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The “selfie” is a global social phenomenon - and little work has been done by marketers to understand the
mindset of selfie-takers; not to mention the potential to develop selfies as vehicles for new immersive, contextu-
al, and real-time marketing communication channels. Furthermore, marketing literature offers little insight re-
garding the interpretation of the style, artifacts, location, usage, participants' image, and cultural differences in
these pictures. The present study tackles these areas - analyzing cross-cultural data from a total of 344 selfie
photos from Twitter and Sina Weibo. Empirical evidence brings insight into the selfie phenomenon in general
and drills down further to surface cultural differences between UK and Chinese consumers. Results show that
selfie-takers attempt to present an ‘ideal self’; and secondly the criteria for judging this differ between UK and
Chinese consumers - affected by their respective individualistic and collectivist cultures. Study findings confirm
that smartphone camera technology usage is a global trend; and interestingly has encouraged a behavioral phe-
nomenon of using selfies to actualize aspirations for perfection. However, the symbolic meanings and social cap-
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ital derived from selfies are culturally nuanced.
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1. Introduction

“Selfie,” the word of 2013 according to the Oxford Dictionary, refers
to “a self-portrait photography of oneself (or oneself with other people),
taken with a camera or a camera phone held at arm's length or pointed
at a mirror, which is usually shared through social media” (Sorokowski
et al, 2015). In 2014, Google reported 93 million selfies per day on the
Android system alone, indicating the selfies' significant role in the era
of Big Data (Brandt, 2014, cited in Senft & Baym, 2015). This evidence
suggests considerable benefits of monitoring consumers' selfies for
marketing purposes.

According to the Wall Street Journal (2014), companies have soft-
ware for scanning individual selfies as part of the big data marketing.
Picture analysis offers potential to predict consumer emotion, product
usage, and lifestyle from an individual's selfie. To date, little empirical
evidence supports the value of the information marketers' gain from
monitoring consumer selfies. While taking ‘selfies’ continues to be a
trending topic for marketers and consumer researchers, how selfies
contribute to understanding consumer behavior remains unclear.
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This study provides empirical evidence on consumer selfies from
China and the UK. Results provide new insights on what researchers
and practitioners can learn from analyzing consumer selfies. This
study's contribution is not only exploratory in nature, but the results
also provide evidence that cultural differences exist in selfies.

2. Theoretical background
2.1. Selfie as the new form of self-presentation

Goffman's (1959) self-presentation theory, states that interactions
between people can be seen as impression management. People present
the positive aspects of self to make the best possible impression on
others. Belk's “extended self” (Belk, 1988) argues that a person's posses-
sions comprising the extended self often serve as cues for others to form
impressions. Arguably, the selfie is a form of self-presentation. The visu-
al evidence of self, fast-pace, and wide distribution through Social Net-
working Sites (SNS) makes selfies significantly different from other
forms of self-portraits (Frosh, 2015). In other words, selfie serves as a
rapid tool for impression management. Self-portraits show viewers a
controlled view of the ideal self.

The marketing literature offers scant evidence to explain this rela-
tively new social phenomenon. On the other hand, researchers examine
other online self-presentation in great detail. For instance, researchers
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find evidence of consumers creating dating profile to reflect their ideal
self through providing deceptive information in their profiles (Ellison,
Heino, & Gibbs, 2006; Toma, Hancock, & Ellison, 2008). Recently, re-
searchers report that 50% of Facebook posts are self-enhancement
presentations and women use more profile pictures for such self-
enhancement behavior (Bareket-Bojmel, Moran, & Shahar, 2016).
Researchers examining the selfie behavior conclude two basic social
needs that drive people to use SNS - the need to belong and the need
for self-presentation (Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012).

Prior studies examine the motivation to take a selfie and the natural
drive of social needs. Selfie research tends to focus on individual differ-
ences regarding selfies, especially individual personality traits. For in-
stance, studies on selfie posting behavior demonstrate a link to
extraversion and narcissism (Weiser, 2015; Sorokowska, Oleszkiewicz,
Frackowiak, & Pisanski, 2016). Another research stream examines indi-
viduals' facial expression (e.g. duckface) as an indicator for personality
type (Qiu, Lu, Yang, Qu, & Zhu, 2015). Qiu et al. (2015) develop their
selfie coding scheme and find that except for facial expressions (e.g.,
duckface or pressed lips), an individual's emotions, location informa-
tion, and whether or not the picture is edited with Photoshop serve as
useful variables for selfie analysis. They also find that these cues are per-
sonality-related. For example, duckface links to neuroticism, and private
location suggest that the individual is less conscientious. These prior
studies offer useful insights on what information a selfie can provide.

2.2. Self-presentation and culture

While members of individualist cultures tend to be more self-reliant,
members from collectivist cultures value group achievement and har-
mony over individual success (Hofstede, 1980). Following this line of
thinking, studies on collectivist cultures document lower self-enhance-
ment levels (Kurman, 2003). However, Goffman's (1959) self-presenta-
tion theory notes a distinguishable difference between “frontstage” and
“backstage” behaviors of self, suggesting that the way that individuals
present themselves depends on whether they are in public or private
settings. When one is on stage (in public), a person emphasizes the pos-
itive aspects of self.

As the selfies’ purpose is mass public distribution, members of col-
lectivist cultures likely exhibit frontstage behavior. Following Goffman
(1959), Eckhardt and Houston (1998) report that most consumption ac-
tivities in China display frontstage behavior. In other words, consump-
tion activities in China primarily are symbolic. This finding implies
that selfies, as a form of self-presentation, likely have a stronger symbol-
ic meaning for Chinese consumers than people from highly individual-
istic cultures. Researchers also argue that positive self-presentation
might be more common in some cultures, and further research should
investigate culture's role in online self-presentation (Bareket-Bojmel
et al., 2016). For example, Kim and Papacharissi (2003) investigate
whether or not a cultural difference exists in how people present their
personal webpage. While the U.S. samples present themselves in a di-
rect and personal manner, Korean web pages resented the online self
by providing interlinks to special interests and were more likely to use
manipulated graphics. However, scant evidence examines cross-cultur-
al comparison of selfies.

While the selfie has become significant, the current selfie literature
has not yet to comprehensively discuss the phenomenon in the context
of marketing literature. The current understanding about selfies (e.g., a
means for individuals to show-off; primarily young people do) may not
be accurate. At a minimum, assumptions regarding selfies need support
by empirical and systematic data before they merit consideration for
marketing planning. Practitioners argue that “a selfie that has a “look
at me” message differs from a “look at me here or with this item of sig-
nificance to me” selfie” — brands need to understand this difference (The
Guardian, 2015). Another knowledge gap comes from cultural differ-
ences. The literature suggests that self-presentation varies in different
cultural contexts. Since the selfie is now a common form of self-

presentation, an individual's cultural background may influence how
people present selfies. Therefore, this study aims to enhance under-
standing of selfies by collecting cross-cultural data and reporting the
marketing implications.

3. Methods

The data were collected on Twitter and Sina Weibo (China's most
popular microblogging website similar to Twitter). The researchers col-
lected a total of 420 selfies from Twitter and Sina Weibo users (210
selfies each). After excluding photos which cannot be determined as a
selfie or not, the total sample was reduced to 344, consisting of 206 fe-
males and 138 males (207 from Weibo and 137 from Twitter).

To collect the public data, the researcher used ‘selfie’ (or “f44”, selfie
in Chinese) as the search term and downloaded the link for the first 20
selfies shown in both Twitter and Sina Weibo from 20:00 to 22:00 in UK
and China time separately. The data collection procedure lasted for
seven days. To code the selfies, picture coding cues (see Appendix A)
from past research were employed (Qiu et al., 2015).

1. Selfie location (1 = private place such as bedroom, toilet, student ac-
commodation; 2 = public place such as hotel, workplace, shopping
mall, campus),

2. Eye looking at the camera (1 = looking at the camera, 2 = not
looking at the camera)

3. Photoshop editing (1 = Photoshop edited, 2 = not Photoshop
edited)

4. Affiliation with friends (1 = alone, 2 = affiliation with friends), col-
lage photos (1 = collage photos, 2 = not collage photos)

5. Physical appearance (1 = face, 2 = body from breast, 3 = half body,
4 = whole body)

6. Position in photo (1 = central in photo, 2 = left in photo, 3 = rightin
photo),

7. Makeup (1 = makeup, 2 = no makeup)

8. Emotion (1 = positive emotion, 2 = negative emotion, 3 = no emo-
tion). Besides these, based on gestures and facial expression, the
photos were classified into ‘yeah gesture’, ‘duck face’, ‘selfie via mir-
ror’, ‘pout mouth’, ‘hand position’

9. The objects in the selfies, if any, also were noted.

Content analysis and thematic analysis are both used to complete
the data analysis. Crosstab Chi-square tests compared the data cross-
culturally.

4. Results
Table 1 shows the study results. First, the results show significant

cultural difference regarding how individuals are presented in their
selfies (p < 0.01). For the Chinese, >80% of the selfies show just the

Table 1
Results.
Chinese Weibo UK Twitter
(N = 207) (N = 137)
Appearance Face 16.7% 10%
Above chest  64.5% 51.5%
Half body 9.1% 26.5%
Whole body 3.8% 10.3%
Make-up 44.9% 32.8%
Public location 25.2% 28.2%
Private location 32.9% 38.5%
Bedroom 34.8% 17.3%
Inside the 7.2% 15.4%
car
Bathroom 0 7.7%
Unknown 41.9% 33.3%
location
Photo editing 77.6% 35.8%
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face or the upper chest of the photo takers, while almost 40% of the
selfies from Twitter showed one-half or the entire body of the photo
takers. This result helps explain the findings regarding location. While
no significance difference exists between the two cultures regarding lo-
cation, the results show that 41.9% of the Chinese selfies do not reveal
any location information. Some Chinese selfie photo takers intentionally
hide the location information by using Photoshop to blur backgrounds.
Photo editing is another significant cultural difference found in this
study (p < 0.01). Nearly 78% of the Chinese selfies show obvious signs
of editing using Photoshop, especially on individuals' appearance,
while only about 36% of the Twitter selfies appear edited. Similarly, a
higher percentage of Chinese selfies show people wearing makeup
(44.9% vs. 32.8%, p < 0.05).

5. Discussion

First, the results suggest that determining location is much more dif-
ficult from Chinese selfies. Chinese consumers are more likely to ob-
scure or hide the location in their selfies. This result counters previous
literature on cultural differences on self-presentation, as Rui and
Stefanone (2013) report that individualist users tend to engage more
in protective self-presentation due to higher public self-consciousness.
However, this study does not find evidence to support this claim. Rath-
er, the background location's role may be more significant for Chinese
consumers. The evidence shows that the background is customized in
some cases. This result confirms Eckhardt and Houston (1998), who
argue that private locations such as the home are less used for self-pre-
sentation purposes in Chinese culture.

The results also show that Chinese selfies are not merely a form of
self-presentation, but they also present their “ideal selves.” This finding
supports several marketing research studies on Chinese consumers. For
example, Sun and Wu (2004) argue that Chinese consumers use differ-
ent products to reflect their ideal selves and to show improvements of
their life standard. Zhao and Belk (2007) also note that young Chinese
consumers actively post their consumption activities on their blogs
(e.g., mall visits or eating out). These activities link to the concept of “ex-
tended self” and acquiring material items. The Internet provides a new
means or self-extension through posting images of the ideal self (Zhao
& Belk, 2007). Based on this concept, selfies for Chinese consumers
more likely serve as their online “avatar,” which is the digital represen-
tation of self (Wilson & Liu, 2009).

Belk (2013) suggests that consumers have more choices to custom-
ize their self-presentation online with the help of computer software
such as Photoshop. Options to modify suggest that one's online avatar
represents one's ideal self. This notion also explains why more Chinese
selfie participants wear makeup. This finding also implies that previous
researchers argue that selfie-posting behavior's relationship to narcis-
sism may not apply in the Chinese context. Rather, Chinese selfie-post-
ing may serve as an attempt to boost self-esteem. This explanation helps
explain why previous studies on selfie-posting behavior and narcissism
often generate inconclusive results (Sorokowska et al., 2016).

Similar to the concept of the “ideal-self”, for the selfies on Twitter,
some selfies are taken in bathrooms (e.g., finishing makeup application
before going out) while none were found in the Chinese samples. Other
common private locations for both cultures included bedrooms (34.8%
of Chinese and 17.3% of Twitter users) and inside the cars (7.2% of
Chinese and 15.4% of Twitter users). These findings suggest that selfie
behavior may link to consumer grooming rituals.

Rook (1985) argues that consumer grooming patterns and the using
consumer items and brands are consumer rituals, which they adopt in
order to create a more ideal self. Moreover, Twitter selfies more com-
monly convey sex appeal, especially selfies of half or the whole body
(e.g., breasts, bottoms, and chest/belly muscle). A cross-cultural study
comparing consumer attitudes in Canada, China, and the U.S. on sexual
imagery in advertising reveals that Chinese consumers have the least
positive attitudes regarding sexual imagery in advertising (Liu, Cheng,

& Li, 2009). The evidence suggests that the image of being “sexy” has
less value to Chinese consumers.

Chinese consumers exhibit what appears to be a more visible mani-
festation of an ideal self. However, this finding does not imply that UK
consumers ignore efforts to achieve the same objective. UK consumers
may seek the same result to a lesser degree. Reflecting on the raison
d'étre for taking a selfie, UK consumers appear more engaged in subtle,
inconspicuous and self-effacing behavior to fulfil the same desires.
These observations extend prior studies on inconspicuous branded con-
sumption (Eckhardt, Belk, & Wilson, 2015; Wilson, Eckhardt, & Belk,
2015), describing a consumer preference for not standing out as
ostentatious.

Study results support more tenable position points to selfie-takers
expressing a range of social needs, culminating in the portrayal of con-
textual ideal self and extended-self artifacts. The overtness and conspic-
uousness of this message are subject to cultural contexts. Therefore, a
challenge to marketers is developing an understanding key element in
selfies and how to interpret them properly before selfies can be used
as a rich data source to unpack the subtle changes in consumer values
and behavior.

6. Conclusion

This study provides several interesting insights regarding selfies.
First, Chinese selfies tend to employ photo editing tools such as
Photoshop. The Chinese smartphone brand Huawei actually promotes
their smartphone by emphasizing pre-installation of photo editing
apps. Presenting the “ideal self” also corresponds to Chinese behavior
such as overspending and luxury consumption (Zhao & Belk, 2007).
More importantly, this study provides evidence to marketers and re-
searchers that the selfie, as a form of self-presentation, deserves further
investigation with the consideration of cultural context. For example,
marketers may not be able to acquire much information regarding selfie
location in China.

Although this study provides a better understanding of selfie behav-
ior, findings need to be interpreted with caution. Due to the data collec-
tion method, individual background information such as age and
socioeconomic status is not available. Demographic information might
explain some differences in selfie behavior. Also, since the selfies were
collected over a two-hour period during each of the seven days, this
snapshot in time may exclude people who are not active on SNS at the
selected hours and on the selected days. Future research should address
the data collection issue in order to provide more representative
findings.
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Appendix A. Coding scheme.

Selfie location 1. Private place: Bedroom, toilet, student
accommodations
2. Public place: Hotel, workplace, shopping mall,
campus
. Looking at the camera
. Not looking at the camera
. Photoshop edited
. Not Photoshop edited

Eye looking at the 1

2

1

2
Affiliation with friend 1. Along

2

1

2

camera
Photoshop editing

. Affiliation with friends
. Collage photos
. Not collage photos

Collage photo

(continued on next page)
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(continued)

Make up . With makeup

. No makeup

. Yeah gesture

. Other hand positon
. Central in photo

. Left in photo

. Right in photo

. Positive emotion

. Negative emotion
No emotion

. Duck face

. Pout mouth

. Other facial expression
Face

. Body from breast

. Half body

. Whole body

Gestures

Position in photo

Emotion

Facial expression

Physical appearance
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