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Abstract 

This experiment examines the effects of presentation consistency on perceived authenticity and liking in computer-

mediated communication, differentiating between profile views and short online text-based conversations. The 

experimental design is a 2 (presentation-consistent vs. -inconsistent) × 2 (profile view vs. short conversation) 

between-subjects experiment using university students (N = 173) in Singapore. Results show higher perceived 

authenticity (η2
p = .29) and liking (η2

p = .16) after short conversations than after profile views without conversations. 

When there is only a profile view, perceived authenticity is lower when the profile photo is inconsistent with the 

profile text than when it is consistent (η2
p = .05). We discuss these findings in terms of schema tuning, where 

presentation inconsistencies can be accommodated over time as individuals develop unique mental schemas 

about their communication partners. 
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Introduction 

Individuals use online platforms to form relationships and maintain existing ones (Mesch & Talmud, 2006). 

However, there are questions about how truthfully people represent themselves online, for example, in the 

context of online dating (Gibbs et al., 2011; Toma et al., 2008). Computer-mediated communication (CMC) users 

often misrepresent themselves, even when they expect future offline interactions (Toma et al., 2008). When CMC 

users anticipate subsequent offline interactions, they especially desire indicators their partners’ self-presentations 

are legitimate (Walther et al., 2009). Similarly, users of internet dating sites rely on photographs as evidence to 

support claims found in textual profile descriptions (Ellison et al., 2006). These informational cues serve as 

warrants about the authenticity of the self-presentation (DeAndrea, 2014), where users regard information as 

more truthful when they believe the source is less able to manipulate it (Walther, 2011). 

The process of idealization (Walther, 1996) can explain how perceived authenticity forms between CMC 

users. Individuals curate positive impressions of themselves by controlling and editing the information they 

disclose online (Tong & Walther, 2015; Walther, 1996). Their conversation partners form idealized impressions of 

them by attributing favorable personal qualities to their disclosures (Walther, 1996). This can result in increased 

relational intimacy in CMC compared to face-to-face (FtF) communication due to those positive attributions (Jiang 

et al., 2011). Yet, when CMC channels introduce nonverbal cues, such as vocal tone (e.g., through voice recordings 

in WhatsApp) and body language (e.g., through videoconferencing in Skype), it is more difficult for CMC users to 

control the content of their disclosures. Their communication partners can compare different pieces of 
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information and draw additional inferences about them. For example, after online communication partners have 

their first FtF meeting, there is a decrease in interpersonal attraction (Sharabi & Caughlin, 2017) and romantic 

attraction (Antheunis et al., 2019). One explanation of this effect is communication partners may be different in 

person from how they imagined each other (Ramirez & Wang, 2008). This effect may be heightened when 

nonverbal cues, which often have higher warranting value than verbal cues, are the source of the expectancy 

violation. Thus, inconsistencies between verbal and nonverbal cues may affect the impressions individuals form 

of their communication partners (Weisbuch et al., 2010).  

To what extent do inconsistencies in self-presentations affect perceived authenticity? Answering that question can 

clarify how presentation consistency affects liking, a concept focal to many studies about self-disclosure (e.g., 

Collins & Miller, 1994). In the first part of our literature review, we draw on concepts of intrapersonal authenticity 

(Wood et al., 2008) to explicate the concept of perceived interpersonal authenticity. In the second part, we review 

literature to explain the formation of perceived authenticity and liking in CMC, differentiating between what 

happens after viewing a profile versus having a short online conversation. Whereas first impressions are often 

based on superficial information (Walther, 1993), idealization develops over the course of online interactions. We 

discuss this process in terms of schema tuning (Rumelhart & Norman, 1978), which may occur when individuals 

adjust their mental representations of communication partners over time. The effect of presentation consistency 

on perceived authenticity and liking may be stronger when communication partners make judgments quickly 

based on superficial information. That effect may implicate the warranting value of different kinds of information 

and clarify aspects of the idealization process. 

Impersonal, Interpersonal, and Hyperpersonal Interaction 

CMC platforms—especially text-only CMC—have a relatively limited capacity to convey nonverbal information, 

transmitting less social information in comparison to FtF communication (Walther, 1996). According to social 

presence theory (Short et al., 1976), media affording fewer information cues produce a lower level of social 

presence, or how salient individuals sense their communication partners to be. Consequently, lower social 

presence leads to decreased interpersonal closeness communication partners feel for each other (Short et al., 

1976). 

However, the effect of cue restriction on social presence does not prevent interpersonal communication from 

occurring in CMC. According to the social information processing theory (Walther, 1992), online communicators 

are motivated to form subjective impressions of their communication partners from available verbal cues. Over 

time, communicators can translate social messages into verbal behavior, achieving impressions and relations 

comparable to when individuals communicate FtF (Walther et al., 2015). 

Walther (1996) extended this argument with the hyperpersonal model, which states CMC can result in enhanced 

interpersonal communication, given enough communication time. The lack of nonverbal cues, channel 

asynchronicity, and presence of feedback mechanisms allow users to selectively self-present by controlling and 

editing the information they disclose online (Tong & Walther, 2015; Walther, 1996). This allows individuals to curate 

positive impressions of themselves, as verbal cues are easier to edit and control than nonverbal cues (Ekman & 

Friesen, 1969). Their conversation partners may then idealize them by over-interpreting available cues based on 

the limited information provided (Walther et al., 2016). This process involving the sender, receiver, and channel 

results in hyperpersonal communication, where levels of affection and emotion between CMC partners may 

exceed that between partners in a comparable FtF interaction (Walther, 1996). We draw on the concept of 

idealization and relate it to the process of schema tuning to explain how self-presentations in CMC may affect 

perceived authenticity and liking. 

Idealization and Schemas 

Idealization is a process of impression formation based on information communication partners have about each 

other. During this process, individuals tend to over-attribute favorable qualities to their partners by “filling in the 

blanks” with information they perceive to be congruent with what they already know (Toma & Choi, 2016, p. 395).  



 

This process of tapping into prior knowledge to understand and interpret an unknown situation is consistent with 

the concept of schemas. Bartlett (1932) discovered people tend to recall generic characteristics of information 

cues, sometimes even characteristics that were not present. He argued people recall details based on past 

experiences, where those past experiences form the basis of their schemas. In brief, schemas are cognitive 

structures made up of broad expectations and understanding of the world that undergird any form of information 

processing (Rumelhart, 1980). They function as guides for individuals to recall, infer, and perceive reality 

(Augoustinos et al., 2014). People thus understand and process novel stimuli by tapping into their existing 

storehouse of knowledge, or schemas. 

In a communication context, schemas act as structures people can use to inform social interactions (Cantor & 

Mischel, 1979; Nishida, 1999; Taylor & Crocker, 1981). We argue, in the context of CMC interactions, individuals 

tap into person schemas when forming impressions of their conversation partners. Person schemas are a type of 

schema representing trait-based models of people, which individuals form according to their experiences with 

others. These models, which are based on the categorization of others in terms of salient personality 

characteristics, may be used to predict the outcomes of social interactions with types of individuals (Augoustinos 

et al., 2014). This is related to prior work showing individuals can accurately predict how others will act based on 

the observation of “thin slices” of expressive behaviors of less than a minute (for a review, see Ambady & 

Rosenthal, 1992). As individuals form impressions about a communication partner, they tend to create idealized 

representations of them based on stereotypical impressions (Walther, 1996), which they derive from person 

schemas. This may lead people to have certain expectations of how their partners should be. 

This idealization is less pronounced in FtF settings in part because of the “leakage” of nonverbal cues (Walther, 

2007). The addition of nonverbal information leaves fewer gaps for individuals to fill in about their communication 

partners, which means the mental representations of them are based less on a generic notion and more on 

specific evidence. This, in addition to the challenge of curating a positive image of the self, explains how the 

presence of nonverbal cues may inhibit idealization. 

Revealed and Expressed Presentations 

When a CMC channel includes photos, voice recordings, or video recordings, it introduces nonverbal information 

senders are less able to control (Walther, 2007). Ramirez and Wang (2008) found when conversations move from 

CMC to FtF interactions, individuals often experience a violation of expectations, where the novel nonverbal cues 

contradict their mental images of their communication partners based on prior verbal information. Likewise, the 

introduction of nonverbal cues in CMC platforms provides more social information, allowing individuals to make 

additional evaluations of their communication partners. One evaluation is to what extent nonverbal cues reveal 

personal attributes that are consistent with prior expressed verbal self-presentations. During this evaluation 

process (see Ellison et al., 2006), if individuals detect inconsistency between revealed and expressed presentations, 

they may perceive their communication partners to be less authentic. 

Perceived Authenticity 

In CMC contexts, people desire indicators of authenticity based on the appearance, behavior, and attitude of their 

communication partners (Walther et al., 2009). These indicators help individuals develop perceived authenticity at 

an interpersonal level. However, research into authenticity has traditionally taken a self-evaluative perspective 

(Didonato & Krueger, 2010; Gilmore & Pine, 2007; Goldman & Kernis, 2002; Reinecke & Trepte, 2014; Wood et al., 

2008). Those studies examined intrapersonal authenticity, or individuals’ perception their behaviors are consistent 

with a salient image of the self. Few studies have looked at perceptions of interpersonal authenticity and how it 

affects relational outcomes. 

This person-centered conception of authenticity offers a useful description of authentic communication (Wood et 

al., 2008). One aspect of this conception, authentic living, involves emotional expression and behavior in ways 

consistent with individuals’ “conscious awareness of physiological states, emotions, beliefs, and cognitions” (Wood 

et al., 2008, p. 386). In other words, authentic living involves individuals behaving in ways true to themselves, in 

accordance with their beliefs and values. In the CMC context, authentic living could manifest as individuals’ 

decisions to present nonverbal cues (e.g., photographs of themselves) consistent with their verbal self-



 

presentations. We adapt the concept of authentic living to define perceived authenticity more broadly, 

characterizing it as the evaluation of compatibility between the revealed and expressed self-presentations of 

others. The greater the compatibility, the greater the perceived authenticity. 

When communication is limited to verbal information, individuals may form mental images of their 

communication partners, drawing details from the verbal information and forming idealizations based on 

schemas. When communication includes both verbal and nonverbal information, the same process occurs, but 

there is less schema-based idealization, since the nonverbal cues help fill in some of the details about the 

communication partner. Similar to how users on internet dating sites rely on photographs as warrants to support 

claims found in textual profile descriptions (Ellison et al., 2006), nonverbal cues can be more revelatory about 

communication partners than the self-presentations they express verbally, facilitating evaluations of authenticity 

(Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Communication-Centered Conception of Perceived Authenticity. 
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Note. Communicators form expectations of their partners based on verbal information, which are then compared to observations 

of their partners based on nonverbal information. The congruence between their expectations and observations should give rise to 

perceived authenticity. 

Liking 

Perceived authenticity is important to study because it may affect more tangible relational outcomes. For example, 

individuals have more positive impressions of their communication partners who have “authentic” facial 

expressions (Ekman, 1992; Frank et al., 1993; Grandey et al., 2005). One of the more common relational outcomes 

appearing in the CMC literature is liking, or interpersonal attraction (Kashian et al., 2017; Ramirez & Zhang, 2007; 

Rubin & Step, 2000; Schiappa et al., 2005; Utz, 2010). 

Some research has shown a positive relationship between perceived authenticity and liking (Liu & Perrewé, 2006). 

This effect is worth replicating for two reasons. First, that prior study examined perceived authenticity in a 

workplace setting and did not identify effects of specific communication channels. Presumably, the dominant 

channel in that setting was FtF, since the researchers asked participants about their colleagues. Second, that prior 

study employed a restricted definition of authenticity, which the current study expands. Other research has 

shown computer characters with inconsistent verbal and nonverbal cues linked to introversion and extroversion, 

such as posture and verbal style, are less likeable (Isbister & Nass, 2000). That is an effect of human-computer 

interaction, which we replicate in a CMC context. Thus, we predict the following: 

Hypothesis 1: Perceived authenticity of another person is positively associated with liking of that person. 

Hypothesis 2: Perceived authenticity of another person is higher when there is consistency between verbal and 

nonverbal cues than when there is inconsistency. 

Hypothesis 3: Liking of that person is higher when there is consistency between verbal and nonverbal cues than 

when there is inconsistency.  



 

Schema Tuning 

As communication partners self-disclose, they may integrate new information about their partners, moving from 

general schematic representations to specific impressions of them (Augoustinos et al., 2014; Axelrod, 1973; 

Rumelhart, 1980; Rumelhart & Norman, 1978). This process comports with research showing when general 

schemas are inadequate to make sense of new information, individuals either form new schemas or update 

existing ones (Rumelhart & Norman, 1978). One of the ways people update their schemas is through a process 

called “schema tuning,” which occurs when people apply the most appropriate schema to understand a novel 

situation and revise it to align it more completely with the situation (Rumelhart, 1980; Rumelhart & Norman, 1978). 

In CMC, schema tuning may happen when there are inconsistencies among different kinds of information 

individuals have about their communication partners. Based on an initial impression, individuals will draw on 

person schemas most closely fitting their communication partners. During online interactions, they will tune the 

schemas to accommodate novel characteristics of their communication partners. For example, if two individuals 

begin a conversation in an online forum for computer gamers, their initial impressions of each other will likely 

reflect a “gamer” schema. Over time, they may learn things about each other that deviate from the initial schemas, 

which they can tune to accommodate those inconsistencies. 

Figure 2. Conceptual Diagram of Perceived Authenticity After Viewing a Profile Versus Having a Short Online Conversation. 
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Note. Communication partners engage in schema tuning during online conversations, resulting in perceptions of their partners as 

authentic independent of the evaluations made based only on the profile view. 

During online interactions, inconsistencies between verbal and nonverbal information may become less salient as 

individuals tune schemas to make sense of their communication partners (Figure 2). Over time, individuals compile 

verbal and nonverbal information to form specific mental representations of their communication partners, which 

they can use to explain away apparent inconsistencies. This argument aligns with the observation that individuals 

are motivated to form positive impressions of their communication partners based on all available information 

(Walther, 1992). Schema tuning could thus underscore idealization, describing part of how individuals tend to over-

attribute favorable qualities when constructing mental representations of their communication partners. 

However, given only a first impression based on limited online profile information, individuals have insufficient 

information for drawing an appropriate schema and engaging in schema tuning. As a result, inconsistencies 

between verbal and nonverbal information remain salient and may negatively affect perceived authenticity and 

liking. Thus, we predict the following: 

Hypothesis 4: Perceived authenticity is higher after individuals have engaged in short online conversations with 

another person versus when they have viewed that person’s profile only. 

Hypothesis 5: The effect of inconsistent verbal and nonverbal cues on perceived authenticity disappears after a 

short online conversation compared to viewing the profile only. 

Hypothesis 6: Liking is higher after individuals have engaged in short online conversations with communication 

partners versus when they have viewed that person’s profile only. 



 

Hypothesis 7: The effect of inconsistent verbal and nonverbal cues on liking disappears after a short online 

conversation compared to viewing the profile only. 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were recruited from a large research university in Singapore through undergraduate courses that 

offered course credit for participating in research. Those who agreed to participate were enrolled through the 

school’s online research participation system. The sample included 173 individuals (48 males and 125 females) 

ranging in age from 19 to 26 years (M = 21.10, SD = 1.76). Upon completing the experiment, participants received 

either partial course credit or a cash incentive of 10 Singapore dollars. 

Procedures 

The experiment used a 2 (presentation-consistent vs. -inconsistent) × 2 (profile view vs. short conversation) 

between-subjects factorial design. After providing informed consent, participants were told the purpose of the 

study was to understand how individuals form perceptions of their online chat partners. Then they received a 

series of instructions: (1) create a chat profile, (2) review the profile of an assigned chat partner, (3) complete a 30-

minute chat with the assigned partner, and (4) complete an online survey. All participants received the same 

instructions, but those in the “profile view” condition immediately completed the online survey after reviewing 

their chat partner’s profile. They were led to believe there would be an online interaction so they would pay the 

same attention to their chat partner’s profile as those in the “short conversation” group (see Walther, 1994, 1996; 

Walther et al., 2009). 

We used the instant messaging application, Telegram, which is available for Android and iOS smartphones. The 

chat partner profiles were fictitious and contained a display picture of either a muscular or skinny male, along with 

verbal disclosures related to weightlifting. We used pictures based on a pre-test in which 143 undergraduate 

students rated 10 photographs on muscularity, ranging from 1 (not at all muscular) to 5 (very muscular), and 

attractiveness, ranging from 1 (not at all attractive) to 5 (very attractive). We selected the pictures rated most and 

least muscular with similar levels of perceived attractiveness. During the 30-minute chat, the researchers served 

as confederates posing as chat partners and adhered to a conversation script to ensure consistency across chat 

sessions. Each confederate had an equal assignment to all experimental conditions to account for individual 

variations in chat habits outside the script (e.g., the time interval between sending messages). Participants 

engaged in a structured self-disclosure task, taking turns responding to six predetermined questions. Disclosures 

by the confederates were scripted to accentuate weightlifting habits. In the fourth and final stage, all participants 

completed an online survey. Following that, all participants were debriefed about the nature and purpose of the 

deceptions we employed. 

Manipulations 

Presentation-Consistent vs. -Inconsistent 

All profiles were identical except for the display picture. In the presentation-consistent conditions, the display 

picture showed a “muscular” male. In the presentation-inconsistent conditions, the display picture showed an 

“unmuscular” male. We chose weightlifting as the defining characteristic of the communication partner because it 

is relatively easy to distinguish between weightlifters and non-weightlifters based on their physical appearance. 

Profile View vs. Short Conversation 

In the profile view conditions, participants reviewed their chat partner’s profile and then completed the survey. In 

the short conversation conditions, participants reviewed the profile, participated in a 30-minute chat, and then 

completed the survey. 



 

Dependent Variables 

Perceived Authenticity 

The measure of perceived authenticity included one item each from the Authenticity in Relationships Scale (AIRS; 

Lopez & Rice, 2006) and the Authenticity Index (AI; Kernis & Goldman, 2006). We revised those items to measure 

the interpersonal aspect of authenticity. We developed an additional five Likert items to measure the current 

conception of perceived authenticity (see Table 1). Response options ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree), and the scale had good reliability (M = 3.25, SD = 0.59, Cronbach’s α = .85).  

Liking 

We adapted the five strongest indicators of social attraction based on McCroskey and McCain’s (1974) factor 

analysis of the Interpersonal Attraction Scale (see Table 1). Response options ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 

5 (strongly agree), and the scale had good reliability (M = 3.45, SD = 0.60, Cronbach’s α = .81). 

Table 1. Measurement Items. 

Scale / Item M SD 

Perceived Authenticity (α = .85) 3.25 0.59 

I can count on my partner being who he/she really is, regardless of what setting he/she is in. 2.99 0.81 

My partner is totally himself/herself when with me. 2.99 0.77 

My partner presents himself/herself in an honest way. 3.49 0.79 

The image my partner creates is true to his/her character. 3.35 0.80 

My partner really is the way he/she portrays himself/herself. 3.21 0.80 

The way my partner presents himself/herself is who I expect him/her to be. 3.30 0.86 

My partner tries to impress me so that I will believe something about him/her that isn’t really true. 3.41 0.83 

   

Liking (α = .81) 3.45 0.60 

I think my partner could be a friend of mine. 3.54 0.80 

I would like to have a friendly chat with my partner. 3.78 0.66 

It would be easy to meet and talk with my partner. 3.38 0.85 

We could establish a personal friendship with each other. 3.44 0.77 

My partner would fit into my circle of friends. 3.10 0.87 

 

Results 

Manipulation Check 

To evaluate the manipulation of presentation consistency, participants responded to the question, “Was your 

conversation partner’s profile picture consistent with the information he/she provided?” This question was 

presented as the final item on the questionnaire to avoid suspicion. Response options ranged from 1 (not at all 

consistent) to 5 (very consistent). An independent samples t-test showed participants in the presentation-consistent 

condition (M = 4.36, SD = 0.84) reported greater consistency than those in the presentation-inconsistent condition 

(M = 2.50, SD = 1.20), t(151.83) = 11.83, p < .001. This result suggests the manipulation was successful. 

Hypothesis Testing 

We used univariate ANOVA to examine treatment effects of the manipulations, with focused ANOVAs to test 

conditional effects. Table 2 presents descriptive summaries of the experimental cells.  



 

Our test of hypothesis 1 estimated the partial correlation between perceived authenticity and liking, controlling 

for the two experimental manipulations. In support of that hypothesis, the partial correlation was significant (r = 

.27, p < .001). 

Failing to support hypothesis 2, perceived authenticity was not different between presentation-consistent and 

presentation-inconsistent conditions, F(1, 170) = 2.58, p = .11. 

Failing to support hypothesis 3, liking was not different between presentation-consistent and presentation-

inconsistent conditions, F(1, 170) = 0.01, p = .94. 

In support of hypothesis 4, perceived authenticity was higher after a short conversation (M = 3.57, SD = 0.44) than 

a profile view (M = 2.94, SD = 0.55), F(1, 170) = 69.13, p < .001, η2
p = .29.  

In support of hypothesis 5, when there was only a profile view, perceived authenticity was higher in the 

presentation-consistent condition (M = 3.07, SD = 0.62) than in the presentation-inconsistent condition (M = 2.81, 

SD = 0.43), F(1, 86) = 4.93, p = .03, η2
p = .05. When there was a short conversation, perceived authenticity did not 

differ between the presentation-consistent and presentation-inconsistent conditions, F(1, 83) = 0.03, p = .86. Figure 

3 shows this interaction effect. 

Table 2. Cell Sizes, Means, and Standard Deviations. 

Condition 
Perceived Authenticity  Liking 

n M SD  n M SD 

Presentation-consistent        

 Profile view 44 3.07 0.62  44 3.17 0.68 

 Short conversation 43 3.56 0.43  43 3.74 0.49 

 Total 87 3.31 0.59  87 3.45 0.66 

Presentation-inconsistent        

 Profile view 44 2.81 0.43  44 3.25 0.55 

 Short conversation 42 3.57 0.45  42 3.64 0.46 

 Total 86 3.19 0.58  86 3.44 0.54 

Total        

 Profile view 88 2.94 0.55  88 3.21 0.62 

 Short conversation 85 3.57 0.44  85 3.69 0.48 

 Total 173 3.25 0.59  173 3.45 0.60 

 

Figure 3. The Effect of Presentation Consistency on Perceived Authenticity, Conditioned on a Profile View Versus Short Conversation.
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Note. The error bars show the 84% confidence intervals, which allow for a visual evaluation of mean differences at roughly  

p = .05 (Payton et al., 2003). 

In support of hypothesis 6, liking was higher after a short conversation (M = 3.69, SD = 0.48) than a profile view (M 

= 3.21, SD = 0.62), F(1, 170) = 32.19, p < .001, η2
p = .16.  

Failing to support hypothesis 7, the effect of presentation consistency on liking was non-significant after both a 

profile view, F(1, 86) = 0.38, p = .54, and a short conversation, F(1, 83) = 0.87, p = .36. 

Discussion 

This study examined how the consistency between verbal and nonverbal information in CMC affects individuals’ 

feelings about their communication partners when they form first impressions based on viewing their 

communication partner’s profile versus having a short online conversation with them. Outcomes of interest were 

perceived interpersonal authenticity and liking. Experimental results provided mixed support for seven 

hypotheses. The supported hypotheses have useful theoretical implications for the idealization process and the 

hyperpersonal model. 

First, consistent with existing literature (e.g., Liu & Perrewé, 2006), results showed a positive relationship between 

perceived authenticity and liking. This result is intuitive, since authenticity is a person attribute, perception of which 

may support the formation of a positive affective response to a person. This finding also lends support to our goal 

of clarifying the idealization process, as liking is an oft-studied relational outcome of text-only CMC (Kashian et al., 

2017; Sprecher, 2014; Walther et al., 2018), where idealization is expected to occur. This is not to say perceived 

authenticity directly affects liking; prior research implicates trust as a mediator of that relationship (Wickham, 

2013; Feng et al., 2004). Future research can extend the current study by examining trust as a mediator of the 

authenticity-liking relationship. 

Second, results failed to show a main effect of presentation consistency on perceived authenticity and liking. This 

null finding could be due to relational motives influencing the communication process (Walther, 1992). One of 

those motives is the need for affiliation, which Murray (1938) described as the desire to form positive relationships 

and connections with others. Given a strong need for affiliation, individuals might prioritize the positive evaluation 

of their communication partners and ascribe less importance to presentation consistency. It would be interesting 

for future research to consider the potential moderating role of need for affiliation. 

Third, results showed, regardless of presentation consistency, perceived authenticity and liking were higher after 

short online conversations than after profile views. In other words, social interaction via CMC resulted in positive 

relational outcomes. This is consistent with research showing the exchange of self-disclosures between individuals 

is positively associated with them liking each other (Collins & Miller, 1994; Kashian et al., 2017), and that familiarity 

promotes liking in social interactions among new acquaintances (Reis et al., 2011). This finding is also related to 

social penetration theory, which describes the development of relational closeness through mutual self-

disclosures (Altman & Taylor, 1973). Based on the current findings, one reason for this effect is the short 

conversation gave study participants more time and information to develop mental representations of their 

communication partners. This could involve schema tuning, as participants eventually accepted the skinny 

weightlifter, despite “skinniness” being a physical trait not intuitively linked to the “weightlifter” schema. On the 

other hand, given only a profile view, study participants had a basic mental representation of their communication 

partners, constraining the attribution of favorable qualities based on the information available. 

This effect of online interaction speaks to the idealization process, as participants were motivated to form 

favorable impressions of their partners, regardless of their apparent inconsistencies. The introduction of 

nonverbal cues can disrupt the idealization process if the new information conflicts with the broader mental 

representation of a communication partner. Ramirez and Sumner (2015) partly attributed this effect of modality 

switching to a violation of expectations, which Burgoon and Le Piore (1993) previously showed can negatively 

affect interpersonal attraction in communication contexts. However, given enough time, individuals can 

accommodate apparently conflicting information by engaging in schema tuning. This suggests that individuals are 

inclined to regard their communication partners as authentic, aided by the process of schema tuning, regardless 



 

of inconsistencies between verbal and nonverbal information. This inclination could thus underscore or work in 

tandem with the idealization process, lending to the hyperpersonal states that may arise in CMC. Our findings are 

consistent with that argument, showing the positive effect of online interaction was independent of presentation 

consistency. 

Finally, results showed a conditional effect of presentation consistency on perceived authenticity, which occurred 

after viewing a profile without a conversation. This finding clarifies the main effects of the two manipulations. First, 

it suggests presentation consistency affects perceived authenticity only when the available information 

emphasizes the inconsistency. When individuals see conflicting verbal and nonverbal information in a profile, they 

perceive their communication partners as less authentic than when the verbal and nonverbal information are 

compatible. Second, it further supports the argument that, given a short online conversation, there will be positive 

relational outcomes regardless of verbal-nonverbal consistency. Though, we must temper these conclusions, since 

results failed to show the same moderation effect on liking. 

Limitations 

This study has several limitations. First, we used a convenience sample of undergraduates, which is not 

generalizable to other populations. Second, the pairing of communication partners was artificial, as in real life 

individuals often choose their communication partners rather than having them assigned. Third, because the 

confederate gave a consistent self-presentation by following a scripted conversation, it is not surprising perceived 

authenticity was higher after the short conversation. Fourth, all study participants were assigned a male 

communication partner. If there were any related gender effects, we were unable to account and control for them. 

Fifth, the manipulation of authenticity in this study was based on a superficial characteristic. This made it easier 

for study participants to evaluate the authenticity of their communication partners, but it restricted the 

operationalization of verbal-nonverbal consistency. It is possible for individuals to infer authenticity based on 

subtler nonverbal cues; thus, the observed effects may be more extreme than would occur naturally when 

individuals engage in CMC. Finally, the contrast of profile views and short online conversations supports 

conclusions about effects related to the presence of social interaction, but not those related to the degree of social 

interaction. It would be interesting to know at what duration a CMC exchange produces the observed effects, 

which the current experimental design cannot address. 

Conclusion 

This study explored the effects of presentation consistency and online interaction on perceived authenticity and 

liking of CMC partners. Results suggest presentation consistency matters most in the formation of initial 

impressions about interpersonal authenticity. Given a short online conversation, individuals like their 

communication partners and perceive them as authentic, even if there was verbal-nonverbal inconsistency at their 

first introduction.  
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