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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

To explain this study, here is a definition of social media: Social media is the collective 

of online communications channels dedicated to community-based input, interaction, content-

sharing and collaboration. Websites and applications dedicated to forums, microblogging, social 

networking, social bookmarking, social curation, and wikis are among the different types of 

social media (Rouse, 2018). Social media sites such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram allow 

individuals to freely share, post and update family and friends about their lives. 

 According to the Pew Research Center, about 70 percent of Americans use social media 

to connect with and to communicate to others. Out of that 70 percent, 88 percent of these 

individuals are young adults 18-29 years of age. This percentage is expected to increase in 2020 

(Portal, 2018). The ownership of a social media account is ubiquitous within the millennial age 

group. In fact, research states young adults are the earliest social media adapters and continue to 

use these sites at high levels (Pew, 2018).  

The apparent large presence of millennial ownership of social networking accounts 

allows job recruiters to consult these accounts to examine potential job candidates for open 

positions. According to Career Builder, nearly 65 percent of all businesses use social networking 

sites to research potential job candidates. Recruiters and employers take advantage of social 

media to learn more about the potential candidate. This means most recent college graduates will 

have their social networking sites explored during the application process. The percentage of 

employers searching social media sites has increased 8 percent from the 2016 study (Jansons, 

2017).  
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 What exactly does an employer look for while screening a candidate’s social networking 

site? Content can vary depending on the values of the employer, but the following are some red 

flags: provocative or inappropriate images, drug use, images related to alcohol and 

discriminatory comments about age, race and gender. All these factors listed are prominently 

discouraging for the recruiter. For instance, if a recruiter can identify inappropriate content on a 

candidate’s social networking profile, there is a higher chance the recruiter will not continue with 

that application process (Workopolis, 2015).  

The hiring team has a big responsibility in recruiting a new employer. Not using the 

available, free and public tools around them could be a mistake. About 39 percent of employers 

said they found reason to employ the candidate from what they found on social media, up 11 

percent from the 2017 study (Jansons, 2017). They did this by finding candidates’ background 

information that supports the company’s culture (Jansons, 2017). Career Builder research also 

shares that 52 percent of employers who use social networking sites as part of their recruitment 

research have found content on these sites to cause them to not hire the potential candidate, a 5 

percent increase from the 2016 study (Jansons, 2017).  

 The organization hiring has a reputation it wants to maintain, ad hiring someone who 

posts inappropriate images or makes questionable comments will not contribute positively to that 

reputation. Once hired, the employee should continue being cautious about what they post online 

because the screening doesn’t end with the hiring process, Career Builder also revealed that 48 

percent of employers review their current employees’ social networking profiles on an ongoing 

basis and hold each employee accountable for what he or she posts online. 

 College-aged students who are about to enter the workforce face this consideration of 

their social media accounts, and this consideration can be positive or negative. For instance, 
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social media content could be the reason college students land a career fresh out of college or it 

could be the reason they don’t get hired at all. Other college students, however, may fail realize 

the impact of their social media content. College students who don’t realize the impact of social 

media have the potential to face negative repercussions. It is up to the social media user to 

promote their best self on their given social networking sites for recruiters, the organizations the 

user is member of and for one’s own online reputation.  

 This current study explores how millennials’ online perceptions are affecting their 

employment opportunities. Living in this digital age, all young adults and college students 

should be conscious of their online perception. This study exposes more information on what 

employers and recruiters do not want to see while screening a potential candidate’s social media. 

It will test the effects of a created social media user engaging in inappropriate images of sexual 

content and illegal drug use. This study focuses on how images related to sexual content and 

illegal drug use can impact one’s credibility and employment opportunities. After all, public 

perception is reality and if that reality has the potential to hurt an organization’s reputation, the 

potential candidate probably won’t be offered a position. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Students’ Relationship with Social Networks  
 

 Facebook leads the other types of social networking applications for college students with 

about 7.5 million registered users at more than 2,000 colleges (Karl, 2009). Pew also found that 

74 percent of all social network users currently use Facebook daily. Facebook users, along with 

any owner of a social networking site, have the freedom to post virtually anything. Some studies 

suggest students’ perception of what they post on social media is somewhat private which allows 

them to share details of their life that are deemed intimate (Karl, 2009). Other students’ decisions 

to post certain content can be reflected through using the Internet to connect with like-minded 

individuals over a common interest.  

 For some students, especially freshmen, showing the public their alcohol use and sexual 

activity through social networking sites can be a rite of passage (Lo, 2000). Previous literature 

shows about 95 percent of over 2,000 students surveyed admitted to consuming alcohol at least 

once in the past, while about 89 percent students shared they have consumed alcohol within a 

year of taking the survey (Lo, 2000).  

 For many incoming freshmen, the desire to fit in and make friends can hinder them from 

making the appropriate choices when it comes to posting content on social media. Students have 

the perception that alcohol and illegal drug use is a prominent part of the college culture. 

Therefore, to enhance their social acceptability, students would post images of and comments 

about these activities. Some students even go as far as posting material that is seen as offensive 

in nature to shock their audience (Karl, 2009).  
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 This current study can be used to build upon the current research results of Joy Peluchette 

& Katherine Karl which relates social media images to the perception of the social media user. 

Their results revealed that students who portrayed a sexually appealing, wild, or offensive image 

want fewer people, such as employers and family, to view their profile than if the students 

portrayed a hardworking perception on their social networking profile. They define ‘hardworking 

perception’ as one who portrays intelligence in their profile or on their given social network. An 

example of this might be content from a student who places great importance on their grades and 

academic success due to aspirations they might have beyond college, such as graduate school or 

a professional program. The authors concluded that students cater their social media image to 

convey a certain perception about themselves. Results suggest those students who post 

inappropriate images and problematic information do so to impress their peers and for shock 

value to one’s audience (Karl, 2009). 

Benefits of Recruiting Through Social Media  
 

 There are several benefits to using social media to recruit candidates such as cost-

effectiveness, speed and efficiency (Andrews, 2012). Social media is free platform which allows 

for a broad range of audiences, including college students with limited disposable income. 

Recruiters can benefit from the speed of social media; users can communicate with each another 

across the world in real time. This capability also highlights social media’s efficiency; recruiters 

benefit from an instant global reach while searching for candidates. One can reach anyone 

around the globe by using social media, traveling beyond the means of traditional 

communication of radio, television or newspaper (Brown, 2011).  

 Social media also is a convenient, accessible form of communication. It gives recruiters 

the ability to target a specific population. Facebook is also an avenue to connect people with 
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similar goals through joining a “group,” which could be about any specific unifying item or 

issue.  

 Modern technology gives recruiters control while screening potential candidates’ social 

media accounts. Social media networks facilitate a network made of online interactions. This 

context contributes to the reduction of information barriers and boundaries between one’s private 

and public networks, demonstrated when recruiters gain access to and use information about 

students on social media via their connections to alumni associations (Shultz, 2015).   

Issues with Using Social Media for HR Decisions 
 

 HR departments use social networking sites such as LinkedIn to research job candidates 

and to monitor current employees. LinkedIn was made for people to present their business 

profile for potential employers; however, some other networks (Facebook, Twitter and 

Instagram) cater more to personal use. HR departments can and often do use sites such as 

Facebook, Twitter and Instagram to screen candidates. Yet no matter the platform used, there are 

no clear guidelines for what kind information gleaned from social media Human Resources (HR) 

can use during the screening process. This practice should call for following an ethical protocol 

to determine the nature of a candidate’s profile. This uncertainty leads some organizations to 

request access to view a potential candidate’s networking profile before hiring or even 

interviewing them. 

The use of these sites for recruitment purposes are increasing by the decade, but there are 

several issues relating to this practice. According to previous research, the first issue is how it 

impacts the applicant pool (Shultz, 2015). For example, despite the high numbers of social media 

users, not everyone has all social networking profiles. Additionally, not everyone uses the social 
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networking sites at a consistent level. For instance, using this method can allow for a more 

targeted applicant pool and therefore produce more qualified employees (Davison, 2011).  

A second issue with screening candidate’s social media for recruitment reasons is that 

different industries put more of an emphasis on social media than others. Assuming each 

recruitment team of different fields are looking for different qualifications for their candidates, 

their strategies to find those candidates online are going to fluctuate. For example, the HR team 

for industrial engineers will review one’s social media presence less critically than the HR team 

for a PR agency. Yet although the recruitment technique is industry-specific, all members of any 

business or organization need to put a strong emphasize on portraying a consistent image. No 

matter the nature of the post, one needs to portray their true character throughout their profile.

 A third problem with using social networking sites to screen candidates is that it is seen 

as controversial (Shultz, 2015). There is little certainty about how the screening process meets 

corporate codes or standards of ethics created by the organization’s stakeholders. This protocol 

or procedures should require those screening the potential candidate to participate in an ethical 

training course to discuss decision-making morality and the impact of the organization’s values 

(Shultz, 2015). Using social media to screen candidates is also controversial because social 

media demonstrates there is a blurry line between the candidate’s professional life and personal 

life.  

Credibility can be a fourth issue and is a major concern when it comes to the truthfulness 

of one’s online image. The person creating the content could be lying about their image or 

credentials online. Even worse, the social media user applying for the job may have a very 

common name, which could inadvertently call their credibility into question when another 

profile under the same name and with questionable content is found by a recruiter. Recruiters in 
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the screening process need to ensure they are judging the profile for the correct individual 

applying for the job to accurately understand the potential employee’s credibility.   

 The recruitment team in any type of industry can argue a fifth problem: the information 

found on social media requires them to fact-check anything they find suspicious (Shultz, 2015). 

Evidence suggests users have different online profiles for different reasons. Not all social media 

handlers are engaged online (Shultz, 2015). This means not everyone on the given social 

network, whether that be Facebook, Twitter or Instagram etc., spends the same amount of time 

on those sites. Some potential candidates may have very limited personal information about 

themselves online, while some potential candidates may have their whole lives on display. Along 

with content, privacy options are dependent on the user. For example, each social networking 

site gives the user the option to make information private or public.  

Bias for Recruitment  
 

Organizations have issues and risks associated with screening a potential employee’s 

social media profile. Risks include protection of privacy, biases during the interview process or 

the influence of social desirability bias. One argument of the risks involved with the privacy 

aspect of social networking sites is employers have no hypothetical constructs to consistently 

determine the nature of one’s social media profile. This means that because the recruiter has 

limited information on the candidate, they do not have explanations as to why the certain 

candidate engages in precise media behaviors. Most of the recruiters do not personally know the 

candidate; they can only ponder the perception of the user’s profile from context. Thus, one can 

make the argument that social media data is not relevant to the hiring process (Brown, 2011). 

Although it is currently 2018 and people are becoming more and more accepting than in years in 

the past, biases still occur for both the employer and the candidate. 
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 According to previous literature, social networking sites easily allow the potential for 

individual biases to affect hiring and screening decisions. Research indicates that callbacks were 

given out more to people with a prototypical Caucasian name vs. someone with an ethnic name 

(Bertrand, 2004). The 2004 study published by the American Economic Association has revealed 

that names which “sounded Caucasian” received 50 percent more callbacks for interviews than 

names which “sounded African-American.” The study also found callbacks are also more 

responsive to resume quality for White names than for African-American names. Despite race, 

bias, culture or the “sound of names,” social media allows for employers to put a face to the 

applicant.  

 Individuals on social media may also seem “too perfect” to a recruiter, causing them to 

question the credibility of the applicant. For instance, some social networking accounts can 

conform to the expectations of the recruiter, decreasing the reliability of an accurate impression 

(Shultz, 2015). Modern technology lets people create multiple profiles for themselves. One’s 

need for online self-monitoring can depend on which desired role is portrayed on which account. 

If one is aware that their online profiles will be judged by recruiters, they will cater their profiles 

to represent a hardworking perception (Karl, 2009). If one fails to consider the impact of social 

media on employment status, they will not have as successful an outcome.  

Social Media in the Recruitment Process 
 

 According to previous literature, companies around the world have been using social 

media including LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter, WeChat, Instagram, Pinterest, Google+, YouTube 

and other social networking sites in their recruitment process for several years (Belton, 2014). 

The most effective way to use social media as a recruitment tool is to use a combination of the 

multiple social media accounts. Another way to use social networks for recruitment is to help 
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identify passive job seekers. Passive job seekers inform recruiters which positions they might be 

interested in. Depending on a company’s goals and objectives, this strategy can involve using a 

specific form of social media over another, such as using LinkedIn more heavily than Facebook 

or Instagram. The goal with this method is to seek social media users with content strategies that 

align with the organization’s strategies (Headworth, 2015). 

 One technique recruiters use to align goals is sourcing, which is the proactive 

identification, engagement and assessment of talent focusing solely on non-applicants (typically 

passive talent). The end goal is producing qualified, interested and available candidates 

(Headworth, 2015). Although using the sourcing method is different from the recruitment 

method, both help the recruiter find the ideal candidate.  

 Sourcing requires understanding internet taxonomy, breaking down a URL to reveal 

hidden content and pulling together multiple information sources. Effective communication must 

then take place after the sourcing to provide the organization with the potential candidate. If the 

recruiter cannot communicate effectively to the potential employee, there are no advancements. 

Recruiting, however, requires project management skills and sales ability. Project management is 

being able to craft an effective workflow complete with timelines, responsibilities and 

assessments. This is the recruiter’s ability to “acquire” the potential candidate to fill the role of 

the open position (Headworth, 2015).  

 Facebook is an excellent source for recruitment purposes because recruiters can directly 

search for the candidate with the Facebook search bar. Headworth (2015) listed several ways the 

search bar can be implemented in the recruitment process by looking for the following 

individuals: People who work at <company name>. People who live in <location>. People who 

are from <location>. People who used to work at <company>. People who used to work at 
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<company> and live in <location>. <English graduates> who live in <location> and speak 

<language>. People who graduated from university <name> after <date>. These tasks can 

narrow the search for recruiters to find the best, most qualified candidates for the open position. 

This data underscores the necessity of practicing appropriate postings on any social media site 

because of the potential for recruiter searches.  

Social Media as a Networking Tool 
 

 According to 2010 research, companies are rewarded for being engaging with their 

audience on social media. This trend of engaging an organization with its customers is becoming 

more and more common with the growing numbers of social media adapters (Anand, 2010). To 

support this statement, companies can reach a niche audience through modern online platforms 

easier than ever before (Belton, 2014).  

 Social media allows organizations to connect with their customers, employers and 

stakeholders by developing face-to-face interactions in a virtual setting. For example, an 

organization’s communication management team can engage with its audience and potential 

candidates by sharing anything from behind-the-scenes previews to real-time event coverage 

(Anand, 2010). 

 Organizations can use social media for recruitment purposes in many ways. One strategy 

is to first have the organization place advertisements or mention job opportunities on social 

media sites. Doing so attracts potential candidates who are currently looking for a job. The 

organization and the future employer share the common goal of seeking employment. Social 

media benefits both the organization and the applicant by providing a means of communication. 

Organizations can learn a lot more about a candidate through a given social network than in a 
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traditional interview setting. Depending on how much information the potential candidate 

displays online, social media can give recruiters a better understanding of them (Anand, 2010).  

 Facebook is one of the major growing social networking sites, having the benefit of its 

impressive record of making things simple and user-friendly. In his book, Anand repeatedly 

mentioned that using social media for an organization’s advantage is “the new way of doing 

things.” He further explains how social media makes dialogue on the Internet more manageable 

and how Facebook’s growth is due to its skill in making communication tasks trivial for users.  

Strategies for Screening Candidates 
 

 Belton claims a Facebook page allows companies to give their audience a better idea of 

the work environment (Belton, 2014). He believes organizations must reach the right candidates 

through the most appropriate platform: Facebook for graduates, LinkedIn for mid-career 

professionals, Meetup for professional specialties in short supply and Yammer for internal 

candidates (Belton, 2014). Correct usage of social media should benefit the company by enabling 

it to develop effective strategies to brand and market the its qualities. The company’s overall 

strategy should be supported by the strategies prepared for recruitment and the hiring process. 

Additionally, the company should support the HR team, board members and others who 

participate in this open channel of communication with potential candidates (Anand, 2010). 

 Belton also believes companies benefit from using social media recruitment strategies, 

such as creating a Twitter hashtag while recruiters are at career fair venues. Hashtags can be used 

for the potential candidates to ask the company questions via social media. The recruitment team 

can also use hashtags to pots updates and to encourage the audience to visit the website for 

additional information about the organization.  
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 Using YouTube videos of graduates talking about their everyday experience as new 

employees is another strategy organizations can use. Potential candidates can view these 

insightful testimonials, which tend to increase their interest in the organization. Social media 

strategies combined with targeted metrics can uncover what has the most impact and where to 

invest future efforts (Belton, 2014).  

 A strategic approach has the expected advantage of multiple employees becoming a part 

of the recruitment team. The recruiters are using the hashtags, business insiders are giving 

answers to possible questions and recent employers are promoting the culture of the work-life 

through YouTube videos. More team effort means more advances in reaching a broad audience 

and appealing the organization’s qualities to possible workers (Belton, 2014).  

 The employers with an influential social network presence know the importance of social 

media and therefore, must support the company’s strategy for using social networks for 

implementing a successful recruitment. Good social media management can develop a virtual 

personality for the company as the employers engage with the audience. By using social media 

for recruitment purposes, an organization can effectively engage with high-quality candidates to 

produce dynamic, high-performing employees (Belton, 2014). 

Hypotheses 
 

 The research problem is whether the presence or absence of specific social media content 

hurts the nature of the individual’s reputation for future employers. The research problem is 

solved by creating an experimental design. This experiment explores how social media content 

affects perception by the creation of multiple profiles. These multiple profiles will not be real; 

instead, they will be created.  
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 H-1: Posts related to illegal drug use and sexual content will lead participants to have a 

negative perception of the social media users’ credibility compared to the credibility of the social 

media user with posts featuring business casual visuals.  

 H-2: Posts related to illegal drug use and sexual content will lead participants to believe 

that such posts will impact the social media users’ professional careers negatively, compared to 

the professional careers of the social media user with posts featuring business casual visuals.  

 Existing evidence shows that 83 percent of recruiters will seek candidates elsewhere if 

they see a post about the use of illegal drugs and 71 percent of recruiters will do the same after 

seeing a post related to sexual behavior (Workopolis, 2015).  

 This study focuses on posts showing illegal drug use or content of a sexual nature, which 

generates a negative reaction from the public and viewers. The conceptual definition of an illegal 

drug is a drug whose production or use is prohibited or strictly controlled via prescription 

(Oxford Dictionary, 2018). The conceptual definition of sexual content is material depicting 

sexual behavior and may be either explicit or implicit sexual behavior, such as flirting, or may 

include sexual language and euphemisms. Sexual behavior includes the lack of appropriate 

clothing outside of a proper venue. It also includes text posts implying a sexual innuendo. The 

sexual content can be subjective because what one considers sexual might not be what another 

think is sexual. It is different than a simple post of illegal drug use because in the case of a post 

related to illegal drug use, the viewer can clearly see if the social media user is engaging in such 

behavior. A sexual post, however, is more difficult to determine.  

According to the Cambridge University Press Dictionary, the conceptual definition of 

impact is to have a strong effect or influence on a situation or person (Press, 2018). In the case of 

this experiment, the impact is judged by the participant’s perception of the hypothetical social 
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media user. The researcher operationally defines impact as ranging from one to seven, one 

meaning strongly disagree to seven meaning strongly agree. The closer the impact number is to 

one, the lower the impact the participants believe social media has on employment opportunities. 

The closer the impact number is to seven, the higher the impact the participants believe social 

media has on employment opportunities. 

According to the Cambridge University Press Dictionary, the conceptual definition of 

credibility is the fact that someone can be believed or trusted (Press, 2018). In the case of this 

experiment, the credibility is measuring the perception of certain characteristics the participants 

believe the created social media user has. The researcher operationally defines credibility as 

ranging from one to seven, meaning one is strongly disagree and seven is strongly agree. Like 

with the impact aspect, the closer the credibility number is to one, the less credible the user is 

perceived to be. The closer the credibility number is to seven, the more credible the social media 

user perceived to be by the participants. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 
 

Overview 
 

 In this online experiment, participants were randomly assigned to one out of three 

conditions: (a) a Facebook post featuring sexual content; (b) a Facebook post featuring illegal 

drug use; and (c) a Facebook post acting as the control group where a woman is shown in 

business professional attire. Participants were asked to rate the credibility of the social media 

user and express whether they thought the posts may impact future employment opportunities.   

Sample 
 

 Participants (N = 190) were randomly assigned to one of three conditions – business 

casual (N = 63), sexual content (N =61), and illegal drug (N = 66). Although a total of 210 

participants finished the study, data cleaning revealed that 15 participants had not fully 

completed all measures and thus were not included in the final sampling.  

Participants are undergraduate students at a large public southeastern research university. 

Participants recruited for this study were dominantly female (94 percent), predominately students 

(68 percent), and Caucasian (77 percent). The age ranged from 16 to 76, with a mean average of 

21.6 (M =21.66, SD = 7.01). Although the youngest participant was 16 and the oldest was 76, the 

mode age recorded was 21. The average participant spends most of their social networking time 

on Snapchat every day, (M = 3.26 hours).  

Stimuli 
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 Three posts were created for this study by the researcher, a strategic communications 

senior student with experience in public relations campaigns and messaging. The first post 

featured an image of a woman in business casual attire working on her computer. She appears to 

be Caucasian, revealing her side profile from the waist up. She has dark brown hair and is 

wearing a blue buttoned short sleeve blouse and black pants. The background is a subtle gray 

blue. The woman is shown standing in profile view; only the side of her face is visible.  

The second post, for the sexual content condition, showed a woman posing in little 

clothing with dark lighting and shadows. The woman shown for this condition is revealing only 

half of her body; her face and legs are cropped. She is opening her blouse to expose her chest and 

abdomen. She appears to be Caucasian and her hair color is unidentifiable. She is shown 

standing in frontal view. 

The third post, for the illegal drug condition, featured a Caucasian woman engaged in 

smoking an illegal substance. Smoke and details on her shirt indicate that the user is engaging in 

explicit drug use. The woman is holding a glass pipe in one hand and what appears to be a lighter 

in the other. The smoke she is exhaling is green. Her sweat shirt says “THAT LOUD, 

DOPEFAM” with a graphic of headphones and a cannabis leaf. Her face is unidentifiable 

because it is covered up by the smoke, but she appears to have medium length brown hair. The 

background in this visual is black. She is shown standing in frontal view. 

The business casual and illegal drug conditions are featured in color and the sexual 

content condition is black and white. All visuals were created with photoshop using existing 

stock images acquired through Google photos. In all images, the woman occupied much of the 

post frame but her face was always unidentifiable. All attached images are in appendices at the 

end of this document.  
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Procedure  

 Recruitment for this study took place in classrooms and from the researcher’s own social 

media profile. Under IRB protocol, participants were eligible for extra credit points at the 

discretion of their respective professors. For those who did not want to participate in the study, 

extra credit was offered through an alternative assignment. 

 Participants who agreed to complete the study were asked to log in online to access the 

study hosted on a survey-based software. The link was provided to participants through the 

respective online platforms of professors contacted. After reading introductory lines reminding 

participants of the duration of the study and the general objective of the inquiry, participants 

could click to enter the actual study. Each participant was then randomly assigned to one of the 

three conditions: a social media post about sexual content; a social media post about explicit 

drug use; or a neutral image of the business casual condition. After seeing the images, the 

participants were then asked to answer a series of questions about their perception of the social 

media user’s online image and whether such posts could impact the person’s career 

opportunities. 

Measures  
 

Credibility. Participants were given seven items, all measured on a seven-point Likert 

scale of agreement, where one means strongly disagree and seven means strongly agree. The 

sample items include: This person is trustworthy. This person is not reliable. This person is 

influential. This person represents themselves in the best light. This person seems credible. This 

person is smart. This person cares about their future. The second item, “This person is not 

reliable” was recoded such that seven meant strongly agree to align with the other statements. A 
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composite score was computed following a reliability analysis (Cronbach’s g = .92, M = 24.8, 

SD = 9.22).  

Impact. Participants were given six statements with a Likert scale ranging from one to 

seven with one meaning strongly disagree and seven meaning strongly agree. Sample items 

were: I am not concerned about my online image. I think my online image has an impact on my 

job opportunities. Employers do not care about my online image. Employers pay close attention 

to my social media activity. My social media activity has a direct impact on my career. I am 

conscious on what I post on social media. Items one and two were recoded. An index labeled 

“impact” was computed. An initial reliability analysis led to the dismissal of one item (I am not 

concerned about my online image.) Thus, establishing a reliable index with five items 

(Cronbach’s g = .76, M =  10.9, SD = 4.26).  

Demographics. Participants were asked to report their gender, age, marital status, 

household income, college, highest degree earned, race, and employment status. The researcher 

analyzed the data, taking into account the average participant information mentioned previously.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 
 

H-1: Posts related to illegal drug use and sexual content compared to those featuring 

business casual visuals will lead participants to have a negative credibility perception of the 

social media user.  

An ANOVA showed a significant difference, F = 63.60, p = 0.000, between the illegal 

drug group and the business casual group. Data analysis showed business casual, N = 63, (M = 

4.70, SD = 1.01); sexual content, N = 61 (M = 3.19, SD = 0.89); illegal drug N = 66, (M = 2.76, 

SD = 1.15). Results show that what a social media user posts on social media has an impact on 

how credible they are perceived to be; the level of credibility varied on which condition the 

participants were exposed to. 

H-1 was confirmed. 

H-2: Posts related to illegal drug use and sexual content will lead participants to believe 

that such posts will negatively impact their professional careers as compared to users with posts 

featuring business casual visuals. 

An ANOVA showed an insignificant difference, F = 2.36, p = 0.09 between all the 

groups. Data analysis showed. Business casual, N = 63, (M = 2.39, SD = 0.89); sexual content 

condition, N = 61, (M = 2.15, SD = 0.79); illegal drug condition, N = 66, (M = 2.04, SD = 0.86) 

between social media activity and its impact on employment opportunities. 

H-2 was not confirmed. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 
 

This study was based on the desire to find out whether certain social media posts 

influence the perception of individuals and whether such posts can influence their careers. Data 

showed that globally participants (N = 190) believe two seemingly conflicting ideas: (a) the types 

of images one posts on their networking accounts negatively impacts the user’s credibility; and 

(b) questionable social media content does not impact their potential employment opportunities. 

First, participants, who are mostly female students enrolled in communication courses at 

a large southeastern public research university, believe credibility depends on social media 

content. Specifically, the participants in the drug-related condition and the sexual content 

condition perceived the hypothetical user to have a negative credibility. What the researcher can 

infer from the results is that participants perceived the social media user with the business casual 

condition as more credible than both the illegal drug condition and the sexual content condition. 

Additionally, participants perceived the sexual condition to be more credible than the illegal drug 

condition.  

This current study confirms previous research by Joy Peluchette & Katherine Karl 

(2009). To reiterate their findings, they found students who continually post inappropriate 

content on their social media would want less people to view their profile. For example, a student 

who places great importance on their academics and volunteer opportunities on their social 

media account would want more people to view their profile. Thus, concluding students cater 

their social media image to convey a certain perception about themselves. Students who post a 
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specific kind of content, whether that be a hardworking (business casual image) or inappropriate 

content (drug use or sexual content) do so for different audiences. 

Second, data showed that participants believe that the drug condition has little to no 

impact on employment opportunities. Previous evidence shows students have the perception that 

what they post on social media is private. Evidence further suggests that students post such 

inappropriate content to impress their peers (Karl, 2009). Although the level of privacy depends 

on the owner of the networking account, this can help explain why students believe social media 

has little impact on employment opportunities. 

The average participant believes the created social media user for the drug and the sexual 

condition has lower credibility than the business casual condition. Yet, the average participant 

also believes the created social media user with the drug condition does not have an impact on 

employment. Why do participants believe the created social media users would have different 

levels of credibility, but also that social media has little to no impact on employment 

opportunities? These findings indicate a disturbing disconnect. 

Whatever the student’s goal is will be interpreted differently depending on who views 

their profile and for which reasons. No matter the type of content, the majority of users only have 

one account per social media channel. A potential possibility for students to achieve two online 

personas would be if they created two separate networking accounts: one for “business” and one 

for “fun.”  Students could potentially portray two different perceptions to two different 

audiences. However, the risk with this is that if recruiters find multiple accounts for one 

individual, research suggests they will become skeptical of the credibility of the potential 

employee.  
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Concluding Remarks  

 The researcher has laid out the following guidelines and advice to give to HR 

Departments who use social media as a step in the hiring process. The appropriate use for this 

practice would entail that each member of the team completes an ethics course to be informed 

about which social media messages are appropriate to consider in the hiring process; and which 

messages are deemed private or personal for the candidate. This course should be catered 

towards all the different types of social media including Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, Instagram 

and Snapchat. 

The individuals participating in the screening process need to consider that LinkedIn is 

predominately used for business connections, Facebook and Instagram are predominately used 

for personal use, and Snapchat is predominately used for private exchanges. Each social network 

has specific privacy rules which need to be clear for the members participating in the screening. 

The HR Department also needs to determine the person being is the correct candidate. For 

example, due to common names, many accounts may show up when one name is searched, and 

the recruiting team needs to create a method to confirm the person being judged on social media 

is in fact the candidate applying for the position.  

 The researcher recommends all students should be more educated about how social media 

impacts employment opportunities as early as middle school. There should be a course offered to 

young teens to inform them on the risks involved with social media. The earlier the young teens 

are exposed to this information, the better the chance they will practice appropriate social 

networking strategies. This course should also be offered to all high schoolers as well as college 

freshmen to reiterate the importance of having a professional social network. This study revealed 

students lack understanding of the direct connection social media content has with potential 
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employment opportunities. Inserting this course into the daily agenda of a student at any age can 

help curb the possibility of social media hurting their reputations over a longer period of time. 
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CHAPTER 6 

LIMITATIONS 
 

 The first limitation of this study is all of the conditions presented to the participants 

included women as the stimuli. Each image was clearly identified as a female and not male.  

 The second limitation is that the majority of the participates are female students, although 

the experiment was constant in that woman are interpreting other woman as the stimuli. 

 The third limitation is that the experiment was only active for eight days. While the 

researcher tried to increase participant level during these eight days, she believes she would have 

had a higher number of participants if the experiment was active longer than eight days.  

 The fourth limitation is that the majority of the participants are part of the College of 

Communication and Information at a southeastern research institution. These students are 

studying media messages in their courses and have biases when it comes to social media.   

 This study can be improved by including men as part of the stimuli, increasing the 

number of male participants, increasing the number of days the experiment was active, 

increasing the participant pool to reach more universities and by including a more diverse group 

of participants. Specifically, the study could open the participant pool to non-students with all 

age categories welcome. This would improve the level of generalizability. The researcher would 

be curious in the results if these changes were made and another experiment took place in the 

future. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A images as stimuli: 
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Appendix B instrument screenshots: 



SOCIAL MEDIA PERCEPTIONS 

 

33 

 



SOCIAL MEDIA PERCEPTIONS 

 

34 

 



SOCIAL MEDIA PERCEPTIONS 

 

35 

 



SOCIAL MEDIA PERCEPTIONS 

 

36 

 



SOCIAL MEDIA PERCEPTIONS 

 

37 

 



SOCIAL MEDIA PERCEPTIONS 

 

38 

 



SOCIAL MEDIA PERCEPTIONS 

 

39 

 



SOCIAL MEDIA PERCEPTIONS 

 

40 

 



SOCIAL MEDIA PERCEPTIONS 

 

41 

 



SOCIAL MEDIA PERCEPTIONS 

 

42 

 

 

 



SOCIAL MEDIA PERCEPTIONS 

 

43 

 

Appendix C IRB approval letter:
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