https://econtent.hogrefe.com/doi/pdf/10.1027/1866-5888/a000269 - Franciska Krings <franciskakrings@unil.ch> - Monday, June 14, 2021 4:40:50 AM - Université Lausanne |P Address:130.223.3.154

Original Article

Older and Younger Job Seekers

b

)

Impression Management on

LinkedIn

Similar Strategies, Different Outcomes

Franciska Krings'®, Irina Gioaba', Michele Kaufmann?, Sabine Sczesny?, and

Leslie Zebrowitz®

'Department of Organizational Behavior, University of Lausanne, Switzerland

?Institute of Psychology, University of Bern, Switzerland

SDepartment of Psychology, Brandeis University, Waltham, MA, USA

Abstract. The use of social networking sites such as LinkedIn in recruitment is ubiquitous. This practice may hold risks for older job seekers. Not
having grown up using the internet and having learned how to use social media only in middle adulthood may render them less versed in online
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seekers received fewer job offers than younger job seekers. Only using a profile photo with a younger appearance reduced this bias. Implications
for the role of job seeker age in online impression management and recruitment are discussed.

Keywords: impression management, social media, older worker, recruitment

The past decades have been marked by revolutionary
changes in the workplace as a result of rapid technological
advances. These changes had a profound impact on how
people approach work and how management practices are
carried out (Colbert et al., 2016). Among these, several
human resource functions have become increasingly re-
liant on technology, including recruitment, selection, and
training (Bartram, 2000; Kluemper et al., 2016). Social
media have become the main medium through which
organizations advertise jobs, recruit, and screen pro-
spective employees (McCarthy et al., 2017). Nowadays,
more than 80% of the companies use social media for
recruitment (Society for Human Resource Management,
2016). Likewise, millions of job seekers use social net-
working sites (SNSs) today to present their skills and
render themselves attractive to employers.

Scholars have cautioned about using social media for
recruitment because they feature non-job-related content
such as gender, ethnicity, age, and other personal char-
acteristics, which might influence decisions and lead to
disparate treatment (Brown & Vaughn, 2011; Kluemper
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et al., 2016; McFarland & Ployhart, 2015; Roth et al., 2016;
Ruggs et al., 2016). Moreover, while social media provide
job seekers with new possibilities to present themselves on
a very large job market, using them for one’s own pro-
fessional benefits requires specific skills. This may put
some social groups in a disadvantaged position (Hargittai
& Hinnant, 2008). Thus, the use of social media in re-
cruitment might increase barriers for those who already
face more obstacles on the labor market. Yet, research on
this topic remains scant. Virtually nothing is known about
how these individuals use social media when looking for a
job and how this use affects their employment outcomes
(Landers & Schmidt, 2016).

This research examines how younger and older job
seekers present themselves on LinkedIn, the current largest
and most popular professional SNS. We draw on theories of
impression management (Leary & Kowalski, 1990) and
applicant impression management on social media (Roulin
& Levashina, 2016) to analyze how job seekers present their
skills and competencies on their LinkedIn profiles, and how
these efforts relate to receiving employment opportunities.
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We suggest that job seeker age may play an important yet
underexplored role for impression management on SNS.
Research on Internet and social media use shows that older
adults encounter attitudinal (e.g., skepticism) and skill-
based barriers (e.g., producing content) that may render
them less effectual in presenting their skills online
(Karahasanovic et al., 2009; Liiders & Brandtzeeg, 2017).
Less effectual impression management in turn may lead to
receiving less employment opportunities, thus creating a
disadvantage for older job seekers.

Considering the widespread use of social media in re-
cruitment and the urgent need to integrate older workers
into the workforce (Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development [OECD], 2019), it is utterly important to
examine how older job seekers use social media to present
themselves and how it affects their employment outcomes.
Our results provide novel insights into the role of job seeker
age in online self-presentation and recruitment. Moreover,
they highlight the need to integrate social group mem-
bership into research and practice in this domain.

Impression Management on Social
Networking Sites for Employment
Purposes

Impression management can be described as “the process
by which individuals attempt to control the impressions
others form of them (Leary & Kowalski, 1990, p. 34).” It
comprises a large range of behaviors that aim at creating a
desired image of the self in others, including verbal
statements and nonverbal and stylistic behaviors, such as
associations with other people or groups or changes in
physical appearance (Jones & Pittman, 1982; Leary &
Kowalski, 1990; Schneider, 1981).

Theories on impression management posit that people’s
motivation to influence how they are seen by others is
particularly high when they depend on another individual
who has control over desired outcomes (Leary & Kowalski,
1990). This is certainly the case at hiring where applicants’
outcomes depend entirely on the decision of recruiters and
hiring managers. It is therefore not surprising that a large
body of research documents the extensive use of applicant
impression management in various hiring situation like
interviews (e.g., Levashina et al., 2014), assessment cen-
ters (Klehe et al., 2014), or personality inventories (Griffith
& McDaniel, 2006).

A recent framework for applicant impression manage-
ment on social media (Roulin & Levashina, 2016) proposes
that job seekers’ motivation to create a desired image on
social media platforms is equally strong. Job seekers know
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that recruiters use professional SNS frequently, and they
depend on recruiters for receiving job opportunities.
Moreover, social media is a highly controllable environ-
ment for users and provides them with plenty of time to
create the desired image, for example, by carefully editing
text and pictures that they post on their profile. It is
therefore an ideal platform for job seeker impression
management (Roulin & Levashina, 2016).

Professional platforms like LinkedIn have been cre-
ated for job search and career development, and thus
primarily trigger impression management behaviors that
aim at signaling high levels of professional competence
and performance. Because job seekers create only one
single SNS profile with the goal of making it attractive to
a large number of employers, they are particularly at-
tentive to promoting their skills and competences ef-
fectively and to fully utilize the different areas of the SNS
profile (e.g., text areas and network areas) and different
contents (text, pictures, etc.) for this purpose (Roulin &
Levashina, 2016).

Impression Management on Linkedin

LinkedIn is the largest professional SNS, with more than
690 million users in over 200 countries (2020; LinkedIn.
com). Most people use it for new career opportunities, and
it is used by older and younger adults alike (Blank & Lutz,
2017; Jobvite, 2015). The following areas of the LinkedIn
profile are particularly relevant for job seeker impression
management: the profile summary, the list of skills and
skill endorsements, the profile photo, network connec-
tions, and recommendations. Hiring professionals con-
sider these areas most relevant because they contain the
information that they look for when screening LinkedIn
profiles to identify potential candidates (Chiang & Suen,
2015; Zide et al., 2014). Moreover, their content tends to
be more stable over time than the content of other areas
like postings of comments, events, or sharing articles or
videos, which change several times per week (Roulin &
Levashina, 2019). These factors may also be the reasons
why LinkedIn and career consultants urge users to render
themselves attractive to employers in the more stable
areas particularly (e.g., Fisher, 2016).

The profile summary is a textual statement about the self,
created by the user. Consultants describe it as “the one place
where you define yourself in your own words (...) the
summary is your chance to put your best self out there”
(Reilly, 2016). In the skills area, users can list up to 50 skills
and competencies. They are encouraged to list several skills
because, according to consultants, a higher number of skills is
“a signal to others that you’re proficient at your work, which
will make you more attractive to potential employers”
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(Tanner, n.d.). Other users can validate or endorse these
skills. Consultants encourage users to seek out a high number
of skill endorsements because it “can elevate you and your
profile above the other thousands of people on LinkedIn
vying for the same career path as you” (Smith, n.d.). The
photo area typically contains a photograph of the profile
owner. Users are advised to carefully choose their picture and
use a professional photo because it is the “sole opportunity to
make a strong visual first impression” (Callahan, 2018). The
network area contains the number of contacts the profile
owner has with other users. Users are encouraged to seek out
a high number of contacts because it shows that they “use
LinkedIn to do business, add value and connect” (Yankovich,
2015). Finally, the recommendations’ area contains brief
written recommendations from previous or current em-
ployers or colleagues. Consultants urge users to seek out
recommendations, arguing that they “make a positive dif-
ference to your online reputation and have a positive impact
on your prospects as a job candidate” (Liu, 2017).

In sum, job seekers are encouraged to use these op-
portunities for promoting themselves and creating an online
persona that is attractive to recruiters. But do job seekers
use these opportunities in a comparably proficient manner?
Research on older adults’ social media and Internet use
suggests that there may be differences between age groups
that turn out as a disadvantage for older job seekers.

Potential Age Differences

LinkedIn was launched in 2003, Facebook, YouTube, and
Twitter shortly after. At that time, younger job seekers,
typically defined as being younger than 30 years old, were
in their early teens. Being “born into a wired world” (Smola
& Sutton, 2002, p. 381) and already familiar with com-
puters, computer games, and the Internet, they straight-
forwardly adopted SNSs and endorsed the fact that they
were easily able to create online profiles, post content,
share videos, pictures, or comment on other users’ con-
tent. Today, social media are at the heart of the way
members of this cohort communicate, learn, work, play, or
shop (Cogin, 2012; Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005; Prensky,
2001; Tapscott, 2009). They spend considerably more
time online and on social media, and they use the Internet
for a broader range of activities than older adults do
(Ofcom, 2018).

In contrast, older job seekers, typically defined as being
55 and older, were in their 40’s when LinkedIn and
Facebook were launched. Moreover, they were not ex-
posed to computers or the Internet in childhood or ado-
lescence, and they did not have Internet access until young
adulthood. Research shows that this fact goes along with
certain challenges. First, there may be attitudinal barriers.
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Older adults tend to be more skeptical toward self-
presentation on SNS, compared to younger users. They
often regard it as self-centered or even vain (Leist, 2013;
Liiders & Brandtzaeg, 2017) and use less self-disclosure or
self-references than younger users (Pfeil et al., 2009; Van
den Broeck et al., 2015). Also, older adults do not trust
social media as much as younger users do, particularly in
terms of privacy protection or control over how service
providers use their data (Karahasanovic et al., 2009; Van
den Broeck et al.,, 2015). In addition, there may be skill-
based barriers. Research has shown that older adults have
more difficulties in navigating social media and in pro-
ducing and sharing contents (e.g., editing pictures;
Brandtzeeg et al; 2010; Karahasanovic et al., 2009). They
also struggle more with understanding and applying pri-
vacy settings of social media platforms (Brandtzeeg et al.,
2010; Van den Broeck et al., 2015). This may be related to
the fact that certain aspects of fluid intelligence that are
particularly relevant for successful computer and internet
use (e.g., memory and processing speed) decline with age
(Czaja et al., 2001, 2006).

The findings above suggest that older job seekers at-
tempting to promote their skills on their LinkedIn profile
may be confronted with challenges that younger job
seekers do not face. Feeling uncomfortable to market
oneself online, being concerned about how one’s data are
used, and having certain difficulties in producing and
sharing content or navigating SNS are likely to be an
obstacle for effectual impression management in the
relevant areas of the profile. The profile summary and list
of skills may be primarily affected by attitudinal barriers.
Being concerned about appearing vain and self-absorbed
may lead older job seekers to point out fewer competencies
or professional attainments in the profile summary and to
list fewer skills in the skills’ area than younger job seekers
would do. Moreover, concerns about privacy and dis-
playing information that could be used for marketing or
other purposes may lead older job seekers to provide less
information about themselves in these areas. Conse-
quently, older job seekers’ profile summary statements
may be shorter and contain fewer mentions of professional
qualities and attainments, and their skill lists may contain a
lower number of skills compared to younger job seekers.

Hypothesis 1: Older job seekers’ summary statements
will be shorter and contain fewer mentions of pro-
fessional qualities than younger job seekers’ summary
statements.

Hypothesis 2: Older job seekers’ skill lists will contain a

lower number of skills than younger job seekers’ skill
lists.
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A similar mechanism may be at play regarding network
connections, endorsements, and recommendations. On
the one hand, older job seekers have longer careers than
younger job seekers and consequently may know more
people they could connect with and obtain recommen-
dations and endorsements from. On the other hand, the
concern to appear self-centered may render them reluc-
tant to ask their contacts to connect with them, and even
more so to endorse their skills, or write a positive rec-
ommendation. The same concern may keep them from
reaching out to other users whom they do not know
personally. Moreover, they may accept invitations from
other users to connect or to provide endorsements less
frequently, out of privacy concerns. This may be further
exacerbated by skill-based barriers such as difficulties in
navigating SNS and make use of the proposed features
(e.g., messaging). We therefore anticipated the following:!

Hypothesis 3: Older job seekers’ profiles will contain
fewer skill endorsements and fewer contacts, and
they will be less likely to contain recommendations
than younger job seekers’ profiles.

Finally, skill-based challenges may be barriers for
effectual impression management via the profile photo.
Due to less advanced knowledge and skills in producing
and sharing contents, compared to younger job seekers,
older job seekers may be less versed in editing their
profile photo and in managing the appropriate software
or platform. Consequently, their profile pictures may
look less professional (e.g., low contrast) than those of
younger job seekers or present less professional-
appearing cut outs such as photos on which the body
takes up more space than the face (i.e., photos with a low
facial prominence; e.g., Abbot, 2019). In addition, older
job seekers may pay less attention to the common advice
of posting a photo on which one looks somewhat younger
than one’s age (e.g., Schramm, 2016). Attitudinal bar-
riers may also play a role for the choice of the profile
photo. Being reluctant to engage in activities that, in their
view, are vein and purely self-centered, they may spend
less time and/or money for producing a highly profes-
sional profile picture. We therefore expected the
following:

Hypothesis 4: Older job seekers’ profiles will contain
less professional-appearing photos, photos with a
lower facial prominence and with an older age

appearance relative to one’s age than younger job
seekers’ profiles.

Job Search Success:
Employment Opportunities

Ample evidence shows that the use of impression man-
agement influences employability positively (Chen & Lin,
2014; Ellis et al., 2002; McFarland et al., 2003). Theories of
applicant impression management on social media suggest
that impression management on SNS has similar effects
(Roulin & Levashina, 2016). Indeed, Chiang and Suen (2015)
showed that recruiters make inferences about job seekers’
person-job and person-organization fit based on the way
they present themselves on LinkedIn and that these fit-
perceptions in turn predicted recruiters’ hiring recommen-
dations. Roulin and Levashina (2019) showed that more
comprehensive (longer) profiles and those with larger net-
works received more hiring recommendations from inde-
pendent raters. Consequently, because we expected older
job seekers’ LinkedIn profiles to contain less elements of
impression management than those of younger job seekers,
they may also receive less job offers through LinkedIn.

In addition, older job seekers’ older age appearance may
already be sufficient to trigger disparate treatment, inde-
pendent of their use of impression management. Even
though the date of birth is not displayed on LinkedIn,
several cues (e.g., diplomas and photo) indicate how old the
profile owner might be. A large body of research conducted
in traditional recruitment settings shows that older workers
are treated less favorably than younger workers (Bal et al.,
2011; Neumark, 2018). This is in large due to negative
stereotypes associated with older workers (Krings et al.,
2011; Posthuma & Campion, 2009). Furthermore, looking
older on the photo is a disadvantage. Older-looking faces
trigger impressions of low physical and cognitive ability
(Palumbo et al., 2017), and these impressions have been
shown to reduce hiring chances for candidates who look
older, independent of their true age (Kaufmann et al., 2017).
Therefore, the profile photo on the SNS profile is a powerful
cue that may trigger negative impressions associated with
older age, which may override the impact of other profile
information for older job seekers. Indeed, an experimental
study using mock Facebook profiles found that the photo
had more impact on perceivers’ judgments than a textual
statement about the self (Van Der Heide et al., 2012).

T We thank one of the reviewers for the suggestion to include recommendations in the hypothesis.
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The arguments above suggest that older age may reduce
the positive impact of impression management during
recruitment that is regularly observed in research (e.g.,
McFarland et al., 2003). More specifically, there should be
a positive relationship between impression management
on LinkedIn profiles and job search success for both
younger and older job seekers; however, this relationship
may be weaker for older than for younger job seekers due
to negative age stereotypes. Thus, even if older job seekers
employ various elements of impression management on
their LinkedIn profile, these elements may be less effective
in positively influencing employment outcomes than for
younger job seekers because they are overshadowed by
negative age stereotypes. We therefore propose the fol-
lowing hypotheses:

Hypotheses 5a-b: Impression management in the
profile summary, skill list, profile photo, skill en-
dorsements, network, and recommendation areas will
be positively related to employment opportunities
received through LinkedIn (a). This relationship will
be moderated by job seeker age, such that it will be
stronger for younger job seekers than for older job
seekers (b).

Method

Participants

A total of 198 participants were recruited via Qualtrics
Online Panels and paid for their participation. Participa-
tion in the study was limited to US residents who have a
LinkedIn profile and who indicated that they were using
LinkedIn to look for a new job at the time of data col-
lection. We recruited a group of older and of younger
LinkedIn users on the basis of their birth year, choosing
birth years that allow comparing SNS use and employment
outcomes between job seekers who grew up with the In-
ternet and social media and those who did not. Younger
job seekers were born between 1986 and 1992 (n = 110,
70.8% women, M, 27.55, SD = 1.82). Older job seekers
were born between 1953 and 1967 (n = 88, 51% women,
Mge 55.38, SD = 4.35). Participants worked in a variety of
sectors including information technology (younger 11.8%,
older 10.2%), retail, sales and customer service (younger
8.2%, older 11.4%), accounting, banking, finance (younger
9.1%, older 5.7%), and health care (younger 6.4%, older
5.7%). Almost half of the participants had a bachelor’s
degree (younger 46.4%, older 42.5%), about a quarter held
a master’s degree (younger 29.1%, older 21.8%), and the
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remaining participants had a high school degree (younger
24.5%, older 35.6%). The majority identified as Caucasian
(younger 70.9%, older 93.28%). The remaining partici-
pants identified as African American (younger 10.0%,
older 3.4%), Asian American (younger 10.9%, older 2.3%),
or Latino (younger 3.6%, older 0.0%) or mentioned other
ethnicities (younger 4.5%, older 1.1%).

Procedure and Measures

After consenting to participate, respondents uploaded
their summary statement and their profile picture onto the
survey. Then, they filled out a questionnaire about the
content of their LinkedIn profile and provided demo-
graphic information. We isolated the profile summary and
the photo for further coding (see below).

Profile Summaries

We coded the content of 188 profile summaries (11
participants did not post a summary statement on their
profile; younger 5.5%, older 5.7%, x> = 0.005, p =.95). We
coded the presence versus absence of mentions of pro-
fessional qualities. A student assistant who was not in-
volved in the data collection and unaware of the research
questions coded the presence of information about the
profile owner’s education, profession, and work experi-
ence (1 = present, O = absent). Two additional student
assistants coded the presence of mentions regarding
technical skills - defined as abilities and knowledge
needed to perform specific tasks and soft skills - defined
as personal attributes and interpersonal abilities that
enable individuals to work well with others (1 = present,
0 = absent; interrater agreement: Cohen’s kappa = .96
and .90, respectively). In the analyses, we used mentions
of education, profession, work experience, soft skills, and
technical skills separately. In addition, we created a sum
score of mentions of these elements and used it as a
general index of mentions of professional qualities. Fi-
nally, the number of words documented the length of
summary statements.

Skill List
Participants indicated the number of skills they listed on
their profile.

Endorsements, Network, Recommendations
Participants indicated the number of skill endorsements
they received and the number of contacts with other
LinkedIn users they had. Moreover, they indicated
whether they had at least one recommendations on their
profile (0 = no recommendations, 1 = one or more
recommendations).

Journal of Personnel Psychology (2021), 20(2), 61-74
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Profile Photos

We received 195 useable photos. Note that five younger
participants posted a picture on their profile that did not
contain an image of themselves but showed a landscape
or a child. We analyzed the profile photos on three di-
mensions. For perceived professionalism, we collected
ratings of professionalism of the photo from 18 indepen-
dent raters (Mage 43.5, SD = 10.0; 55% women) for all 195
photos using a 5-point scale (1 = not at all to 5 = very much;
intraclass correlation 0.98, 95% CI 0.96-0.99; for a
similar procedure, see Palumbo et al., 2017). For portrait
pictures, we calculated an index of the prominence of the
face relative to the body of the person. The index is cal-
culated as the distance between the top of the head and the
lowest point of the chin, divided by the distance between
the top of the head and the lowest part of the body that is
visible on the picture (Archer et al., 1983). Finally, we
calculated an index for younger looks on the photo by
asking participants how old they were on their photo and
deducting this age from their current age.

Table 1. Correlations among study variables

Employment Opportunities

We used a common measure of job search success in terms
of employment opportunities, that is, number of job offers
(Johnson & Leo, 2020; Kanfer et al., 2001). Participants
indicated the number of job offers they received via
LinkedIn since they started job searching.

Results

Correlations between the variables are shown in Table 1
separately for each age group.

Differences in Impression Management

To examine age differences in impression management in
the different areas of the LinkedIn profiles (see Hypoth-
eses 1-4), we compared the two age groups by performing

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 n 12 13 14
Profile summary
1. Number of words — 44709 .04 .00 26%%  24%% 12 .00 .08 .00 -05 -77 a7
2. Number of professional ~ .41** — 2 .04 —.01 22 24* 26%* —-17  -07 =17 —.06 —.04 —-.02
qualities
Photo
3. Perceived 26%%  40%* — 16 21% 3% 26%% 32** 15 A5 =M N4 22% .06
professionalism
4. Facial prominence .09 19 -.10 — .03 -05 -.00 .00 23% 17 .04 .04 —-19 a7
5. Younger age .23* .02 N4 —.26* — A2 .09 2 —.24 23*  —.04 .07 2 -1
Skill list
6. Number of skills 27 b2xx  29%%  28*% —.05 — B2%* 35 02 J0 —-13 .04 .09 -.08
Endorsements, network,
recommendations
7. Number of skill .00 a7 .06 .02 -10 RAS - 61 .08 .08 -1 .03 15 .00
endorsements
8. Number of contacts -08 -.01 10 -.10 -3 256% .B0** - —.09 A7 =10 -.08 22 —.07
9. Recommendation 31 4 .04 —-.03 .05 24% 33F*F 28%*  —  —02 .08 .06 .08 22*
Control variables
10. Gender .06 .05 .05 .01 -00 -6 -04 -1 —.03 -  =19* -.04 a7 24%
1. Ethnicity .04 -.08 .08 06 =17 -.01 .03 —-.04 -.00 20 — —.04 .03 .08
12. Education 1 .23* 16 2 .01 .09 18 —.02 -.02 .01 .08 —-.05 — —59** —11
13. Education 2 .00 13 a7 .08 .06 .02 .01 —.06 .20 A5 =14 R — 4
Employment outcome
14. Number of job offers .07 16 —.06 .07 18 10 .08 -.00 4 .06 —-.04 -1 .20 —

Note. Correlations for older job seekers are displayed below the diagonal and those for younger job seekers above it. Demographic variables were coded as
follows: gender O = female, 1 = male; ethnicity: 1 = Caucasian, 2 = other; education 1: 1 = bachelor’s degree, 0 = master’s degree, 0 = high school degree;
education 2: 0 = bachelor’s degree, 1 = master’s degree, O = high school degree. *p < .05; **p < .01.
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Table 2. Comparisons between older and younger job seekers’ LinkedIn profiles

Older job seekers

Younger job seekers Cohen’s d or

% or M (SD) % or M (SD) tor x? Cramer’s V

Summary statement

Number of words 48.77 (68.08) 37.53 (43.21) —1.51 0.22

Mentions soft skills 22.0% 26.0% 0.40 0.05

Mentions technical skills 58.7% 68.3% 1.82 0.10

Mentions experience 35.4% 26.0% 1.93 0.10

Mentions profession 72.0% 51.9% 7.71%* 0.20

Mentions education 3.7% 19.2% 10.26** 0.24

Number of professional qualities 2.01 (1.29) 1.82 (1.24) —1.04 0.15
Photo

Perceived professionalism 2.80 (0.77) 2.83 (0.82) 0.23 0.08

Facial prominence 0.62 (.21) 0.56 (.20) —2.04* 0.29

Younger age on photo 2.61(2.26) 2.01 (1.90) —2.00* 0.29
Skill list

Number of skills 11.02 (9.01) 9.40 (8.68) -1.29 0.19
Endorsements, network, recommendations

Number of skill endorsements 162.79 (302.74) 48.54 (58.48) —3.87** 0.53

Number of contacts 369.34 (749.82) 194.71 (277.21) —2.23* 0.31

Has one or more recommendations 34.1% 22.7% 3.15 0.13

Note. Statistical tests and ESs presented in the two last columns refer to comparisons between older and younger job seekers. The number of professional
qualities is the sum of mentions of soft skills, technical skills, work experience, profession, and educational attainments. ESs = effect sizes. *p <.05; **p < .01.

a series of x? and ¢ tests. Results, including M, SD, and ESs,
are displayed in Table 2.

Profile Summaries

To examine both detailed and overall differences in
mentions of professional qualities in the summary state-
ment, we included the individual mentions as well as the
sum score of mentions of professional qualities. Results
showed that older job seekers mentioned their education
less often and their profession more often than younger job
seekers. There were no differences between the two age
groups for mentions of work experience, soft skills, or
technical skills. There was also no age difference when
considering the more global index of mentions of pro-
fessional qualities (i.e., the sum scores). Moreover, sum-
mary statements did not differ in length between the two
groups. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was not supported.

Skill List

Results revealed no differences between the numbers of
skills listed on the two groups’ profiles. Thus, Hypothesis 2
was not supported.

Endorsements, Network, Recommendations

For skill endorsements and network size, results showed
that older job seekers had more skill endorsements and a

© 2021 Hogrefe Publishing

larger network than younger job seekers did. For recom-
mendations, there were no differences in the likelihood of
having recommendations between the two age groups.
Hypothesis 3 was thus not supported.

Profile Photos

Results showed that there were no differences for
perceived professionalism between the two groups.
However, contrary to Hypothesis 4, older job seekers’
photos displayed a higher facial prominence and a
younger age appearance than younger job seekers’
profile photos.

In sum, results did not reveal that older job seekers
use less impression management in their LinkedIn
profiles than younger job seekers. For 8 of the 14 ele-
ments that we examined, there were no differences
between younger and older job seekers. For the re-
maining elements, most results were contrary to what
existing research on older adults’ computer and In-
ternet skills suggested. Older job seekers mentioned
their profession more often, selected more effective
profile photos (i.e., photos with a higher facial promi-
nence and younger appearance), and had more skill
endorsements. Moreover, they had larger networks
than younger job seekers. There was only one element
of impression management, mentioning educational
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attainments, which older job seekers used less than
their younger counterparts.

Differences in the Relationship Between
Impression Management and
Employment Opportunities

We expected a positive relationship between elements of
impression management and the number of job offers
(Hypothesis 5a). Moreover, we expected this relationship
to be weaker for older compared to younger job seekers
(Hypotheses 5b). To test these assumptions, we first re-
gressed the number of job offers on elements of impres-
sion management in the different profile areas (see Model
1 in Table 3). In a second step, we added interactions
between these elements and job seeker age group (see
Model 2 in Table 3). To isolate the effects of age group, we
controlled for demographic aspects of the participants that
are systematically related to lower employment prospects:
being female (Neumark, 2018), being non-Caucasian
(Neumark, 2018), and having a lower educational de-
gree (OECD, 2012).

We used negative binomial regression estimation be-
cause the outcome variable, number of job offers, is over
dispersed count data (older: M = 1.46, SD = 5.52; younger:
M = 4.14, SD = 9.49). We standardized continuous pre-
dictors before entering them into the equation. Moreover,
we used the sum score of mentions of professional qual-
ities because we were more interested in the overall effect
of mentioning professional qualities than in the differential
effect of each quality dimension. Results are displayed in
Table 3.2

Profile Summaries

Results of Model 1 showed that posting a longer summary
statement was positively related to receiving more job
offers while mentions of professional qualities were un-
related to job offers. Results of Model 2 showed that
neither profile summary length nor mentions of profes-
sional qualities interacted with age group.

Skill List

The number of skills listed on the profile was unrelated to
job offers, and there was no interaction between the
number of listed skills and age group.

Endorsements, Network, Recommendations

The number of endorsements and number of contacts
were unrelated to receiving job offers. In support of Hy-
pothesis 5a, having one or more recommendations was
positively related to receiving more of job offers. There
were no interactions between age group and these three
indicators.

Profile Photo

Posting a photo with a higher degree of facial prominence
was positively related to receiving more job offers. Using a
younger looking photo was unrelated to job offers while,
surprisingly, a less professional-appearing photo was
positively related to job offers. Two significant interac-
tions of age group and with elements of impression
management emerged, namely with perceived profes-
sionalism of the photo and with younger age on the photo.
To examine these interactions, we conducted two follow-
up regression analyses, one for older and one for younger
job seekers. Regressions models were the same as in
Model 1, except that age group was excluded as a pre-
dictor. Results of the follow-up analyses regarding per-
ceived professionalism of the photo revealed that
perceived professionalism and job offers were negatively
related for older, B = —1.13, SE = 0.29, p < .01, but not for
younger job seekers, B=—0.15, SE = 0.17, p = .35. None of
the remaining elements of impression management in the
photo, profile summaries, skill list, endorsements, net-
work, and recommendations were significantly related to
job offers in either group. Results for younger age on the
photo showed that using a younger photo was positively
related to receiving more job offers for older job seekers,
B=0.51,SE = 0.20, p < .01, and unrelated to job offers for
younger job seekers, B=—0.36, SE = 0.20, p = .08.2 Thus,
job seeker age moderated the relationship between the
use of these impression management elements and re-
ceiving job offers. However, their relationships with job
offers were stronger for older than for younger job
seekers. Again, none of the remaining elements of im-
pression management were related to job offers in either
group.

Finally, results of Model 1 and Model 2 showed that age
group was a significant negative predictor of job offers:
Older job seekers consistently received fewer job offers
than younger job seekers, independent of their impres-
sion management.

Among the control variables in Models 1and 2, being male and identifying as non-Caucasian were positively related to the number of job offers.

The last effect should be interpreted with caution because of the low number of non-Caucasians in the sample. Only 18.6% of the sample used in
the regression identified as non-Caucasian, and all other participants identified as Caucasian. Nevertheless, the positive effect of identifying as
non-Caucasian may be due to the fact that participants who identified as Asian Americans made up 35% of the non-Caucasian participants, and
they tended to receive more job offers (M = 8.00, SD = 17.87) than Caucasians did (M = 2.54, SD = 7.08).
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Table 3. Results of negative binomial regression analyses of impression management on LinkedIn profiles and of age group on the number of job

offers

Job offers

Model 1

Model 2

Control variables

Gender 0.47** (0.23) 0.79** (0.27)
Ethnicity 0.72** (0.26) 0.60* (0.27)
Education 1 —0.24 (0.29) —0.14 (0.32)
Education 2 0.69 (0.36) 0.64 (0.38)
Impression management indicators
Profile summary
Number of words 0.27* (0.13) 0.31(0.16)
Number of professional qualities —0.06 (0.13) —0.14 (0.16)
Photo
Perceived professionalism —0.51** (0.13) —0.26 (0.16)
Facial prominence 0.32**(0.12) 0.32 (0.16)
Younger age on photo 0.22 (0.12) —0.30* (0.19)
Skill list
Number of skills 0.09 (0.14) 0.09 (0.23)
Endorsements, network, recommendations
Number of skill endorsements 0.11 (0.11) 0.23 (1.06)
Number of contacts —0.30 (0.21) —0.35 (0.38)
Recommendation 0.79** (0.25) 0.60 (0.39)

Age group
Younger vs. older
Interactions between impression management and age group
Profile summary
Number of words x Age group
Professional qualities x Age group
Photo
Perceived professionalism x Age group
Facial prominence x Age group

Younger age on photo X Age group

—1.35%* (0.25)

—1.25**(0.39)

—0.19 (0.26)
0.46 (0.29)

—0.80** (0.29)
—0.14 (0.27)
0.92** (0.28)

Skill list

Number of skills x Age group 0.28 (0.38)
Endorsements, network, recommendations

Number of skill endorsements x Age group —0.24 (1.08)

Number of contacts x Age group 0.16 (0.53)
Recommendation x Age group —0.65 (0.57)
Constant 0.65** (0.25) 0.42* (0.39)
Likelihood ratio x? 116.35%* 138.70**
Degrees of freedom 14 23

Note. N =172. Unstandardized regression coefficients and SE (in parentheses) are shown. Elements of self-presentation were standardized before entering
them into the regression. Demographic variables were coded as follows: gender O = female, 1 = male; ethnicity: 1 = Caucasian, 2 = other; education 1: 1 =
bachelor’s degree, 0 = master’s degree, O = high school degree; education 2: 0 = bachelor’s degree, 1= master’s degree, O = high school degree; age group was
coded as O = younger, 1 = older. *p < .05; **p < .01.
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In sum, using more words in the profile summary,
posting a headshot with a high facial prominence that
appears less professional, and having at least one rec-
ommendation were positively related to the number of job
offers for both younger and older job seekers, supporting
the hypothesis that impression management on LinkedIn
is positively related to job opportunities (Hypothesis 5a).
Evidence for differential relationships between impression
management and job offers as a function of job seeker age
group emerged for two elements, and both were related to
the photo: Using a younger-looking photo and a less
professional-looking photo were related to more job offers
for older job seekers and unrelated to job offers for
younger job seekers. Nevertheless, independent of these
and other impression management efforts, older job
seekers received less job offers than younger job seekers.
Thus, the evidence for Hypothesis 5b was mixed. While
older job seekers received less job offers independent of
their use of impression management, results also revealed
that using certain elements of impression management
may attenuate this bias.

Discussion

Nowadays, SNSs like Facebook and LinkedIn are com-
monly used in recruitment, but research on the use of
these platforms in recruitment and selection largely lags
behind practice. Nearly nothing is known about how job
seekers from different social groups, including different
age cohorts, use SNS to present and promote themselves
and how it influences their employability. Focusing on
differences between younger and older job seekers is
particularly relevant because, unlike younger job seekers,
older job seekers did not grow up with SNS, which may
reinforce their already disadvantaged position on the labor
market.

Evidence for differences in impression management
between the two groups emerged in all areas of the
LinkedIn profile: Older job seekers mentioned their pro-
fession more often, they used younger-looking profile
photos displaying a higher facial prominence, had more
skills endorsements from other users, and were better
connected with other users than younger job seekers. For
several other elements of impression management like
mentions of technical skills, soft skills, or professionalism
of the photo, no differences between the two groups
emerged. These results were unexpected. In fact, the
evidence at hand suggested the opposite, namely that
learning how to use SNS later in middle adulthood goes
along with a number of barriers, such as feeling uneasy
about online self-promotion, worrying about the use of
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personal data or having difficulties in navigating SNS,
using the software, and producing and posting content.
However, our results suggest that older job seekers are just
as proficient and, in some respect, even more proficient in
promoting their profile on professional SNS as younger job
seekers are.

On the one hand, this observation is encouraging
because it refutes concerns about older adults being less
versed in using professional SNS. On the other hand, it
highlights the need to accumulate more knowledge on
how job seekers belonging to different groups present
themselves on professional SNS and what their un-
derlying motivation is. It seems that older job seekers
were able to overcome typical age-specific barriers
when constructing their professional online persona.
Theories of professional image creation of stigmatized
groups suggest that this achievement may be grounded
in their social identity as older workers. These theories
posit that professional images of workers belonging to a
stigmatized group contain a component that is shaped
by the motivation to distance oneself from the ste-
reotypical characteristics associated with the group
(Houston & Grandey, 2013; Roberts, 2005). Thus, in-
dividuals belonging to stigmatized groups are expected
to use impression management tactics that aim at re-
ducing the salience of their stigmatized social identity,
communicating favorable attributes, or creating an
environment in which others classify the individual on
the basis of personal characteristics instead of group
membership.

This particular motivation may explain why older job
seekers’ SNS profiles contained as many or sometimes
even more elements of impression management and
often precisely those elements which recruiters deem
important in online profiles when screening candidates.
Stereotypes associated with older workers are wide-
spread and stigmatize them as less competent and less
adaptable, particularly when it comes to learning and
mastering new technologies (Posthuma & Campion,
2009). Older job seekers are aware of these negative
stereotypes (Finkelstein et al., 2013), and they are mo-
tivated to refute them (Lyons et al., 2014). Driven by this
motive, older job seekers may have overcome the barriers
typically observed for this group and invested extra care
and effort into promoting their competences in a pro-
fessional manner, particularly on LinkedIn.

In a second step, we analyzed the relationships between
impression management and employment outcomes.
Some of the results corroborated earlier findings. For
example, having a longer profile summary and using a
picture with a higher facial prominence was positively
related to receiving job offers, which converges with
previous research (Levesque & Lowe, 1999; Loughnan
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et al., 2010; Roulin & Levashina, 2019). However, im-
portantly, results revealed that irrespective of their im-
pression management efforts, older job seekers received
significantly less job offers through LinkedIn than younger
job seekers. That is, despite comparable - or in some re-
spects better - online profiles, older job seekers did not
receive comparable employment opportunities. Older job
seekers were better connected and received more skill
endorsements, showing that other professionals deemed it
worthwhile to connect with them and give them credit for
their competencies. Yet, older job seekers were still dis-
advantaged at recruitment.

Only one aspect of impression management helped
attenuate the negative effect of belonging to the group
of older job seekers: using a younger and a less pro-
fessional profile picture. The linkage between younger
age appearance and employment opportunities con-
firms the advantageous impact of younger looks for
older job seekers revealed in experimental research
(Kaufmann et al., 2016, 2017). A younger-looking face
creates impressions of higher physical and mental fit-
ness, and our results suggest that these impressions
may indeed be a powerful driver of favorable em-
ployment outcomes of older job seekers in various re-
cruitment settings.

The advantageous effect of reduced professionalism on
the photo seems surprising at first sight. However, it may
be due to the fact that less professional photos are also less
formal and more personal, reflecting the preference for
appearing “warm and welcoming, not stiff and formal” on
SNS (Callahan, 2018).

Taken together, these results underline the powerful
impact of photos and age appearance on online recruit-
ment. Independent of their impression management ef-
forts, older job seekers received significantly fewer
employment opportunities than younger job seekers. Only
the use of a younger-looking photo and none of the other
impression management efforts helped attenuate the
preference for younger candidates, suggesting that older
job seekers’ older looks on their photo played an important
role in explaining this bias. These findings also have
practical implications. While photos have been banned
from classical résumes for good reasons, they have re-
markably found a way back into the recruitment process
through SNS. Our results imply that it is time to also ban
them from SNS. The absence of profile photos may also
help increase recruiters’ attention to the specific contents
of the SNS profiles and hence to information that is more
relevant for finding the right person for the job. Our
finding that older job seekers are just as proficient in
crafting their professional online persona as younger job
seekers are is encouraging. It implies that the use of SNS is
not per se an obstacle and hence does not create an unfair
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disadvantage for older cohorts. Thus, banning profile
photos from SNS may be an important step forward in
transforming the use of SNS in online recruitment into an
age-fair practice.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study has limitations that create opportunities for
future research on job seeker impression management and
online recruitment. First, we did not assess job seekers’
level of digital literacy. It is possible that their level of
digital literacy differed from other job seekers who use
SNS, casting doubt on the generalizability of our findings.
Levels of education are closely related to digital literacy
(DiMaggio & Hargittai, 2001). Levels of education in our
sample resemble those of most LinkedIn users (Pew
Research Center, 2018). Moreover, we controlled for
level of education in our analyses. These elements suggest
that our results are generalizable to a large range of
younger and older job seekers who use LinkedIn to find
employment. Nevertheless, future research on differences
between social groups’ impression management on SNS
should assess job seekers’ digital literacy more directly and
control for its potential effects.

Second, we focused on those areas of the LinkedIn
profile that are relatively stable over time and that contain
the information that recruiters most look for when
screening profiles (Zide et al., 2014). Other aspects of the
profile change more frequently, like postings of events,
sharing articles or videos, or publishing comments. Pro-
fessional websites recommend posting something new at
least two to five times a week. While these frequent
changes may be one reason why recruiters concentrate on
the more stable profile elements, postings and shared
content may not go unnoticed and influence recruiters’
judgments. These aspects could be captured by a longi-
tudinal study, examining the facets and impact of the more
dynamic, more rapidly changing elements of impression
management on professional SNS.

Third, we focused on one outcome, job offers. The
number of job offers obtained during a specific time
period is a common measure of job search success, in-
cluding online job search (e.g., Johnson & Leo, 2020). It is
arguably the most crucial labor market outcome, with far-
reaching consequences. Unequal treatment at this stage,
as discovered in this research, is therefore particularly
alarming. Nevertheless, additional aspects like the
quality of the job offers would also be important to
consider. Other outcomes like being invited to an event or
to join a group by other professionals may produce a
different picture. Moreover, in the long run, such out-
comes may lead to employment opportunities. Attempts
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to answer such questions provide an important avenue for
future research.

The findings of this research also point to an urgent need
to accumulate more data and to develop theories on how job
seekers of different social groups present themselves on
professional SNS to explain how self-presentation affects
their employability. While practice is advancing fast, re-
search on SNS recruitment - particularly those related to
questions of impression management and of fairness - is
still in its early stages. Both empirical research and
theoretical models addressing these questions are
scarce. A notable exception is the framework of appli-
cant impression management on social media by Roulin
and Levashina (2016). However, this framework does
not consider applicants’ social group membership or
social identity. Our research suggests that these factors
may play an important role for impression management
and self-promotion. Theories of professional image
creation of stigmatized groups may provide a fruitful
starting point for integrating such aspects into existing
frameworks.
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