‘ emotions when I talk. I can‘t see or hear them. Their tones of 

speaking won‘t affect me.‖ In addition, people can stay behind the screen, partly or even 

totally hide their real personal information and background, so expressing whatever they 

wish. Hence, individuals can hide and fabricate their personal information when 

reconstructing identity (Hu, Zhao, & Huang, 2014). For example, one participant 

mentioned that: ―On the Internet, you don‘t have to face anyone. Nobody knows what 

you look like, who you really are. This anonymous environment makes me feel safe. I 

can express myself as free as I want.‖  

Twenty-six participants indicated that they would like to behave according to their 

true self online because the restraints in the online world are relatively fewer than in the 

offline world. There are various constraints in the real world; individuals need to obey 

different rules, try to meet social expectations, and maintain various relationships. Just 

like one participant indicated: ―In the real world, sometimes I am pressured to hold back 

my real thoughts.‖ People usually have to behave themselves, and cannot express their 

true self freely (Bargh et al., 2002), especially when the intrinsic personalities, minds, 

beliefs, and consciousness are not socially desirable (such as the negative true self). 

However, the situation is different in the anonymous virtual world. There are much 

fewer laws, rules and norms online. People can behave more freely as if the legal and 

moral restrictions are temporarily suspended (Suler, 2004). They have the freedom to 

reconstruct their virtual identity and behave according to their true self in the 

anonymous environment. For instance, one of the participants mentioned: ―There are 

fewer restraints on the Internet, so there is not much to worry about. It is OK to express 

my true self freely and openly, especially some negative aspects.‖  
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Sixteen participants stated that they express more of the true self in their online 

identity and regard this as a part of their online self-guide because the online and offline 

world are not directly connected. The dissociation of the online world and the physical 

world enables people to behave with fewer concerns. Hence, people may feel less 

vulnerable about acting out online when they can separate their online behaviors from 

their offline identity and real life (Suler, 2004). Even if individuals follow their negative 

true self, doing things they will not usually do, their actions online will not be linked to 

their real life directly. As indicated by one participant: ―It‘s just like wearing a persona. 

My online image will not affect my offline image. I will not get myself in trouble when 

I express my negative true self online.‖  

Ten participants regarded other Internet users as good listeners for what they really 

think and believe. For instance, one participant stated: ―It is easier to tell what I really 

think to strangers online. I do not have to worry about the consequences of expressing 

my true self.‖ This kind of interaction with strangers online is similar to the case of 

―strangers on a train‖ (Rubin, 1975), in which people open up and talk to the stranger 

sitting in the next seat. Hence, individuals may talk about intimate details that they have 

never told their colleagues or even friends and family. Additionally, some participants 

are looking for support from others. Just as mentioned by one of the participants: ―On 

the Internet, you can always find a group of people who share the same idea with you. 

They understand you, and will not judge you negatively. Expressing my true self to 

these people makes me feel supported.‖  
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Table ‎5.4.2: Results of the content analysis 

Category Description Label groups Coding labels 

#1: Anonymity 

The physical cues are 
absent in the anonymous 
environment online. 
People can hide their 
identification information, 
which makes them feel 
safe to express 
themselves. 

Physical cues absent 

Not face-to-face 

No appearances 

No tones 

Un-identifiable 
Information hidden 

Background unknown 

#2: Less 
restraints 

The open environment 
online makes people feel 
less constrained. They are 
less concerned about 
responsibilities and 
evaluations, which make 
them feel freer to express 
themselves.   

Open environment 
No pressure 

Lacking surveillance 

Free expression 

Fewer responsibilities and 
limitations 

Talk freely 

Careless about others‘ 
evaluations 

#3: Online-
offline 
dissociation 

People perceive that their 
behavior and relationships 
online are not likely to 
affect their offline life 
significantly.  

Behavior and 
identity dissociation 

Difficult to locate 

Wearing masks online 

Disappear or log off at 
will 

No serious consequences 

Relationship 
dissociation 

Online relationships are 
weak and unstable 

Online social networks 
are separate from offline 
social networks 

#4: Online 
listener 

People are more willing to 
express themselves 
online. Their voices can 
be easily heard by others.  

Voice be heard 
easily 

Messages spread widely 

Immediate responses 

Willingness to talk 

More willing to express to 
others online 

No suitable friends to talk 
to offline 

Easy to disclose to 
strangers online 
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5.5 Chapter summary 

The qualitative study (study one) explored the role of true self in online identity 

reconstruction. It is found that people are more likely to express more of the true self 

online because of four reasons: anonymity, less restraints, online-offline dissociation, 

and online listeners. The results suggested that the negative true self is more salient than 

the positive true self in the online world because most people believe that it is not 

suitable to express the negative true self in face-to-face communication. The anonymous 

and less restrained online environment facilitates the expression of the negative true self. 

Therefore, people are more likely to regard the negative true self as a part of their self-

guides online and express more of the negative true self with a reconstructed virtual 

identity. 
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CHAPTER 6: QUANTITATIVE STUDY (STUDY TWO) 

This chapter introduces the details of the quantitative phase of this study (study two). 

First, a research model is proposed on the basis of the findings of the qualitative study 

(study one) and the psychological well-being framework. Hypotheses are then 

developed based on previous research. Next, the research methods of the quantitative 

study are reported (such as the measurements, sampling methods, and data collection), 

followed by the results of study two (such as the measurement model and the structural 

model).  

6.1 Research model and hypotheses 

After incorporating the true self into the traditional self-discrepancy theory, it is 

found that as an individual‘s self-guide consists of the true self (both the positive and 

negative aspects), the ought self (e.g., duties, responsibilities), and the ideal self (e.g., 

hopes, wishes). Furthermore, it was suggested that the positive true self overlaps with 

the ought self and the ideal self when an individual reconstructs his or her identity and 

self-guide in both the online and offline worlds. The reason is that the positive 

personalities, minds, and beliefs that are in line with social norms and social 

expectations (i.e., positive true self) are usually included in duties, responsibilities, 

wishes, and hopes from people‘s self-guide. For example, most people take care of their 

parents when the parents are old. It is difficult to distinguish whether this behavior is 

motivated by their intrinsic willingness to look after the parents (the positive true self), 

or the responsibility of a son or daughter (the ought self). Whereas the negative true self, 

which is mostly hidden in the real world, is discharged in the anonymous environment 

due to the release of social norms and laws online. 

The traditional self-discrepancy theory proposes that people are motivated to reduce 

their psychological discomforts by decreasing the self-discrepancy between identity and 
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self-guide (Higgins, 1987). As mentioned above, the positive true self overlaps with the 

ought self and the ideal self when an individual reconstructs his or her identity and self-

guide in both the online and offline world. It has been suggested that people choose to 

present less of their ought self, more of their ideal self and negative true self when 

reconstructing their online identity on social network platforms. Therefore, the three 

distinct domains of the self (i.e., the ought self, the ideal self, and the negative true self) 

were incorporated into the research model. Meanwhile, the current study has adopted 

two important constructs of psychological well-being, autonomy and self-acceptance 

(Ryff, 1989), to evaluate people‘s perceptions about virtual identity reconstruction in 

the anonymous environment. This study also attempted to examine whether the 

fulfillment of autonomy and self-acceptance are related to individuals‘ satisfaction with 

social network platforms. The research model involved here is shown in Figure 6.1.1. 

 

Figure ‎6.1.1: The research model 

A total of eight hypotheses were proposed to examine the relationships between the 

variables. For example, hypothesis one postulated that ―Compared to the real world, the 

decreased expression of the ought self online is positively associated with an 
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individual’s autonomy‖. The development of hypotheses is presented in detail in the 

following sections.  

6.1.1 Autonomy 

It has been posited that people are driven by two types of motivations in daily life: 

intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2002). Individuals‘ 

behaviors change based on the extent to which they are autonomous or controlled 

(deCharms, 1968). Autonomous behaviors are mostly intrinsically motivated; that is, 

they are performed on the basis of an individual‘s volition, personal importance, and 

inner interests (deCharms, 1968). People conduct autonomous behaviors according to 

their spontaneous ideas, feelings, and consciousness (as with the true self and the ideal 

self in the self-guide) rather than for separable consequences (deCharms, 1968; Ryan & 

Deci, 2000a). In contrast, controlled behaviors are mostly extrinsically motivated and 

performed to meet requirements and restraints. Controlled behaviors are conducted 

when people are pressured by interpersonal or intrapsychic requirements (as with the 

ought self in the self-guide) (Ryan, 1982). For example, studying hard is an autonomous 

behavior when a student is intrinsically motivated to learn and tries to prepare him or 

herself for the future; however, it is a controlled behavior if a student does not like 

learning and only tries to meet graduation requirements.  

Autonomy, which is defined as an individual‘s need to perform according to his or 

her own volition and ideas, is a significant innate psychological need (Ryan & Deci, 

2002). Researchers have suggested that once the need for autonomy is fulfilled, 

individuals will regard their behavior as an expression of their sense of the self (Ryan & 

Deci, 2002). In the online world (such as on social network platforms), the anonymity 

of the Internet frees people from their interpersonal or intrapsychic requirements to the 

greatest extent. The ought self then diminishes because people perceive fewer 
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responsibilities and duties online. By reconstructing a virtual identity, people can 

express less of the ought self and feel less restrained by social norms and laws (Hu et 

al., 2015). The decreased expression of the ought self is likely to make people feel less 

controlled and more autonomous.  

Additionally, people can reconstruct an identity that includes the characteristics that 

they ideally wish to possess (Hu et al., 2015), thus, the expression of the ideal self 

subsequently increases in the online environment. Given that the ideal self reflects one‘s 

hopes and aspirations (Higgins, 1987), the increased expression of the ideal self is likely 

to cause people to feel more autonomous. Due to the increased sense of 

disconnectedness from the real-life contexts (Selwyn, 2008), people can express their 

true self (especially their negative true self) freely with fewer concerns about the 

negative judgments from others in the online world (McKenna et al., 2002). Given that 

the true self is an important part of one‘s identity and that individuals are highly 

motivated to express it in social interactions (Baumeister, 1998; Gollwitzer, 1986), the 

increased expression of the negative true self online is likely to fulfill people‘s need for 

autonomy. Therefore, the following hypotheses were proposed. 

H1: Compared to the real world, the decreased expression of the ought self online is 

positively associated with an individual’s autonomy. 

H2: Compared to the real world, the increased expression of the ideal self online is 

positively associated with an individual’s autonomy. 

H3: Compared to the real world, the increased expression of the negative true self 

online is positively associated with an individual’s autonomy. 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



103 

 

6.1.2 Self-acceptance 

As an important factor in evaluating people‘s psychological well-being, an 

individual‘s level of self-acceptance is the most frequently used standard of an 

individual‘s well-being (Ryff, 1989). Furthermore, an individual‘s self-acceptance level 

is the main characteristic of his or her self-actualization and maturity (Ryff, 1989), 

which are both crucial to mental health. A low self-acceptance level indicates that a 

person has different emotional difficulties, such as uncontrolled depression and anger 

(Carson & Langer, 2006). 

The ability and willingness to disclose one‘s true self (especially its negative aspects) 

to others are the important factors in self-acceptance (Carson & Langer, 2006). Owing 

to the constraints of social norms and expectations in the real world, most people have 

to behave in a manner that matches the expectations of others, impresses others or ―puts 

up a good front‖ (Carson & Langer, 2006). It has been suggested that people may be 

more likely to follow the scripted responses of others mindlessly when they feel that 

those others will judge them negatively in the physical world (Carson & Langer, 2006). 

As a result, these people will distance themselves from their honest feelings, which may 

lead to a low level of self-acceptance.  

However, in the online world, people can hide the corporal bodies behind the screen; 

thus, they cannot see another person‘s frown, shaking head or bored expression when 

interacting with others (Suler, 2004). People are therefore less pressured by social 

responsibilities and social norms when expressing themselves in an anonymous online 

environment (Hu et al., 2015). The expression of the ought self then decreases, while 

individuals can behave in accordance with their true self using a reconstructed virtual 

identity. They can express their real thoughts and ideas (especially the negative ones) 

with less fear of disapproval, which may, in turn, improve their self-acceptance level. 
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Moreover, the reconstructed identity may be more acceptable for individuals, as they 

can easily reconstruct a virtual identity that involves more characteristics of their ideal 

self, thus making the reconstructed identity more desirable. Therefore, the following 

hypotheses were proposed: 

H4: Compared to the real world, the decreased expression of the ought self online is 

positively associated with an individual’s online self-acceptance level. 

H5: Compared to the real world, the increased expression of the ideal self online is 

positively associated with an individual’s online self-acceptance level. 

H6: Compared to the real world, the increased expression of the negative true self 

online is positively associated with an individual’s online self-acceptance level. 

6.1.3 Satisfaction 

The fulfillment of autonomy and self-acceptance is crucial for mental health. It has 

been suggested that individuals will regard their behaviors as an expression of their 

sense of the self once the need for autonomy is fulfilled (Ryan & Deci, 2002). In the 

online world, the anonymity of the Internet frees people from the interpersonal or 

intrapsychic requirements to the greatest extent. It is likely that people can choose to do 

whatever they naturally want with rare pressures online. They can behave in the way 

that they intrinsically believe online with less fear of disapproval and negative 

judgments from others, which may make it easier to fulfill their need for autonomy in 

the online world than in the physical world.  

Within the anonymous online environment, people can reconstruct the virtual 

identity based on their own ideas, choosing the characteristics that they are willing to 

present. People are no longer worried about how they are coming across to others 

(Carson & Langer, 2006). With a reconstructed identity in the anonymous environment, 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



105 

 

individuals can disclose themselves (both the positive and negative sides) more open 

and freer than in the physical world which, thereby, may lead to a high level of self-

acceptance. This is also in line with previous research that found people were more 

willing to express their true self in the online world, and the expression of the true self 

could increase self-acceptance (McKenna & Bargh, 1998).  

The Internet can satisfy people‘s various needs. For example, researchers have found 

that the use of Facebook satisfies people‘s intrinsic need for autonomy (Reinecke, 

Vorderer, & Knop, 2014). Previous research demonstrated that people experience more 

positive emotions online if their needs are satisfied (Shen, Liu, & Wang, 2013). 

Satisfying the need for autonomy is positively related to enjoyment (Ryan, Rigby, & 

Przybylski, 2006; Tamborini et al., 2010; Tamborini et al., 2011), while enjoyment 

positively influences online satisfaction (Kim & Stoel, 2004). The fulfillment of 

autonomy is likely to be positively associated with an individual‘s satisfaction in an 

anonymous online environment. Moreover, people‘s self-acceptance level is likely to 

increase when they reconstruct a virtual identity online because they accept their 

positive side and do not consider their negative side a problem (Ceyhan & Ceyhan, 

2011). Individuals with a high level of self-acceptance tend to evaluate themselves 

positively. Hence, the fulfillment of autonomy and increased self-acceptance leads to a 

positive psychological experience (Ryff, 1989). People tend to feel happy and satisfied. 

This positive experience may lead to users‘ overall satisfaction in the online world. 

Therefore, the following hypotheses were proposed:  

H7: The fulfillment of autonomy is positively associated with an individual’s 

satisfaction online. 

H8: The level of self-acceptance is positively associated with an individual’s 

satisfaction online. 
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6.2 Research methods for study two 

6.2.1 Partial least squares (Tool: Smart-PLS 2.0) 

The partial least square (PLS) approach was used to test the research model of study 

two because it is a suitable method for testing a theory newly adapted in a field. It is a 

modeling technique that is widely used in information system research to analyze 

complex models with multiple constructs and different interaction effects (Ahuja, 

Galletta, & Carley, 2003). Additionally, it is capable of testing complex models with 

multiple direct effects (such as assessing the reliability and the validity of construct 

measures and testing the relationships among the constructs at the same time) (Wold, 

1982). 

6.2.2 Measures 

All the variables in study two were measured using multi-item scales (three to four 

items for each construct). The scales for online satisfaction were adapted from items 

developed and rigorously validated by McKinney et al. (2002) and Wixom and Todd 

(2005), such as ―Overall, my interactions within cyberspace are very satisfying.‖ Self-

acceptance was assessed by the items adapted from Ryff and Keyes (1995) and Springer 

and Hauser (2006). The scales included items such as ―In general, I feel confident and 

happy about the identity that I present in the online world‖ and ―I like most parts of the 

identity that I express online, including the negative parts.‖ The measurement of 

autonomy was adapted from Van den Broeck et al. (2010) and Ryff and Keyes (1995), 

such as ―I feel free to express myself online.‖ The items of ideal self were adapted from 

Michikyan et al. (2015). The scales included items such as ―The free and open 

environment in the online world makes it easier to fulfill my wishes and hopes.‖ The 

negative true self was measured with the items adapted from Rosenfeld (1979) and 

McKenna et al. (2005). The scales included items such as ―Compared to the real world, 

I can be more open and freer in disclosing negative mind and beliefs in the online 
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world.‖ The items measuring the ought self were modified based on the items of a 

similar construct (i.e., online disinhibition) according to the definitions (Denollet, 2005; 

Udris, 2014), such as ―There is no need to worry about others‘ evaluation when doing 

anything in the online world.‖ 

All items were measured using seven-point Likert-type scales, ranging from 

―strongly disagree‖ (1) to ―strongly agree‖ (7). Two pilot studies were conducted to 

improve the validity of the scales, involving seventy-six and fifty-five respondents, 

respectively. Based on the results and feedback of the respondents in pilot studies, some 

of the survey items were slightly modified to better measure the constructs. The 

convergent and discriminant validity of the items were then refined. The reliability of 

the final scales used in this study was satisfactory (Cronbach‘s alpha greater than 0.80). 

Since QQ is a Chinese social network platform, QQ users are mostly from China. The 

questionnaire used in study two was translated into Chinese for data collection purpose. 

6.2.2.1 Reliability 

Reliability is an important standard to assess the quality of measurement instruments. 

It means the consistency or the repeatability of the measurements (Gajdosik & 

Bohannon, 1987). Reliable measure produces consistent results (e.g., similar scores) 

each time it is administrated under the same conditions (Frost et al., 2007). There are 

two kinds of reliability: test-retest reliability and internal consistency reliability. 

Test-retest reliability reflects the extent to which the results are the same for 

measurements administered under the same conditions at different times (Muijs, 2010). 

In other words, the same measurements should produce similar results when used with 

the same participant at different times. When the measurements have been tested and 

retested, the correlation coefficient between the results of the tests should be as high as 

possible (at least above 0.7) (Muijs, 2010). The major concern in assessing test-retest 
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reliability is the time interval to conduct a retest (Frost et al., 2007). If the time interval 

is short, the respondents may still remember their answers in the last test and answer the 

retest with the same answers which can lead to an overestimation on the reliability of 

the measurements (Muijs, 2010). If the time interval is too long, the respondents‘ 

opinions may change over time. Thus their answers may be different. This can lead to 

an underestimation on the reliability of the measurements (Muijs, 2010). The 

recommended time interval for conducting retests is one to two weeks. 

In study two, the data collection in both pilot studies and the main study was 

anonymous. The identification information (e.g., phone number or email address) was 

not collected. I could not contact the same respondents to conduct retests entailing that 

the test-retest reliability for measurements was not evaluated in this study. 

Internal consistency reliability refers to the extent to which the measurements that 

are designed to assess the same variable can produce comparable results (Nunnally, 

1978). It reflects the homogeneity among the items, indicating that all the items are 

measuring the same thing (Muijs, 2010). Cronbach‘s alpha is often used to evaluate the 

internal consistency reliability. For instruments with at least two items, the value of 

Cronbach‘s alpha should exceed 0.70; for instruments with only one item, a minimum 

threshold of 0.9 is recommended (Nunnally, 1978). Cronbach‘s alpha was calculated for 

all the constructs, suggesting the measurements have good internal consistency 

reliability. The detailed results of the internal reliability test were reported in section 

6.3.1, together with other statistics for the measurement model. 

6.2.2.2 Validity 

Validity is another indicator of the quality of measurements instruments. Validity 

refers to ―the degree to which an instrument measures what it is purported to measure; 

the extent to which it fulfills its purpose‖ (Gajdosik & Bohannon, 1987, p. 1870). Good 
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reliability of measurements does not guarantee good validity. Indeed, measures can be 

very reliable (producing similar results every time) but not measure what they are 

intended to measure. For example, a weighing scale consistently measured the weight of 

an object as 2 kilograms. But the object‘s true weight is actually 2.5 kilograms. In this 

case, the weighing scale is very reliable, but not valid (cannot measure the true weight 

of the object). The validity of measurements can be evaluated from three aspects: 

content validity, criterion validity and construct validity. 

Content validity is the extent to which the measurements cover representative facets 

of the construct (Anastasi & Urbina, 1997). For example, the Facebook use intensity 

scale may lack content validity if it only measures the duration of Facebook use but fails 

to take into account the frequency of Facebook use. The evaluation of content validity 

usually involves experts in the area of the construct (Frost et al., 2007). With adequate 

knowledge about the construct, the experts can provide professional opinions on 

whether the measurements are representative and appropriate. Non-experts can help to 

improve the ―face validity‖ (the extent to which the measurements appear to be 

representative and appropriate), which is a good start to content validity (Muijs, 2010). 

Criterion validity refers to how well the measurements are related to external 

standard measurements (Frost et al., 2007). Criterion validity is usually evaluated for 

new measurements. To improve the criterion validity of new measurements, well-

established measurements could be used as a criterion. The new measurements and the 

criterion should be theoretically related (Muijs, 2010). For example, if a researcher 

wants to create new measurements for students‘ intelligence, he or she can compare the 

new measurements with existing intelligence measurements or academic performance 

measurements. The results of the new intelligence measurements should be correlated 

with the results of existing intelligence measurements because they measure the same 
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construct. Based on the theory, a causal relationship should exist between the results of 

the new intelligence measurements and the results of academic performance 

measurements, because students‘ intelligence is likely to affect their academic 

performances.  

Construct validity is more complicated. It is usually evaluated from two aspects: a) 

convergent validity, a clear link between the measurements and the construct they are 

supposed to measure; and b) discriminant validity, a clear distinction between different 

measures (Nunnally, 1978). In other words, the instruments should only measure the 

construct they are intended to measure and not measure other constructs (Frost et al., 

2007). 

In this study, the measurements for the constructs were adapted from the existing 

literature, created by experts in the respective field. Therefore, the content validity of 

the measurements was adequate. In addition, this study has not used new measurements. 

All the measurements were well-established and had been used by numerous studies. 

Thus, criterion validity was not applicable to the measurements of this study. The 

construct validity of the measurements was tested in section 6.3.1 when evaluating the 

measurement model. The results suggested good construct validity (both convergent and 

discriminant validity).  

6.2.3 Data collection 

Before data collection takes place, there is a need to identify the target population 

and how to draw a sample from the population. First of all, the concepts of population 

and sample are introduced. All the items or individuals under consideration constitute a 

―population‖ (Kothari, 2004). However, it is usually not possible to collect data from all 

individuals of interest because the population is usually very large. Therefore, a few 

items or individuals are usually selected from the population to collect data. The 
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selected subset of the population is referred to as a ―sample‖ (Johnson & Bhattacharyya, 

2010). However, the major concern in selecting samples from the target population is 

the representativeness of the samples. The more representative a sample is, the more 

valid it is to generalize the results obtained from the sample with regard to the target 

population (Kitchenham & Pfleeger, 2002).  

6.2.3.1 Sampling methods 

The sampling methods can be categorized into two types: probability sampling and 

non-probability sampling. In probability sampling, the random selection procedure is 

conducted. The probability of each member of the target population being selected in 

the sample is known and non-zero (Kitchenham & Pfleeger, 2002). In non-probability 

sampling, randomization is not used in sampling selection. There is no specific 

probability of each member of the target population being selected in the sample 

(Kothari, 2004).  

Probability sampling methods aim to minimize subjectivity and bias in sample 

selection in order to obtain a representative sample (Kitchenham & Pfleeger, 2002). 

Even though the samples drawn by non-probability sampling methods may not be as 

representative as those drawn by probability sampling methods, the researcher may 

consider use non-probability sampling methods in some situations, such as when the 

population is not well defined, the population is too large, or the researchers are limited 

by time, cost, and workforce (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). Typical probability 

sampling methods include simple random sampling, systematic sampling, stratified 

random sampling, and cluster sampling, while typical non-probability sampling 

methods include convenience sampling (or opportunity/accidental sampling), purposive 

sampling (or judgment sampling), quota sampling, and snowball sampling.  
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Simple random sampling is a probability sampling method in which the probability 

of each member of the target population being selected in the sample is the same 

(Kitchenham & Pfleeger, 2002). Each member has an equal chance to be selected, while 

the selections are independent from each other (i.e., the selection of one member will 

not affect the probability of selecting other members) (Teddlie & Yu, 2007). Before 

conducting simple random sampling, each member of the target population should be 

identified in a list of the population. Random numbers then can be assigned to the 

members using a random number generator (a computer program that provides a set of 

unpredictable numbers that do not display any distinguishable patterns). Then order the 

members based on the random number (such as in ascending order) and select the 

members based on the required sample size (Kitchenham & Pfleeger, 2002).  

Systematic sampling is a probability sampling method in which the first member is 

selected randomly from the list of the population; then every kth member is selected (k 

is the sampling interval, calculated by dividing population size by the sample size) 

(Acharya et al., 2013). The selection of subsequent members returns to the top of the 

population list once it passes the end of the list. Systematic sampling is more efficient 

than simple random sampling if the population list is random. However, if the 

population list has a hidden pattern (such as alphabetical order), the randomness of 

systematic sampling is threatened (Kitchenham & Pfleeger, 2002).  

Stratified random sampling is a probability sampling method in which the target 

population is first divided into subgroups (or strata) based on certain criteria (such as 

gender, age, and education level), then simple random sampling method is used to select 

representative samples for each stratum (Teddlie & Yu, 2007). The size of sub-samples 

selected from each stratum is usually based on the size of the stratum. For example, if 

the population is divided into two groups by gender (with 40% female and 60% males), 
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then the final sample should also comprise of 40% females and 60% males. The 

stratified random sampling can be applied when researchers are interested in the 

differences between and among strata (Kitchenham & Pfleeger, 2002).  

Cluster sampling is a probability sampling method in which the target population is 

randomly sampled in groups (or clusters) rather than individual members (Teddlie & 

Yu, 2007). The population is first divided into different clusters (such as based on the 

geographic district); then the clusters are selected with the simple random sampling 

method. In one-stage cluster sampling, all the members in the selected clusters are 

included in the final sample. In two-stage cluster sampling, after clusters are randomly 

selected in the first stage, the members in the selected clusters are sampled in a second 

stage, usually by the simple random sampling method (Acharya et al., 2013). Although 

the target population is divided into sub-groups in both cluster sampling and stratified 

sampling, cluster sampling differs from stratified sampling. In cluster sampling, the 

sampling unit is the sub-groups (or clusters), while in stratified sampling, the sampling 

unit is the individuals in the sub-groups (or strata). Cluster sampling aims to reduce cost 

and improve the efficiency of sampling, while stratified sampling aims to improve the 

precision and representation (Surbhi, 2016). 

One example can be used to explain the aforementioned probability sampling 

methods in more detail - a study interested in the academic performances of the 

undergraduate students in a specific university. The target population is a total of 2,000 

undergraduate students, and the research plan is to collect data from 200 of them. The 

complete population list is available at the student record department of the university.  

If the researcher only wants to evaluate the overall academic performances of the 

students, he or she can then use the simple random sampling method. First, assign 

random numbers to each student in the population list. Then sort the students based on 
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the random numbers (such as in ascending order) and choose the first 200 students for 

data collection. If the student record list is random, then the systematic sampling 

method is a good choice. The researcher can choose the first student randomly (e.g., the 

student numbered 344), then choose every 10th student after that (the students numbered 

354, 364…). The researcher can also divide the students into different clusters (such as 

the students from city A, city B…), then select the clusters randomly. Previous studies 

provided good suggestions for the cluster size and the number of clusters required for 

data collection (e.g., Bennett et al., 1991; Yoon et al., 1997). 

If the researcher wants to know whether male and female students differ in academic 

performances, he or she can use the stratified random sampling method. First, divide the 

2,000 students into two groups based on gender (900 male students and 1100 female 

students). Then draw random samples from each group. Based on the size of each group, 

the final sample should comprise 90 male students and 110 female students.  

Convenience sampling is a non-probability sampling method in which the members 

of the target population are included in the sample because they are convenient to the 

researcher, such as easy to access, willing to take part, and available at a given time 

(Dornyei, 2007). Convenience sampling is also known as accidental sampling, while the 

members of the target population are sometimes selected simply because they happen to 

be at the right place during the right time (Acharya et al., 2013). Convenience sampling 

is easy to conduct as the cost is relatively low and the participants are readily available 

(Etikan et al., 2016). However, the samples drawn by the convenience sampling method 

are likely to be biased. People with a high level of willingness to take part in sampling 

may differ from those who are not willing to participate (Kitchenham & Pfleeger, 2002).  

Purposive sampling (also known as judgment sampling) is a non-probability 

sampling method in which the members in the target population are selected on purpose 
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or by the judgment of the investigator (Etikan et al., 2016). Purposive sampling is often 

used in qualitative studies to select well-informed participants (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011). When carrying out purposive sampling, the researchers deliberately recruit 

participants with specific qualities that are relevant to the research (Etikan et al., 2016). 

For example, if a researcher wants to identify the motivations for the use of Facebook, 

then he or she can select individuals with Facebook experience because these 

individuals are likely to provide more information that is useful to the researcher than 

those who have never used Facebook.  

Snowball sampling is a non-probability sampling method in which additional 

participants are selected based on the information provided by the initial participants 

(nominating people they believe are suitable and willing to participate) (Acharya et al., 

2013). The sample group grows like a rolling snowball. The nominating process 

continues until the sample reaches the required size (Kitchenham & Pfleeger, 2002). 

Snowball sampling is useful when the target population is difficult to identify and not 

easy to access for researchers, such as hackers, sex workers, or drug users.  

Quota sampling is a non-probability sampling method in which the target 

population is first divided into sub-groups (just as in the stratified sampling method), 

and then each sub-group is sampled with non-probability sampling method (such as in 

the convenience sampling or snowball sampling method) (Kitchenham & Pfleeger, 

2002). The number of members selected from each sub-groups is usually proportional to 

the size of the sub-group (just as in the stratified sampling method). Quota sampling is 

similar to the stratified sampling method; however, non-probability sampling methods 

are used to select members. Therefore, quota sampling does not require the population 

list. Quota sampling can also be used if the researcher has a specific demand for the 

sample (Acharya et al., 2013). For example, the researcher needs a sample of 150 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



116 

 

females and 180 males. The research should stop recruiting female participants when 

150 females have already taken part in the research, and continue recruiting male 

participants until the required number of males is obtained.  

6.2.3.2 Data collection for study two 

In the quantitative phase of this study (study two), the population was the Chinese 

social network platform users. There were over one billion active social network users 

in China in 2018. Therefore, it was impossible to produce a complete list that covers 

each member of the population. In other words, probability sampling methods were not 

applicable to this study. After careful consideration of the advantages and disadvantages 

of different non-probability sampling methods, the convenience sampling method was 

adopted in study two for data collection.  

To solicit participants, a questionnaire was sent to three different kinds of interest-

based QQ communities (i.e., the community of online gamers, the community of car 

lovers, and the community of travelers). For each kind of interest-based QQ 

communities, the top three most active communities (that included more than one 

thousand members) recommended by the QQ search function were selected in study two.  

6.2.4 Respondents 

Finally, 837 responses were collected in study two. The sample consisted of 47.7% 

male and 52.3% female respondents, while the respondents aged from under 20 years to 

over 60 years old. In addition, their educational backgrounds varied from high school or 

lower to PhDs or above. Table 6.2.1 shows the detailed demographic characteristics of 

respondents. 
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Table ‎6.2.1: Demographic information of participants 

Variable Frequency Percentage (%) 

Gender   

 Male 399 47.7 

 Female 438 52.3 

Age   

 < 20 17 2.0 

 20-24 150 17.9 

 25-29 271 32.4 

 30-34 216 25.8 

 35-39 95 11.4 

 40-44 44 5.3 

 45-49 27 3.2 

 50-54 12 1.4 

 55-5 4 0.5 

 >=60 1 0.1 

Education   

 High school or lower 26 3.1 

 Technical training 143 17.1 

 Bachelor‘s degree 605 72.3 

 Master‘s degree 62 7.4 

 Doctorate degree or above 1 0.1 

6.3 Results 

6.3.1 Measurement model 

The internal consistency reliability of survey items was assessed using two important 

indicators, Cronbach‘s alpha and composite reliability, which reflect how well the items 

used to assess the same construct perform in terms of producing similar results. The 

level generally accepted for both Cronbach‘s alpha and composite reliability is 0.70 

(Fornell & Larcker, 1981; Nunnally, 1978). Table 6.3.1 then shows the reliability 

statistics. The values of Cronbach‘s alpha ranged from 0.81 (for the negative true self) 
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to 0.92 (for autonomy), and composite reliability values of each construct ranged from 

0.89 (for the negative true self) to 0.94 (for autonomy). All of them exceeded the 

recommended standard, thus indicating satisfactory reliability for the measurement 

items.  

The convergent validity of the measurement model was assessed via the composite 

reliability and the average variance extracted (AVE). Fornell and Larcker (1981) 

suggested that in order to ensure convergent validity, the composite reliability should be 

above 0.7 and the value of AVE should exceed 0.5. As shown in Table 6.3.1, all the 

composite reliability values were greater than the acceptable level of 0.7. Meanwhile, 

the AVE values ranged from 0.72 (for the negative true self) to 0.80 (for the ideal self, 

autonomy, and satisfaction), so exceeding the suggested standard of 0.5. Therefore, the 

convergent validity of the measurement model in this study was found to be sufficient.  

Table ‎6.3.1: Reliability and validity statistics 

Construct CA CR AVE Ideal Ought NegT Auto SelfA Satis 

Ideal self 0.88 0.92 0.80 0.90      

Ought self 0.85 0.91 0.78 0.39 0.88     

Negative true self 0.81 0.89 0.72 0.32 0.30 0.85    

Autonomy 0.92 0.94 0.80 0.43 0.38 0.43 0.90   

Self-acceptance 0.90 0.93 0.76 0.67 0.52 0.40 0.43 0.87  

Satisfaction 0.88 0.92 0.80 0.63 0.42 0.37 0.40 0.78 0.90 

Note: The diagonal elements (in bold) are the square root of AVEs, and off-diagonal elements are the 
correlations. 

The discriminant validity, which reflects the extent to which the constructs are 

different from each other, was verified by looking at the square root of AVEs and the 

correlations among the latent variables (Chin, 1998; Fornell & Larcker, 1981). The 

diagonal elements in Table 6.3.1 are the square roots of AVE values for the constructs, 

while the elements in the corresponding rows and columns are the correlation 
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coefficients of the constructs. The square root of AVE for each construct was greater 

than the construct‘s correlations with other constructs, demonstrating that the constructs 

in the measurement model were different from each other.  

Another criterion for convergent and discriminant validity is the fact loading of each 

indicator. The indicators measuring different constructs should be distinct and load 

higher on the construct that they are measuring (Barclay, Higgins, & Thompson, 1995; 

Chin, 1998). The factor loadings and cross-loadings for the measurement items are 

hence shown in Table 6.3.2. 

Table ‎6.3.2: Factor loadings and cross-loadings 

Construct Items Ideal Ought NegT Auto SelfA Satis 

Ideal self Ideal1 0.89 0.35 0.26 0.40 0.59 0.56 

Ideal2 0.92 0.36 0.29 0.37 0.61 0.56 

Ideal3 0.87 0.35 0.30 0.38 0.60 0.58 

Ought self Ought1 0.35 0.88 0.24 0.31 0.48 0.39 

Ought2 0.36 0.86 0.29 0.34 0.43 0.35 

Ought3 0.33 0.89 0.28 0.36 0.47 0.38 

Negative true self NegT1 0.31 0.27 0.87 0.38 0.35 0.34 

NegT2 0.32 0.29 0.88 0.40 0.40 0.35 

NegT3 0.15 0.20 0.79 0.30 0.23 0.23 

Autonomy Auto1 0.39 0.32 0.34 0.88 0.38 0.35 

Auto2 0.36 0.34 0.34 0.91 0.34 0.30 

Auto3 0.44 0.34 0.43 0.89 0.45 0.42 

Auto4 0.34 0.37 0.42 0.90 0.38 0.35 

Self-acceptance SelfA1 0.59 0.49 0.36 0.39 0.87 0.65 

SelfA2 0.57 0.51 0.39 0.42 0.87 0.66 

SelfA3 0.59 0.40 0.31 0.36 0.88 0.70 

SelfA4 0.59 0.42 0.33 0.35 0.88 0.73 

Satisfaction Satis1 0.55 0.35 0.29 0.34 0.70 0.89 

Satis2 0.58 0.40 0.37 0.36 0.72 0.90 

Stais3 0.57 0.38 0.34 0.38 0.68 0.90 
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All the indicators achieved higher loading on the construct of interest than on other 

constructs. In summation, the results indicated that the internal consistency reliability, 

convergent validity, and discriminant validity of the measurement model were adequate. 

6.3.2 Structural model  

Figure 6.3.1 shows the results of structural model tests, including standardized path 

coefficients, path significances, and the variance explained (R2) by each path. The R2 

value was used to evaluate the explanatory power of the structural model. The R2 for 

online satisfaction reached 0.62, the R2 for autonomy was 0.31, and the R2 for self-

acceptance was 0.55, suggesting the explanatory power of the research model was 

acceptable. The standardized path coefficients and path significances indicated the 

results of the hypotheses testing.  

 

Figure ‎6.3.1: PLS result of the research model 
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The results revealed that the relationship between the decreased expression of the 

ought self online and the fulfillment of an individual‘s autonomy was significant and 

positive (β = 0.29, p < 0.001), i.e., H1 was supported. At the same time, the increased 

expression of the ideal self (β = 0.26, p < 0.001) and the negative true self (β = 0.19, p < 

0.001) online had significant positive relationships with the fulfillment of an 

individual‘s autonomy, i.e., H2 and H3 were supported. In addition, a significant 

positive relationship was found between the decreased expression of the ought self and 

an individual‘s online self-acceptance (β = 0.15, p < 0.001), i.e., H4 was supported. The 

increased expression of the ideal self (β = 0.51, p < 0.001) and the negative true self (β 

= 0.27, p < 0.001) online had significant positive relationships with an individual‘s 

online self-acceptance, i.e., H5 and H6 were supported. Furthermore, H7 and H8 were 

also supported, which indicated that the fulfillment of autonomy (β = 0.07, p < 0.01) 

and the online self-acceptance (β = 0.75, p < 0.001) were both positively associated with 

an individual‘s satisfaction online. Therefore, all the relationships proposed in the 

research model were supported in study two. The summarized hypotheses and results 

were shown in Table 6.3.3. 

Table ‎6.3.3: Results of hypotheses testing 

Hypotheses β t-value Results 

H1: Compared to the real world, the decreased expression of the 
ought self online is positively associated with an individual‘s 
autonomy. 

0.29*** 8.3659 Supported 

H2: Compared to the real world, the increased expression of the 
ideal self online is positively associated with an individual‘s 
autonomy. 

0.26*** 7.4401 Supported 

H3: Compared to the real world, the increased expression of the 
negative true self online is positively associated with an 
individual‘s autonomy. 

0.19*** 5.4662 Supported 

H4: Compared to the real world, the decreased expression of the 
ought self online is positively associated with an individual‘s 
online self-acceptance level. 

0.15*** 6.0658 Supported 
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Table 6.3.3, continued 

Hypotheses β t-value Results 

H5: Compared to the real world, the increased expression of the 
ideal self online is positively associated with an individual‘s online 
self-acceptance level. 

0.51*** 17.6749 Supported 

H6: Compared to the real world, the increased expression of the 
negative true self online is positively associated with an 
individual‘s online self-acceptance level. 

0.27*** 9.8194 Supported 

H7: The fulfillment of autonomy is positively associated with an 
individual‘s satisfaction online. 0.07** 2.9248 Supported 

H8: The level of self-acceptance is positively associated with an 
individual‘s satisfaction online. 0.75*** 37.0588 Supported 

 

6.4 Chapter summary 

This chapter has presented the quantitative phase of this study. The data were 

collected through an online survey, with the results suggesting that the reliability and 

validity of the survey items were adequate. Moreover, all the proposed relationships in 

the research model were significant. The findings suggested that online identity 

reconstruction played a vital role in gratifying people‘s needs for autonomy and self-

acceptance, furthermore influencing users‘ overall satisfaction online. 
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CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION 

7.1 Study one (qualitative study) 

7.1.1 Advancing self-discrepancy theory with the true self  

The traditional self-discrepancy theory proposed three domains of the self: the actual 

self, the ought self, and the ideal self. The theory also suggested that the ought self and 

the ideal self are significant standards and directions for people to form and present their 

identity (Higgins, 1987, 1989). However, the results of study one suggested that in 

addition to the ought self and the ideal self, people are also willing to behave in 

accordance with their true self. The traditional self-discrepancy theory is thus 

exhaustive in interpreting the reconstruction of identity and self-guide in the anonymous 

environment. Therefore, by incorporating the true self, the current study proposed an 

advanced self-discrepancy theory in which the true self is also an important part of 

individuals‘ identity and self-guide. The results of this study also validated the advanced 

self-discrepancy theory and provided possible explanations for why the true self was left 

out in the traditional self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987, 1989).  

The results revealed that unambiguously positive personality traits were classified 

into not only the ought self and the ideal self but also the positive true self. By 

definition, the positive true self is the intrinsic ideas about what people really think and 

believe, the ought self and the ideal self in self-guide consist of individuals‘ own ideas 

about their duties, wishes, and aspirations. In some cases, duties, wishes, and aspirations 

are also the ideas that people intrinsically wish to achieve. Hence, it is difficult to 

distinguish the positive true self from the ought self and the ideal self. In other words, 

the positive true self generally overlaps with the ought self and the ideal self. This 

outcome is also in line with the results that all the unambiguously positive personalities 

were evenly distributed in the three domains of the self (the ideal self, the ought self, 
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and the positive true self). This might be the reason why the true self was not included 

as the self-guide in the traditional self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987, 1989).  

In addition, the exclusion of the true self in the traditional self-discrepancy theory 

may also be explained from the perspective of the self-determination theory. Self-

determination theory suggests that external regulations (i.e., extrinsic motivations) could 

be transformed into internal regulations (i.e., intrinsic motivations) (Deci et al., 1994). 

This process is referred to as internalization where there are two different types of 

internalization: introjection and integration (Deci et al., 1994). In introjection, the 

external regulation is partially internalized, which means an individual ―takes in‖ the 

regulation, but doesn‘t accept it as his or her own (Deci & Ryan, 2000). This individual 

does something because he or she feels that he or she has to do it, not because he or she 

wants to do it; these include the duties, responsibilities, and obligations of the ought 

self. In integration, the external regulation is fully internalized, which means an 

individual recognizes the value of an activity, fully accepting and integrating it with his 

or her own goals (Deci & Ryan, 2000), such as the intrinsic beliefs, consciousness, 

hopes, and aspirations in the positive true self and the ideal self.  

However, it is difficult for an individual to distinguish whether an external regulation 

is partially or fully internalized. That is the reason why people cannot clearly distinguish 

the positive true self from the ought self and the ideal self, which is also in line with the 

finding of this study that the positive true self was mixed up with the ought self and the 

ideal self in the physical world. The above might constitute another explanation of why 

the true self was left out of the traditional self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987, 

1989). 

Even though there is no clear distinction between the positive true self and the ought 

self or the ideal self, the positive true self is an important part of people‘s identity and 
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self-guide (Rogers, 1951). People are highly motivated to express such an essential 

aspect of themselves in social interactions (Baumeister, 1998; Gollwitzer, 1986). The 

results also revealed that the negative true self was not suitable to be expressed in the 

physical world. As a consequence, an individual‘s self-guide in the physical world 

consists of the ought self, the ideal self, and the positive true self (as shown in Figure 

7.1.1-a). 

The results of study one also indicated that people might reconstruct their identity in 

order to express more of the true self (especially the negative true self) in the 

anonymous online environment. As the results revealed, people were pressured by 

various constraints in the real world. The true self, especially the negative true self, 

cannot be easily expressed in daily life. It was suggested that individuals‘ true self is 

more likely to be active in the online world than in the offline world (Bargh et al., 

2002). Compared to the real world, most people regard the cyberspace as an 

anonymous, free, and open environment, which provides a better platform to act out the 

true self (especially the negative true self). In the cyberspace, individuals can express 

more of the negative true self when reconstructing their identity and self-guide which is 

also reflected in the results about the allocation of negative personalities in people‘s 

identity and self-guide. The personality trait adjectives, which were classified into the 

negative true self by participants with high percentage, were also classified into the 

category of being suitable to be expressed in the physical. In addition to the negative 

true self, individuals can also customize both the ought self and the ideal self on the 

basis of their own ideas when reconstructing their identity and self-guide in the 

anonymous cyberspace (as shown in Figure 7.1.1-b) (Hu et al., 2015). 

By expressing more of the true self with a reconstructed virtual identity, an 

individual can reduce the discrepancy between his or her identity and self-guide, 
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therefore, becoming motivated and satisfied in the online world (Higgins, 1987). People 

are intrinsically motivated to regard the true self as their self-guide and include more of 

the true self when reconstructing their identity in the cyberspace. The expression of the 

true self online also fulfills individuals‘ needs for competence, relatedness, and 

autonomy; moreover, it is essential for individuals‘ psychological growth, integrity, and 

well-being.  

 

Figure ‎7.1.1: Self-guide in the physical world and the online world 

7.1.2 Motivations for expressing more of the true self online  

The current study also identified four reasons that motivate people to express more 

of the true self in the anonymous environment. According to the self-determination 

theory (Ryan & Deci, 2002), the behaviors of individuals are driven to fulfill three 

innate psychological needs. Behaving according to more of the true self online fulfills 

individuals‘ needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy. 

The need for competence suggests that people desire to perform effectively in order 

to obtain the experience of being competent (Deci & Ryan, 2000; White, 1959). The 

results of study one revealed that the online-offline dissociation diminished people‘s 

concerns about acting out both the positive and negative true self online. Their online 

behaviors will not be directly connected to their physical life. The incidence of 
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anonymity and less restraint online also enables individuals to reconstruct their virtual 

identity more freely and openly, such as expressing more of the true self. Therefore, 

people can behave in accordance with their own ideas more effectively during 

communications on the Internet than when face-to-face. This makes them feel 

competent. For example, a shy person, who feels frustrated when interacting with 

strangers in the offline world, may be competent in online communications without the 

disclosure of his or her corporal body.  

These results were in line with previous studies which suggested that technological 

communication acts as a facilitator for people who cannot articulate their inner thoughts 

and/or feelings effectively in face-to-face communication because of the risk of 

embarrassment or disapproval (Bryant et al., 2006; Manning & Ray, 1993). McKenna et 

al. (2002) also found that socially anxious people could better express their true self on 

the Internet than in the real world. Additionally, introverted and neurotic people who 

have difficulties in face-to-face social interactions are more likely to benefit from the 

anonymity of the Internet and express their true self in the cyberspace (Amichai-

Hamburger et al., 2002). 

The need for relatedness implies that people desire to be connected to, and be 

supported by others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Individuals want 

to be cared for by others and feel that they are part of a community (Ryan & Deci, 

2002). For the people who regard other Internet users as listeners, they are hoping that 

their true self is heard, understood, and accepted by others. The result showed that 

people feel understood and supported when they reveal their true self to like-minded 

people online. Disclosing the true self would create empathic bonds between people and 

facilitate the establishment of close relationships (Bargh et al., 2002).  
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Therefore, acting out the true self fulfills individuals‘ need for relatedness. 

Individuals who express more of the true self online are more likely to build new 

relationships with strangers and have ―Internet only‖ friends (Tosun & Lajunen, 2009). 

Previous research found that people were more likely to establish close relationships 

with others in the online world with a greater extent expression of the true self 

(McKenna et al., 2002). Moreover, this kind of online relationship is under control; 

people can build or break these relationships based on their own volition and thought. 

The need for autonomy suggests that people desire to act with a sense of volition in 

order to feel psychologically free (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The findings thus indicated that 

the various constraints in the offline world would prevent people from expressing their 

true self. In the physical world, it would be usually difficult to lay bare one‘s own 

bosom to others, especially the negative ones because no one is willing to share the dark 

aspects of his or her self to friends and family. However, people need to express those 

personalities, minds, beliefs, and consciousness (Rogers, 1951). Indeed, the opportunity 

to express the greater extent of the true self online (especially the negative true self) 

satisfies individuals‘ needs for autonomy. Their behaviors in acting out the true self 

online are self-determined. According to the results, it was clear that there were 

relatively fewer restraints and responsibilities on the Internet; people could decide what 

to say and what to do on the basis of their own ideas. They can be completely 

anonymous, and behave according to their true self with less fear of being identified and 

negatively evaluated. These occurrences were supported by the prior study, which 

suggested that autonomy in the anonymous environment enables individuals to 

experiment with new behaviors and explore their hidden identity (Christopherson, 

2007). 
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7.2 Study two (quantitative study) 

By adopting the advanced self-discrepancy theory, study two investigated how 

virtual identity reconstruction affects individuals‘ psychological well-being (including 

the fulfillment of autonomy and self-acceptance), thereby influencing people‘s overall 

satisfaction in the anonymous online environment. The results revealed that the 

decreased expression of the ought self online was positively related to an individual‘s 

autonomy and self-acceptance. The anonymous online environment frees people from 

the general duties and responsibilities of the physical world (Hu et al., 2014). In this 

case, an individual can choose to present less of the ought self because he or she does 

not have to worry about the expectations and evaluations of others with a reconstructed 

identity in the online world (Hu et al., 2015). Thus, he or she will be less pressured and 

his or her sense of self-acceptance increases, thus becoming more autonomous. This 

finding was in line with previous research which found that people might feel like they 

are being controlled when they were pressured to do something (Deci & Ryan, 1985), 

and that use of Facebook satisfied people‘s intrinsic needs for autonomy (Reinecke et al., 

2014). Moreover, behaving in a manner that is intended to meet others‘ expectations 

diminishes the feeling of self-acceptance (Carson & Langer, 2006).  

Additionally, the results also suggested that the increased expression of the ideal self 

online was positively associated with the fulfillment of an individual‘s autonomy and 

self-acceptance. On the Internet, individuals can reconstruct their identity based on their 

ideal self (Yurchisin et al., 2005), so presenting the characteristics that they desire to 

possess. The anonymous online world hence provides people with a unique environment 

better to fulfill their wishes, hopes, and aspirations with a reconstructed virtual identity 

(Hu et al., 2015). With a more desirable identity, people tend to be more autonomous 

and accept themselves to a greater extent in the anonymous environment. This finding 

was consistent with prior studies suggesting that people feel autonomous when their 
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behaviors are initiated by their own desires (Deci & Ryan, 1995, 2000) and that the use 

of social network platforms has positive an influence on self-acceptance (Jung, 

Pawlowski, & Kim, 2017).  

Moreover, the current study found a positive relationship between the increased 

expression of the negative true self online and the fulfillment of an individual‘s 

autonomy and self-acceptance. In order to leave a good impression on others in the 

physical world, most people will choose to hide those negative personality traits, ideas, 

beliefs, and consciousness that conflict with general social norms and expectations 

(Carson & Langer, 2006). The anonymity of the Internet frees people from the negative 

outcomes of expressing their negative true self. People can behave in a manner that they 

intrinsically prefer in the online world with fewer concerns for disapproval from others 

(Suler, 2004). The opportunity to express the negative true self also contributes to an 

individual‘s self-acceptance, as self-acceptance refers to the acceptance of not only the 

positive sides of the self but also the negative sides (Ceyhan & Ceyhan, 2011). 

Therefore, people become more autonomous and self-accepting when they can express 

more of their negative true self online. This finding was consistent with previous 

research which suggested that the expression of the true self on Facebook (especially 

aspects of the hidden self) is positively related to acceptance-seeking (Seidman, 2014). 

Furthermore, study two found that both the self-acceptance level and autonomy were 

positively associated with the satisfaction of users online. Previous research has 

suggested that individuals‘ self-acceptance level and the feeling of autonomy are two 

significant standards for the evaluation of people‘s psychological well-being (Ryff, 

1989). As mentioned above, virtual identity reconstruction was positively associated 

with an individual‘s autonomy and self-acceptance. Identity reconstruction makes 

people feel autonomous and provides more feelings of freedom when interacting with 
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others. People are happy and satisfied with the characteristics that they present through 

their reconstructed virtual identity, which results in a greater extent of self-acceptance. 

People with a higher level of self-acceptance tend to evaluate themselves positively 

(Ryff, 1989). Hence, the positive experience they obtain through their reconstructed 

virtual identity leads to their overall satisfaction online. This finding was in line with the 

existing study which found a positive relationship between satisfaction and well-being 

(Chiu et al., 2013) 
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION 

The current study adopted the sequential exploratory design. First, a qualitative study 

was conducted, which found that the true self should be involved as a part of an 

individual‘s identity and self-guide in both the online and offline worlds (answering 

RQ1, results presented in Chapter 5). In addition, the qualitative study uncovered four 

reasons that motivate people to express more of the true self in the online world through 

inductive content analysis (answering RQ2, results presented in Chapter 5). After that, a 

quantitative study was employed on the basis of the qualitative study to test the 

advanced self-discrepancy theory. The quantitative study found that the expression of 

the self had significant influences on psychological well-being (answering RQ3, results 

presented in Chapter 6), while psychological well-being was positively associated with 

overall satisfaction (answering RQ4, results presented in Chapter 6). 

Bargh et al. (2002) suggested that the true self actually exists psychologically, but is 

not fully expressed in social life. Owing to the aforementioned four motivations 

(namely, anonymity, less restraints, online-offline dissociation, and online listeners), 

most people agree that the Internet provides a more open and freer environment for self-

expression, especially for the negative true self. The expression of negative 

personalities, minds, beliefs, and consciousness is one of the most significant 

distinctions for the true self expression in the physical world and in the online world. 

The current study found that the true self was an important part of an individual‘s 

identity and self-guide. The positive true self overlaps with the ought self and the ideal 

self when people (re)constructing their self-guide and identity in both the online and 

offline world. The negative true self is hidden to avoid conflictions with social norms 

and expectations in the physical world. When in the anonymous online environment, the 
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negative true self hidden in the physical world will be discharged due to the release of 

social norms and laws.  

In order to make the traditional self-discrepancy theory more comprehensive, the 

qualitative study (study one) incorporated the true self into the theory as the fourth 

domain of the self, proposing an advanced self-discrepancy theory. When reconstructing 

identity and self-guide in the cyberspace, the self-discrepancy between an individual‘s 

virtual identity and self-guide will be reduced by expressing more of the true self 

(especially the negative true self) and involving the customized ought self and ideal self 

based on his or her own ideas. As a consequence, people will be more motivated and 

satisfied in the anonymous environment (Higgins, 1987, 1989). Meanwhile, expressing 

more of the true self online also fulfills the three intrinsic needs proposed in the self-

determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2002), making people more 

motivated online.  

8.1 Contributions 

This research contributes to both literature and practice in the following ways. In 

study one, the true self is regarded as a two-dimension concept (i.e., the positive true 

self and the negative true self) to investigate the expression of the true self in both the 

physical and online world. To the best of my knowledge, this is the first time that the 

true self is delved into from two different perspectives, which may facilitate the research 

about human behaviors in the cyberspace (such as Internet frauds and cybercrimes).  

Most importantly, the current study advances the traditional self-discrepancy theory 

by incorporating the true self as an important aspect of an individual‘s identity and self-

guide. The results suggest that, as the self-guide, the positive true self overlaps with the 

ought self and the ideal self, and can be expressed in both the online and offline world; 

whereas the negative true self, which conflicts with social norms and expectations, is 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 M
ala

ya



134 

 

not suitable for being expressed in the physical world. The proposed two dimensions of 

the true self in this study can help to better explain why the true self is not taken into 

account by the traditional self-discrepancy theory in the physical world. 

Additionally, study one suggests that expressing the true self online is a self-

determined behavior where there are four reasons that motivate people to express more 

of the true self in the anonymous environment. Individuals‘ needs for competence, 

relatedness, and autonomy are fulfilled when they behave according to their true self 

online. This also supports the inclusion of the true self in the advanced self-discrepancy 

theory in the cyberspace. 

Study two also has several theoretical contributions. First, from the perspective of 

identity reconstruction and psychological well-being, study two proposes a research 

model to investigate the manner in which online identity reconstruction influences 

people‘s satisfaction in an anonymous environment by affecting individuals‘ fulfillment 

of autonomy and self-acceptance. The results suggested that online identity 

reconstruction is significantly associated with an individual‘s psychological well-being. 

In addition, the results of study two also found a positive relationship between one‘s 

psychological well-being and overall satisfaction in the anonymous environment. These 

findings shed lights on the role of online identity reconstruction and provide deeper 

insights into satisfaction from the perspective of psychological well-being. Apart from 

this, it is the first time that the advanced self-discrepancy theory is adopted to explore 

users‘ satisfaction toward an anonymous online environment. The findings of study two 

have also validated that the advanced self-discrepancy theory is suitable to explore 

identity reconstruction in the anonymous online environment. Moreover, study two has 

introduced some new constructs (such as the ought self, the ideal self, and the negative 
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true self) into the research on psychological well-being, which uncovers new directions 

to improve people‘s psychological status.  

The findings of the current study also have some practical implications. Based on the 

results of study one, the online service providers are advised to implement features that 

support virtual identity reconstruction, so that individuals can express more of the true 

self with reconstructed identities. For example, they can try to reduce the unnecessary 

rules and limitations (such as word limit of posts) on the online platforms to provide 

users with more freedom to express their true self. However, if the service provider aims 

to build a positive and harmonious environment, some monitoring mechanisms (such as 

sensitive words detection and control) should be implemented at the same time. 

Otherwise, some people may express their negative true self excessively, such as 

spreading a lot of information about violence. Hence, it is important to balance the 

freedom in the expression of the negative true self online and the atmosphere on the 

platforms.  

The findings of study two also have some implications for practice. According to the 

positive relationships between virtual identity reconstruction and an individual‘s 

psychological well-being found in this study, the service providers can try to develop 

more functions over which users have control and can disclose the various aspects of the 

self in the way they desire. For example, to help users to better express their ideal self, 

practitioners can design more customized features in profiles and cover pages. To 

reduce the constraints of the ought self and promote the expression of the true self, 

service providers should try to build a free and open online environment by increasing 

the anonymity level of users, such as allow anonymous posts. Moreover, the results 

have also suggested that psychological well-being can enhance user satisfaction. 

Therefore, it is important for service providers to develop some features to improve 
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users‘ autonomy and self-acceptance. For example, designing a ―memory feed‖ feature 

that summarizes what was happening on the same day in the previous year may enhance 

the self-acceptance of users. By comparing the past and the present, users can thus see 

their shortcomings in the past and the improvements they have made up to now, thereby, 

increasing their self-acceptance level. What is more, the practitioners can update the 

terms and conditions to give users more freedom when interacting with others to 

increase their autonomy.  

8.2 Limitations and future research 

Despite the fact that the present research has various contributions to both literature 

and practice, it should be evaluated with some limitations. With respect to study one, 

similar to other qualitative studies, the research is conducted in a given context. The 

participants of this study were recruited from interest-based social network 

communities. Future research could be conducted in other contexts to replicate the 

results, such as involving online forums. Additionally, Anderson‘s personality trait list 

includes 555 adjectives. In order to reduce the complexity of the interview, study one 

only selected 30 personality trait adjectives from the list to explore whether the true self 

is a part of people‘s identity and self-guide in the cyberspace. More personality trait 

adjectives can be used in future research. Aside from this reality, the excessive 

expression of the negative true self may have negative influences on other Internet users 

(such as cybercrimes) (Jones & Choo, 2014). Future research could hence be conducted 

to explore the associations between the expression of the negative true self online and 

cybercrimes. For study two, it was a cross-sectional study. The research data were 

collected during a certain period, preventing the study from investigating whether 

people‘s autonomy, self-acceptance, or satisfaction change over time. Hence, 

longitudinal studies could be conducted in the future to explore whether these dependent 

variables develop and change over time. In addition, longitudinal studies can also try to 
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investigate the role of personality traits in online identity reconstruction, given that 

personality traits are significantly associated with the expression of the true self online 

(Marriott & Buchanan, 2014; Tosun, 2012). Being that the respondents in study one and 

study two were Chinese QQ members, the cultural background should be taken into 

consideration when generalizing the research findings. Therefore, future research might 

be conducted on other social network platforms or in other cultures to replicate this 

study.  
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