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Abstract

Two studies examined regional differences in self‐ and other‐presentational styles in the Southern and Northern regions of the
USA. A content analysis of 400 personal ads from Northern and Southern newspapers revealed that Northern ads contained
more descriptions of the self and desired partner that are context‐free and under personal control, whereas Southern ads
depicted more contextualized and less controllable aspects of self and partner (study 1). Moreover, self‐identified Northern and
Southern Americans were shown to prefer ads in the style of their region over other ads (study 2). We conclude that not only do
regional differences in self‐ and other‐presentations exist in the USA but that these differences are also reinforced by others who
share the regional culture. Copyright # 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
Forming the “right” impression can have lasting effects on
social relationship development (Sunnafrank & Ramirez,
2004). In the initial stage of a relationship, people not only
try to present themselves positively but they also want the
important aspects of their self‐concepts to be known and
accepted (Reis & Shaver, 1988). Some people present
themselves as a certain type of person (e.g., fun‐loving,
extrovert), whereas others may focus on what they enjoy
doing. These self‐presentational styles may correspond to
culturally dominant models of the self because people
construct their social image based on their self‐concepts
(Leary & Kowalski, 1990). Parallel cultural differences in
presentational styles may also be found in how people
describe their expectations of a relationship partner, which
suggests a general presentational style that is not limited to the
self. Moreover, these culturally specific self‐ and other‐
presentational styles may be reinforced by the approval of
others living in the same cultural context (Markus &
Hamedani, 2007; Shweder, 1995). These considerations
constitute the two main questions of the present research as
follows: (i) do self‐ and other‐presentational styles vary across
cultural contexts; and (ii) do people like others who present
themselves in a fashion that is consistent with their cultural
mode of being more than those who do not do so?

Different cultural models of the self have been established
in culturally comparative research. For example, Japanese
people are more likely to see themselves in relation to others
and their self‐concepts are thought to be more interdependent
than North Americans. By contrast, North American self‐
concepts are thought to be more independent because of the
cultural emphasis on seeing oneself as an autonomous and
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unique individual (Cousins, 1989; Kitayama, Duffy, &
Uchida, 2007; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1995).
In the present research, we seek to demonstrate not only that
people from a culture would see themselves in a more
interdependent or independent fashion but also that they are
more likely to invite others to see them through these lenses.
Hence, collectivistic cultural contexts may encourage people
to present themselves and others in more relational and
contextualized terms. Conversely, individualistic cultural
contexts encourage presentational styles that focus more on
unique and context‐free aspects of the self. Although these
cultural models of the self have typically been demonstrated
with respect to national differences in collectivism and
individualism (Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999;
Hofstede, 1980; Kanagawa, Cross, & Markus, 2001; Kim,
1994; Kitayama, Matsumoto, Markus, & Norasakkunkit,
1997; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1994), these
self‐understandings have also been found in different regions
of the USA (Plaut, Markus, & Lachman, 2002; Vandello &
Cohen, 1999). As such, we expect to see the hypothesized
regional differences in self‐ and other‐presentational styles
within the USA.
SOUTHERN VERSUS NORTHERN USA
We centered our analysis on the Northeast and Southeast
regions of the USA because these regions present different
socio‐cultural contexts comparable with those observed across
nations (Vandello & Cohen, 1999). Despite the fact that these
regions are geographically close to each other, the Northern
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and Southern regions of the USA differ importantly with
regard to their political and cultural histories. For example,
they were on the opposite sides of the American Civil War,
and more than a century after the war, the differences between
the North and South continue to be seen in cultural ideals,
traditions, practices, and regional identities (Cohen, 1996;
Hurlbert, 1989). Religion, familial relations, a culture of honor
and southern hospitality characterize the South, whereas the
ideals of freedom, independence, and creativity that were
typical of the American Revolution are still very much at the
core of a Northern lifestyle (Plaut et al., 2002).

Using various sociological indexes such as percentages of
people living alone (index for individualism) or conversely
households with grandchildren (index for collectivism),
Vandello and Cohen (1999) found the American South to
be the most collectivistic region of the USA and the Northeast
to be the second most individualistic region of the country
(following only the frontier‐influenced West).1 The relative
individualistic versus collectivistic socio‐cultural environ-
ments in the North and the South afford different ways of
being which are also likely to shape the self‐understanding of
people in the American North and South. For example,
Americans in the Northeast region, where individualistic
ideals are dominant, are more likely to consensually endorse
autonomy and freedom from constraints as the basis of well‐
being. However, Americans in the Southeast central region,
where collectivism is valued, consider contributions to the
well‐being of others a greater constituent of personal well‐
being (Plaut et al., 2002). Consistently, Southerners also
reported greater consensus on considering relational‐oriented
traits such as softhearted and caring as characteristic of the
self than Americans in other regions. These indicators suggest
that the respective cultural contexts of the Southeast and the
Northeast foster different models of the self.

We suggest that these cultural contexts should also affect
the ways in which people present themselves to others in
social situations, in addition to the ways in which they see
themselves. The present research examines regional differ-
ences in self‐presentational styles by analyzing a cultural
product: personal ads. Personal ads provide a unique window
for such examination because they capture the specific ways in
which people present themselves to potential relationship
partners. We hypothesized that regional differences in self‐
presentational styles in the Northern and Southern USA should
be readily observed in these ads. Specifically, the relativelymore
collectivistic cultural contexts in the Southern USA encourage
people to invite others to see them in an interdependent,
relational, and contextualized fashion. Southerners may also
form their expectations and thus describe their desired partners
through a similar lens. However, the relatively more individu-
alistic cultural contexts in Northern USA promote a presenta-
tional style that focuses on the independent and context‐free
aspects of the self and partners. Because many of the ads
included descriptions of ideal partners, this tool also allows us to
examine whether these presentational styles extend to other
presentations.
1Vandello and Cohen treated individualism–collectivism as a bipolar
dimension. High on individualism means low on collectivism and vice versa.
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SOCIAL CONSEQUENCES OF CULTURALLY
SPECIFIC PRESENTATIONAL STYLES

Not only do we expect that self‐ and other‐presentational
styles will differ by region, we also expect these culturally
specific styles to be reinforced by others who share the same
cultural system. This idea is consistent with the mutual
constitution perspective of cultural emergence and mainte-
nance; a socio‐cultural context affords a meaning system that
is then repeatedly utilized and accepted by individuals who
participate in that culture (Markus & Hamedani, 2007;
Shweder, 1995). For example, research has shown that
Americans who have highly consistent self‐views across
different situations evaluated others with highly consistent
self‐views more positively than those who are inconsistent yet
Koreans who do not have highly consistent self‐views did not
show this preference (Suh, 2002). This perspective suggests
that the regional differences in self‐ and other‐presentational
styles may be supported by a social system that values these
self‐expressions. Thus, Northern and Southern Americans
may prefer those who describe themselves in a culturally
consistent manner. Northern Americans may find others who
describe themselves in an individualistic and context‐free way
more desirable whereas Southern Americans may find those
who describe themselves in a contextualized and relational
manner more desirable. In this way, members of a culture are
naturally and subtly encouraged to express themselves in a
culturally specific way because it helps them achieve desired
social outcomes (e.g., finding a companion).

In sum, the Northern and Southern regions of the USA
present noticeably different socio‐cultural contexts that afford
different presentational styles of the self and others (Plaut et al.,
2002; Vandello & Cohen, 1999). A content analysis of personal
ads in study 1 will demonstrate whether or not there are
regional differences in self‐ and other‐presentational styles in
the quasi‐social context of personal ads. Study 2 will extend
findings in study 1 to empirically demonstrate whether or not
these culturally specific self‐presentational styles may be
socially encouraged according to the cultural contexts. That
is, Southerners and Northerners may show greater liking toward
personal ad‐writers who describe themselves or desired partners
in a culturally consistent manner.

We choose to use personal ads to examine these questions
because they provide succinct but rich information about how
one would present the self to others or describe important
others. Personal ads embody people’s attempts to let
themselves be known to potential partners and seek out
desired partners that fit their needs and values. Researchers
before us have recognized personal ads as unique sources of
data about the self and relationships (Gonzales & Meyers,
1993). Despite their brevity, these ads often contain a wealth
of information about a person for analyses and discovery as
demonstrated by research on gender differences (Baize &
Schroeder, 1996; Cameron, Oskamp, & Sparks, 1977; Deaux
& Hanna, 1984; Gonzales & Meyers, 1993; Goode, 1996;
Harrison & Saeed, 1977; Rajecki, Bledsoe, & Rasmussen,
1991; Smith, Waldorf, & Trembath, 1988). Not only can the
samples of personal ads be taken to represent more
heterogeneous populations but we also gain insights about
how people manage their social image in a culturally and
Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 41, 435–445 (2011)
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socially meaningful way. The present research focuses on
presentational styles, or how people present themselves and
others, rather than the motivation behind these presentations
(Goffman, 1959; Jones & Pittman, 1982; Schlenker, 1980). In
the context of personal ads, most people are motivated to
present themselves positively to attract potential partners, but
the question here is what type of information they use to form
these impressions in others’ minds.
STUDY 1
In study 1, we examined regional differences in self‐ and
other‐presentational styles through a content analysis of
personal ads from two Northern and two Southern newspapers
in the USA. It is often the case that personal ad‐writers will try
to provide enough information about themselves and also
write about what they desire in their potential partners. Given
the research suggests that the Southern USA provides a more
collectivistic context than the Northern USA (Plaut et al.,
2002; Vandello & Cohen, 1999), personal ads printed in the
Southern region should reveal more interdependent, contex-
tualized aspects of the writers and their desired partners. By
contrast, in the Northern USA where individualistic values are
more dominant, personal ads printed in the Northern region
may contain more independent and context‐free descriptions
of the writers and their desired partners. We identified three
categories of content that can be typically found in personal
ads as follows: self and partner descriptions, social markings,
and body representations and practices. Hypothesized regional
differences in each of these categories are described below.

Hypothesis 1: Context‐free versus Contextualized Self and
Partner Descriptions

We expected that Northern Americans who are thought to
endorse individualistic values to a greater extent than
Southern Americans are more likely to describe themselves
and others in a context‐free way. By contrast, Southern
Americans who are thought to endorse collectivistic values to
a greater extent are expected to describe themselves and others
in more context‐specific ways. Therefore, Northern writers
were expected to use more abstract or trait‐like descriptions
whereas Southern writers would describe themselves in terms
of their activities. We expected a similar tendency with respect
to the descriptions of desired partners. This prediction is
consistent with previous research that the Japanese, a
relatively collectivistic cultural group, are more likely to
describe themselves in a contextualized manner and define
themselves based on their regular activities (e.g., someone
who swims often) than Americans do (Cousins, 1989).

Hypothesis 2: Merit‐based versus Social
Categorical Markings

The collectivistic mode of being in the South should also make
one’s social identity information, such as one’s religion or
group affiliations, more important. Historically, markers of a
person’s social value or worth have been “relational” in the
South as they were constituted by a person’s association with
Copyright # 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
other people or groups, for example one’s status in a traditional
hierarchically organized Southern agricultural economy or
church membership (Grantham, 1994; Kulikoff, 1993). There-
fore, we expected that Southern ad‐writers would mention
relatively more social categorical markings such as race,
religion, and age. On the other hand, the North historically has
been defined by the region’s industrialization and upward
mobility (Guest, 2005). Therefore, Northerners may convey
more merit‐based markings such as education attainments and
income levels because this information confers meanings of
individual achievements and success. Again, we expected to
find parallel comparisons in the descriptions of desired partners.

Hypothesis 3: Subjective, Controllable versus Objective,
Matter‐of‐fact Body Representations and Practices

Finally, one’s physical appearance is considered to be an
important factor in establishing romantic relationships (Sprecher
& Regan, 2002). Anthropological accounts attest to the vast
range of meanings attached to body practices and to the body
itself (see, for instance, Blacking, 1977; Csordas, 1994; Lock,
1993). These accounts argue that one’s body can signify one’s
social value and placement as effectively as educational level and
religion. Moreover, in the context of personal ads where people
seek potential romantic partners, body representations provide
crucial information about one’s physical attractiveness (Curran
& Lippold, 1975; Murstein, 1972). Parallel to the differences
outlined with regards to social markings, one would expect
individualistic contexts to foreground subjective body informa-
tion that are likely to help them stand out from others, whereas
collectivistic contexts would encourage focus on objective and
common body features thatmost people can relate to. In addition,
we predicted more frequent references to body practices that
reveal personal control over one’s body shape such as doing
exercise in individualistic than collectivistic contexts. This idea is
consistent with the model of agency in individualistic cultures,
which emphasizes self‐directedness and individual efficacy
(Markus & Kitayama, 2003; Markus, Uchida, Omoregie,
Kitayama, & Townsend, 2006). We refer to these types of body
representations as “subjective and controllable” versus “objec-
tive and matter‐of‐fact,” respectively. We thus expected
Northern writers to describe their bodies in more subjective
terms such as attractive, thin, and fit.Moreover, we also expected
Northern writers to list exercise as a preferred activity more
frequently as a means to convey their ability to regulate and
control their body shape. On the other hand, we expected
Southern writers to mention objective, matter‐of‐fact aspects of
their bodies such as height, weight, eye color, and type of figure,
small or large, more frequently than Northern writers.
METHOD
Sampling of Personal Ads

Given our interest in the variation between cultural regions, the
process of selecting comparable newspapers in both regions was
particularly important. We searched for equivalence with regard
to the population sizes of the selected cities, the distribution sizes
of the selected newspapers, and subscribers’ levels of educational
Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 41, 435–445 (2011)
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attainment and income levels. We chose the Winston‐Salem
Journal (NC), as representative of a newspaper of a medium‐
sized Southern city, and complemented this paper with the
Atlanta Journal‐Constitution as representative of a large Southern
city. The Northern newspapers, the Worcester Telegram and the
Boston Globe (MA), were chosen to match their Southern
counterparts with regard to the specified criteria.

At the time of data collection, both Winston‐Salem and
Worcester were medium‐sized cities, 942,091 persons versus
436,941, respectively. The Worcester Telegram and the
Winston‐Salem Journal enjoy similar Monday to Saturday
circulation, 112,643 versus 91,386 subscribers. In addition,
the Journal and the Telegram’s subscribers share roughly
equal financial and educational statistics: The median incomes
for Winston‐Salem Journal and Telegram’s subscribers were
$29,254 and $35, 977, respectively. Fifty‐eight per cent of the
Telegram’s subscribers obtained a college degree, whereas
52% of the Journal’s subscribers obtained a college degree.

Similarly, both Boston and Atlanta can be characterized as
big cities, counted 4,171,747 versus 2,833,511 inhabitants. The
Atlanta Journal‐Constitution and the Boston Globe have
relatively similar Monday to Saturday circulation numbers,
472,312 and 416,768, respectively. The Journal‐Constitution
and the Globe’s subscribers share roughly equal financial
and educational statistics. The median income for Journal‐
Constitution subscribers was $36,051, whereas the median
income for the Globe’s subscribers was $40,666. Furthermore,
61% of the Globe’s subscribers obtained a college degree,
whereas 56% of the Journal‐Constitution’s subscribers obtained
a college degree.

For each of the four newspapers, we analyzed the first 25
female and 25 male heterosexual personal ads for two separate
editions, for a total of 400 personal ads. We skipped those ads
that were re‐printed in the second edition of the newspapers.
We culled personal ads from the 8 and 15 February 1998
editions of the Boston Globe and Worcester Telegram. We
used the 23 January and 8 February editions of the Winston‐
Salem Journal and the 7 and 15 February 1998 editions of the
Atlanta Journal‐Constitution.

Seventy‐seven per cent of the ads (N=310) specified the age
of the ad‐writer. Neither regional nor gender differences were
found with regard to age (M=38.8, SD=9.5). Eighty‐one per
cent of the ads (N=323) specified the race of the ad‐writer, and
an additional 2% (N=9) gave an indirect indication (e.g.,
“blond, blue eyes”). More Northerners than Southerners failed
to indicate race (NNortherners = 49, NSoutherners = 19; X

2(1) = 16.0,
p< .001), which was consistent with the prediction on social
markings. Ninety‐eight per cent of the Northern ads (N=147)
and 76% of the Southern ads (N=137) in which race was
specified were written by self‐identified Whites.

Coding Scheme

Coding categories were developed based on the theoretical
concepts discussed.

Self and Partner Descriptions

Context‐free self‐descriptions were operationalized as the
number of traits used to describe the self (M=1.37, SD=1.73).
Copyright # 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
Examples of abstract traits are “thoughtful,” “confident,” and
“fun‐loving.” Contextualized self‐descriptions were operatio-
nalized as the number of concrete or contextualized activities
used to describe the self (M=2.20, SD=2.57). Examples are
“dancing,” “movies,” or “the beach.”

For partner descriptions, we also created two variables:
partner’s traits and contextualized activities. Partner’s traits
were defined as the number of context‐free traits specified for
the desired partner (M = 1.10, SD = 1.50). Contextualized
descriptions of the partner were defined as the number of
activities specified for the desired partner (M=0.55, SD=2.00).

Social Markings

Merit‐based markings were measured as the sum of education
(0 = not indicated, 1 = indicated), income (0 = not indicated,
1 = indicated), and occupation (0 = not indicated, 1 = indicated)
of the ad‐writer. The resulting variable ranged from 0 to 3,
(M = 0.16, SD = 0.41).

The measure for social categorical markings consisted of the
sum‐score of race (0= not indicated, 1 = indicated), religion
(0= not indicated, 1 = indicated), and age (0 = not indicated,
1 = indicated), and thus ranged from 0 to 3 (M=1.80, SD=0.62).

For the social markings of the partner, we also created two
variables to indicate the extent towhich a writer usedmerit‐based
and social categorical markings to describe their desired partner.
The sum‐score of the desired education level for the partner
(0= not indicated, 1 = indicated), desired financial security of the
partner (0= not indicated, 1 = indicated), and desired occupation
of the partner (0= not indicated, 1 = indicated) were used to
define merit‐based markings (M=0.19, SD=0.45), whereas the
sum‐score of the requested race (0= not indicated, 1 = indicated),
religion (0 = not indicated, 1 = indicated), and age (0 = not
indicated, 1 = indicated) were used to indicate social categorical
markings (M=1.24, SD=0.87).

Body Representations and Practices

The variable of subjective and controllable body representa-
tions (scale 0–5) was the sum‐score of five dichotomous
variables that reflected subjective evaluation of one’s body
such as “fit”, “thin” or intentional practices to control one’s
body shape, such as “doing exercise” (M= 0.62, SD = 0.78).
The five dichotomous variables included subjective descrip-
tions of overall physical attractiveness (e.g., attractive,
handsome), weight (e.g., thin, slender), height (e.g., tall,
petite), body shape (e.g., fit, medium‐build) and controllable
body practices like “exercise” (0 = not indicated, 1 = indicated).
The objective and matter‐of‐fact body representations (scale
0–5) was the sum‐score of five dichotomous variables that
represented aspects of the body that are in principle naturally
given, which included objective information of the person’s
weight in pounds, height in inches, eye color, hair color, and
other features such as having a mustache (0 = not indicated,
1 = indicated; M = 1.03, SD = 1.08).

Reliability of the Coding Scheme

The third author coded all 400 personal ads. An independent
assistant with no knowledge of our hypotheses, coded 64 ads
Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 41, 435–445 (2011)



Table 1. Comparative Descriptives of the Northern and Southern Personal Ads

Northern Ads Southern Ads

dM SD M SD

Context‐free versus contextualized self‐descriptions
Traits self 1.67 1.98 1.06 1.37 0.36*
Activities self 2.01 2.61 2.31 2.52 −0.12

Context‐free versus contextualized partner descriptions
Traits partner 1.32 1.73 0.95 1.23 0.25*
Activities partner 0.36 1.96 0.75 2.00 −0.20*

Social markings of the self
Merit‐based markings (0–3) 0.21 0.48 0.10 0.32 0.27*
Social categorical markings (0–3) 1.72 0.62 1.87 0.62 −0.24*

Social markings of the partner
Merit‐based markings (0–3) 0.22 0.50 0.16 0.40 0.13
Social categorical markings (0–3) 0.98 0.81 1.49 0.85 −0.61*

Body representations and practices
Subjective, controllable (0–5) 0.85 0.84 0.40 0.64 0.60*
Objective, matter‐of‐fact (0–5) 0.89 0.95 1.17 1.19 −0.18*

Note: The number of context‐free and contextualized self‐ and partner descriptions is averaged frequency counts.
*p< .05.
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within our sample, equally distributed over newspapers and
genders. The agreement between the two judges was 96%.
Coders’ agreement was not different between Northern
and Southern ads. We used the first coder’s ratings for
subsequent analyses.
RESULTS
2The regional difference of using context‐free versus contextualized
descriptions for desired partners became marginal when only self‐identified
Whites were considered, F(1,328) = 2.20, p< .10.
3The regional difference of social categorical and merit‐based markings was
not significant when only self‐identified Whites were considered, F
(1,328) = 0.50, p> .10.
General Analytic Strategy

Multivariate analyses of variance with region and gender as
between‐subjects variables were used to test for the hypoth-
esized regional differences. The dependent variables were the
frequency of using context‐free or contextualized descriptors
for the self and partner (Hypothesis 1), merit‐based or social
categorical markings (Hypothesis 2), and subjective and
controllable or objective and matter‐of‐fact body representa-
tions (Hypothesis 3). In order to confirm the differences
pertained to each of the variables tested, significant results
from the multivariate analyses of variance were followed up
by univariate analyses of the individual variables. All F‐values
will be given in the text. Descriptive statistics and effect sizes
can be found in Table 1. To make sure that the regional
differences were not merely an effect of the racial composition
of the personal ads in different regions, we repeated all
analyses excluding the ads that were not from self‐identified
Whites. With rare exceptions, the results for self‐identified
Whites replicated the results from the initial analyses.
Exceptions are reported in footnotes.

Self and Partner Descriptions (Hypothesis 1)

As predicted, there was a regional effect for the type of self‐
descriptions, F(2,395) = 7.20, p< .001. Consistent with our
hypothesis, Northerners described themselves more in terms of
abstract, context‐free traits than Southerners did, F(1,396) =
12.86, p< .001. Contrary to our hypothesis, Southerners did not
Copyright # 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
describe themselves more in terms of contextualized activities
than Northerners did, F(1,396) = 1.37, p< .20, although the
difference between the means was in the predicted direction.
Neither gender nor the interaction between gender and region was
a significant predictor of the type of self‐descriptions.

Also as predicted, there were regional differences in the way
partners were described, F(2,395) = 5.49, p < .01.2 Northern ads
specified more abstract and context‐free traits to describe the
partner than Southern ads did, F(1,396) = 6.07, p< .05, and
partner descriptions in Southern ads specified more contextu-
alized activities than Northern ads did, F(1,396) = 3.96,
p < .05. Neither a gender effect nor a gender by region
interaction was found.

Social Markings of the Self and Partner (Hypothesis 2)

Consistent with our expectations, a regional effect was
found for the type of social markings used to describe the
self, F(2,395) = 6.48, p < .01. Indeed, Northerners tended to
describe themselves more in terms of merit‐based markings
than Southerners did, F(1,396) = 2.72, p< .01. Conversely,
Southerners made more use of social categorical markings
than Northerners did to describe themselves, F(1,396) = −2.35,
p < .05.3 Neither gender nor the interaction between gender
and region was a significant predictor of the type of social
markings used to describe the self.

Also as predicted, we found regional differences in the
type of social markings used to describe the desired partner,
F(2,395) = 11.09, p< .001. The regional effect was due to
differences in the number of different social categorical
markings desired for the partner, F(1,398) =−4.24, p< .001,
with Southerners specifying more social categories than
Northerners. The difference in merit‐based markings for the
Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 41, 435–445 (2011)
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partner did not reach significance, F(1,398) = 1.34, p> .10
but were in the predicted direction (Northerners more than
Southerners, see Table 1). There was also a significant gender
effect, F(2,395) = 11.56, p< .001. Gender effects were found
with respect to merit‐based markings with women requesting a
higher number of these markings than men did (Merit‐based
markings, F(1,396) =23.12, p< .001; Mmen =0.08, SDmen =0.29,
Mwomen = 0.29, SDwomen = 0.55; Social categorical markings,
Mmen =2.20, SDmen =1.70, Mwomen = 2.80, SDwomen = 2.20).

Body Representations and Practices of the Self (Hypothesis 3)

Again, consistent with our predictions, there was a regional
effect for body representations in the ads, F(2,395) = 20.95,
p< .001. Northerners mentioned more subjective and control-
lable representations of the body than Southerners did, F
(1,396) = 6.10, p< .001, whereas Southerners emphasized ob-
jective and matter‐of‐fact body features more than Northerners
did, F(1,396) =−2.61, p< .01.4

Gender differences in body representations were also
found, F(2,395) = 7.61, p < .01, but there was no region by
gender differences. Univariate analyses suggested that men
described “objective and matter‐of‐fact” body features more
than women did (Mmen = 1.23, SDmen = 1.18; Mwomen = 0.84,
SDwomen = 0.93), F(1,396) = 3.66, p < .001), but there was no
significant gender difference with respect to representing the
body in subjective and controllable ways.
DISCUSSION
A content analysis on personal ads from two Northern and two
Southern newspapers confirmed most of our hypotheses
regarding the relative interdependent and independent pre-
sentational styles. The Northern self in the personal ads was
characterized more by context‐free traits and merit‐based
markings, whereas the Southern self was characterized
more by social categories. Northern ads also mentioned
more subjective body representations and controllable body
practices such as fit and exercising than Southern ads. The
Southern ads mentioned more objective, matter‐of‐fact body
characteristics such as height and eye color. In sum, the
differences in the self‐ and other‐presentational styles reflected
regional culture.

The hypothesized regional differences are not only found
in people’s self‐expressions but also in their descriptions of
desired partners. Northern ads described desired partners
with context‐free traits more than Southern ads did, whereas
Southern ads described desired partners with social cate-
gorical markings and contextualized activities relatively
more. The findings on the descriptions of desired partners
suggest that culturally specific presentational styles are not
only limited to the management of people’s own social
image but also extend to how they form images about other
people. We further examined whether people are also more
4The regional difference of using subjective and controllable versus objective
and matter‐of‐fact body representations became marginal when only self‐
identified Whites were considered, F(1,328) = 2.20, p< .10.

Copyright # 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
attracted to those who express themselves in a culturally
consistent manner in study 2.

Because of the quasi‐social nature of the study, the findings
may also be attributed to other personal characteristics of the
ad‐writers such as ethnicity, gender, socio‐economic status, or
specific population characteristics of those who wrote personal
ads to meet romantic partners (Sprecher, Schwartz, Harvey, &
Hatfield, 2008). It is important to note that the ad‐writer’s
gender did not have a consistent effect on self‐ and other‐
presentational styles nor did gender moderate the regional
effect. Moreover, most findings on context‐free or contextu-
alized descriptions and body representations held when only
the ads of self‐identified Whites were analyzed. One exception
is the finding on social categorical markings of the self; the
regional difference became non‐significant when considering
only White ad‐writers. However, the difference with regard to
the use of social categorical markings to describe a desired
partner was not affected by this consideration. Moreover, a
greater portion of Northern ad‐writers did not mention race,
which is also consistent with our hypothesis. It is possible that
greater ethnic diversity in the Southern region explained why
ethnic minority ad‐writers in the region reveal their race more
often but if this is the reason one would expect Whites to do
the same. Taken together, the current findings are not readily
deduced to differences in the demographic composition of the
ad‐writers.
STUDY 2
Study 2 examines whether Northern and Southern Americans
will prefer personal ad‐writers who present themselves and
desired partners with an independent versus interdependent
style. If the culture‐specific mode of self‐expression is valued
by people of the same culture, we expect Northern readers to
prefer writers who present themselves with more context‐free
characteristics, merit‐based markings, and subjective and
controllable body characteristics and practices (i.e., indepen-
dent writers). By contrast, Southern readers may prefer writers
who present themselves in a more contextualized manner such
as describing themselves in terms of activities, social
categorical markings, and objective and matter‐of‐fact body
features (i.e., interdependent writer). It is conceivable that this
culturally specific preference is related to perceived similarity
because one’s self‐expression may implicate a similar cultural
worldview. As such, we also examine whether Northern
readers perceive greater similarity with the independent
writers and whether Southern readers perceive greater
similarity with the interdependent writers.
METHOD
Participants

Forty female and 41 male undergraduates at the Wake Forest
University participated in this experiment to fulfill partial
credit for a psychology class. Several months before the actual
experiment, participants were asked, during a mass‐testing
Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 41, 435–445 (2011)
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session that consisted of many other questionnaires, whether
they considered themselves a Northerner or Southerner. Based
on this question and unbeknown to the respondents them-
selves, 40 self‐identified Northerners (20 women, 20 men) and
41 self‐identified Southerners (20 women, 21 men) were
invited to participate in this study.5

Materials

Personal Ads

We selected 16 personal ads (8 women seeking men, 8 men
seeking women) from the pool of ads in study 1 that were
representative of the following conditions. We modified
them minimally to better fit our criteria and also took out
specific age information because participants of the current
study had a more limited age range than those in the actual
ads. Half of the ads were written by writers who presented
themselves primarily with context‐free traits, merit‐based
markings, and subjective and controllable body character-
istics (independent writers), whereas the other half of the ads
were written by writers who focused on contextualized
activities, social categorical markings, and objective and
matter‐of‐fact body characteristics (interdependent writer). In
addition, half of the independent writers and interdependent
writers wrote about their desired partner with context‐free
traits and merit‐based markings. The other half wrote about
contextualized activity preferences and social categorical
markings of a desired partner. In sum, there were four types
of personal ads: independent writer‐ independent partner,
independent writer‐interdependent partner, interdependent
writer‐ independent partner, and interdependent writer‐
interdependent partner. Female participants always read “men
seeking women” ads and male participants read “women
seeking men” ads.6

To ensure that the selected personal ads reflected the
dimension outlined in study 1, seven undergraduate research
assistants who were blind to the hypothesis and the regions of
the ads coded these 16 ads with the coding scheme of study 1.
For ads that were written in an independent self‐presentational
style, the coding confirmed that there were more context‐free
than contextualized self‐descriptions, more merit‐based than
social categorical markings, and more subjective, controllable
body descriptions than objective, matter‐of‐fact ones (all
ps < .01). These ads’ descriptions were reversed for those that
were written in an interdependent self‐presentational style;
there were more contextualized self‐descriptions than context‐
free ones, more social categorical markings than merit‐based
markings, and more objective, matter‐of‐fact body descrip-
tions than subjective, controllable ones (all ps < .04). The
coding also confirmed that personal ads that described the
desired partner in an independent manner contained more
5We did not have ethnicity information of the participants in Study 2. In the
year of data collection (2005), the student body of the institution where the
data were collected had an approximately 85% White, 4% Asian, 6.5% Black,
2.1% Hispanic, and 0.4% Native American. This ethnic distribution was
similar between male and female students.
6We also noted in the instructions that we were examining heterosexual
relationships, and if the gender of the ads do not match the participants’
preferences, we asked them to imagine the writers in the gender that they
preferred.

Copyright # 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
context‐free traits and merit‐based markings, whereas those
that described the partner in an interdependent way had more
contextualized descriptions and social categorical markings
(all ps < .01).

Questionnaire

After reading each of the eight personal ads, participants
answered questions about their liking and perceived similarity
toward the ad‐writer. The liking items were “How much
would you think you would like the person who wrote the
description above?”, “How much would you like to meet the
person?”, “How much would you want to know this person
better?”, “How desirable would this person be as a romantic
partner?”, “How attractive do you find this person?” and
“How likely would you be to contact this person?
(Cronbach’s α= .87–.94). We also assessed perceived simi-
larity by asking the following three questions: “How similar
do you think you are to the person?”, “How likely do you
think you and the person share similar interests?” and “How
likely do you think you and the person share opinions on
current issues?” (Cronbach’s α= .68–.84). Participants an-
swered all questions on a 7‐point Likert scale (1=not at all,
7= very much). In addition to similarity, we also asked how
compatible the ad‐writer seems to them because some people
may be attracted to others who are dissimilar but compatible
to them.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Participants’ ratings on liking, perceived similarity, and
compatibility were averaged across the two ads for each type
of ad, which yielded four average scores for each participant.
These scores were then analyzed by a 2 (Gender [women,
men]) × 2 (Region [Northerners, Southerners]) × 2 (Writers’
self‐presentational styles [independent, interdependent]) × 2
(Partner presentational styles [independent, interdependent])
mixed model Analysis of Variance. Gender and region were
treated as between‐participant variables, and writers’ self‐
presentational styles and partner presentational styles were
treated as within‐participant variables.

Liking

As predicted, there was an interaction between region and
writers’ self‐presentational styles on liking, F(1,77) = 3.98,
p= .050, ηp

2 = .05. Northerners liked the writers who had an
independent style of self‐presentation (i.e., using context‐free
traits, merit‐basedmarkings and subjective and controllable body
representations,M=4.28, SD=0.84) more than the writers who
had an interdependent self‐presentational style (i.e., using
contextualized self‐descriptions, social categorical markings,
objective and matter‐of‐fact body features;M=3.96, SD=0.84),
t(77) = 2.22, p= .029, d=0.38. However, there was no difference
in liking among Southerners (M=4.12 vs. M=4.20), t(77) < 1,
p> .50 (see Figure 1). There were no other significant main or
interaction effects of partner presentational styles, gender, and
region, Fs < 2.80, ps > .09.
Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 41, 435–445 (2011)
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Perceived Similarity and Compatibility

Mirroring the findings on liking, there was also an interac-
tion between region and writers’ self‐presentational styles
on perceived similarity, F(1,77) = 4.45, p = .038, ηp

2 = .06.
Northerners found the independent writers more similar to
themselves (M = 4.13, SD= 0.75) than the interdependent
writers (M = 3.83, SD= 0.75), (77) = 2.18, p = .033, d = 0.40.
Again, there was no reliable difference for Southerners
(M= 3.90 vs. M = 4.01), t < 1, p > .40 (see Figure 2). There
were no other significant main or interaction effects of
partner presentational styles, gender, and region on similarity,
Fs < 2.86, ps > .08. We also did not find any effects on
compatibility, F< 2.60, p> .11.

Further Analysis of Southern Ads

It was interesting that we did not find the expected difference
among Southerners. We suspected that the objective content
of the contextualized descriptions in the interdependent ads
might unduly influence liking over presentational styles. For
example, a person who enjoys dancing but not outdoor
activities may find an ad‐writer who likes outdoor activities
less desirable even though both are categorized as an
interdependent self‐presentational style. In other words, the
variability in activity interests might have made it harder to
Figure 1. Mean liking as a function of self‐identified Southerners
and Northerners and personal ads writers’ independent versus
interdependent self‐presentational styles

Figure 2. Mean similarity ratings as a function of self‐identified
Southerners and Northerners and personal ads writers’ independent
versus interdependent self‐presentational styles

Copyright # 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
detect Southerners’ preferences for the interdependent style of
presentations. This is less of a problem with trait‐based and
context‐free descriptions such as being thoughtful or intelli-
gent because these abstract descriptions allow greater latitude
for interpretation such that people may construe these qualities
in terms of their desired contexts and behavior of the person
(Dunning, Meyerowitz, & Holzberg, 1989). In this case, the
liking ratings would be less affected by objective contents. For
example, an ad‐writer may describe himself or herself as
adventurous, and the liking toward this quality is unaffected
by the situation (e.g., it could mean that the person likes
exploring outdoors, traveling to different countries, or trying
different cuisines).

To examine whether variability in activity interests described
in the Southern ads in fact affected our results on liking, we
repeated the analysis on liking with those participants who rated
themselves as having similar interests to the ad‐writers (whose
similarity ratings on shared interests were above the median).
There was again an interaction between region and ad‐writers’
self‐presentational style, F(1,31) = 7.32, p= .011, ηp

2 = .19. The
expected difference among Southerners emerged in this
analysis: they liked the interdependent writers reliably more
(M = 5.02, SD = 0.50) than independent writers (M = 4.38,
SD= 0.71), t(31) = 3.41, p< .001, d= 1.04. However, there
was no reliable difference in liking toward independent
(M= 4.60, SD= 0.76) versus interdependent writers (M= 4.64,
SD= 0.60) among Northerners once similarity of interests was
accounted for, t(31) < 1, p> .70. These results suggest that the
null finding among Southerners in the main analysis was
partially affected by the content of the contextualized descrip-
tions. If the degree to which one perceives to share interests with
the writer was controlled for, the expected preference for
interdependent writers emerged among Southerners. Notably,
we were able to find a reliable difference among Southerners
even though similarity of interests and liking were highly
correlated (r= .71 for independent writers and r= .87 for
interdependent writers). Although similarity might have
explained Northerners’ liking effect, it did not do so for
Southerners, which provides more evidence that they might
be affected by the objective contents in the interdependent
style ads.
GENERAL DISCUSSION
This research examined regional differences in, and the social
consequences of, self‐presentational styles in the USA by
analyzing personal ads in newspapers from the Northern and
Southern USA. As shown in study 1, compared with Southern
ad‐writers, the Northern ad‐writers presented themselves and
desired partners with more context‐free traits, merit‐based
markings, and subjective and controllable body characteristics
and practices. By contrast, Southern ads contained more
contextualized aspects and social categorical markings of the
self and desired partners. Southern ads also contained more
objective, matter‐of‐fact body features that are not particularly
subject to individual control than Northern ads. Although
Southern self‐presentations did not include any more
references to activities than Northern self‐presentations, the
Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 41, 435–445 (2011)
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general findings are consistent with predictions that Northern
ads present the self in ways that were relatively context‐free
and they focus on personal characteristics that were a result of
one’s own making or control. These findings suggest that
Northern and Southern Americans invite others to see
themselves in a way that is consistent with their cultural
mode of being.

Partner descriptions showed analogous differences be-
tween the regions. Northern ads emphasized the context‐free
traits of a partner more than Southern ads, whereas Southern
ads emphasized activities and social categorical markings of
the partner relatively more than Northern ads. These findings
suggest that Northerners tend to envision their desired
partners as independent individuals with desirable features,
whereas Southerners are more likely to envision their desired
partners through contextualized terms such as activities and
social categories.

In study 2, we tested the notion that culturally specific self‐
and other‐presentational styles may be valued and reinforced
by members of the same culture through interpersonal liking
and perceived similarity. As hypothesized, self‐identified
Northerners reported greater liking and similarity toward ad‐
writers who described themselves in a culturally consistent
way (e.g., presented themselves with context‐free traits, merit‐
based markings, and subjective and controllable body char-
acteristics). Initially, we did not find any difference among
self‐identified Southerners but further analysis suggests that the
difference might have been muddled by preferences for specific
activities in the contextualized self‐descriptions. In fact, when
we examined the effects among Southerners who thought they
had similar interests to the ad‐writers, we found the expected
difference as follows: they liked the ad‐writers who presented
themselves with more contextualized characteristics, social
categorical markings, and objective and matter‐of‐fact body
features. Such preferences can be construed as a social
mechanism that reinforces culturally shaped self‐presentational
styles (Markus & Hamedani, 2007; Shweder, 1995). The
present research shows the mutual influences of culture and
individuals by incorporating content analysis on a cultural
product (i.e., personal ads) and individuals’ psychological
reactions to the product (Morling & Lamoreaux, 2008).

The current research has theoretical and practical implica-
tions. The focus on regional differences adds to existing
literature that mostly examines national differences in
interdependent and independent selves. This approach sug-
gests that cultural differences in psychological processes are
related to the ecological, historical, and socio‐cultural contexts
specific to the region. In addition, the present work focuses on
self‐presentational styles to show that interdependent and
independent selves guide how people want others to see them
in addition to how they see themselves. These findings also
have practical implications in settings such as job interviews,
college applications, and social networking where important
outcomes can be influenced by self‐presentational styles. Our
results suggest that not only do people need to present
themselves in a positive manner but also need to present
themselves in a culturally appropriate style.

We reasoned that the differences in self‐representational
styles are related to the difference in the interdependent and
independent self afforded by the Southern and Northern
Copyright # 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
contexts (Plaut et al., 2002; Vandello & Cohen, 1999). There
are other demographic and economic differences between
these regions that might have explained the current findings.
For example, ethnic diversity in the South could explain why
Southern ads contained more racial information. Differences
in socio‐economic status could also explain why Northern ads
contained more merit‐based descriptions. Although it is
important to examine the role of these factors more closely
in future research, they are not necessarily alternative
explanations to our current findings because these demo-
graphic, economic, and socio‐cultural factors constitute the
individualistic and collectivistic contexts in these regions.
Socio‐economic status, for example, has been shown to be
related to worldviews and behavior similar to those of
interdependence and independence (Snibbe & Markus,
2005; Stephens, Markus, & Townsend, 2007). Moreover,
the pattern of current results is not readily deduced to a single
socio‐cultural factor such as socio‐economic status or ethnic
diversity. For instance, it is unclear why ethnic diversity
would encourage people to use fewer context‐free self‐
descriptions. Nevertheless, examining the relationship be-
tween societal factors and self‐presentational styles can be
helpful in understanding the proximal processes that produce
these psychological differences. Future studies should also
expand the geographic coverage because the selected cities in
the present research may not be representative of the overall
region (e.g., Atlanta and Winston‐Salem are more liberal
than other cities in the Deep South).

Another possible future research direction is to examine the
cultural pattern of self‐presentational styles in the rapidly
growing industry of social networking and internet dating.
Websites such as Facebook or Match.com have users from
different parts of the world providing rich information on a
relatively standardized platform. Moreover, they allow people
to use various modules in addition to text (e.g., pictures,
affiliations) to present themselves and manage their social
image to others. These social network platforms also allow us
to examine within and cross‐regional differences in self‐ and
other‐presentational styles simultaneously. Through such a
study, for example, we can examine whether the interdepen-
dence depicted in the Southern regions of the USA is
comparable with the interdependence documented in East
Asian contexts. Research regarding different types of
interdependence has distinguished the collectivistic aspect
from the relational aspect (Brewer & Chen, 2007; Gabriel &
Gardner, 1999; Kashima, Yamaguchi, Kim, Choi, Gelfand, &
Yuki, 1995). The former focuses on one’s relation to groups
and the latter focuses on interpersonal relationships with
others. Southern Americans and East Asians may exhibit these
two aspects of interdependence differently in the type of social
relationships and affiliations they include in their self‐
presentations. Our study suggests that collective character-
istics such as age, race, and religion are salient markers of
social affiliation in the Southern USA. Research on Japanese
affiliations suggests that both aspects of interdependence such
as family and company affiliations are equally important in
Japanese self‐understanding which may also be prioritized in
their self‐presentations (e.g., Kondo, 1990).

Further examination on East Asian and Southern American
interdependence and its functions may also have different
Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 41, 435–445 (2011)
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implications for how people from different cultures manage
their social image. East Asian interdependence has been
associated with flexibility and adaptation to the environment
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Suh, Diener, Oishi, & Triandis,
1998), self‐criticism and self‐improvement (Heine, Kitayama,
Lehman, Takata, Ide, Leung, & Matsumoto, 2001), and a
preference to blend in with the environment (Kim & Markus,
1999). As such, East Asians may have more flexible social
images and feel more comfortable presenting themselves
differently according to the situation they are in (Suh, 2002).
However, Southern Americans may primarily focus on
permanent social group memberships and roles that define
which social spheres they belong to. Teasing out the functional
implications of different types of interdependence will further
increase our understanding of why and how people manage
their social image in different cultures and situations.

As social beings, managing one’s image in others’minds is a
part of everyday social interactions (Goffman, 1959). Although
this concern may be more important in some cultures than
others (e.g., Gregg, 2005; Henry, 2009; Nisbett & Cohen,
1996; Oetzel & Ting‐Toomey, 2003), the present research
suggests that there are culturally specific ways by which people
manage their image in others’ minds according to the cultural
model of the self and modes of being. Equally important, the
current research encourages future work to consider how
cultural processes are manifest in social interaction and
behavior. As suggested by the present research and other work
(Cohen & Nisbett, 1997; Oishi, Koo, & Akimoto, 2008), the
cultural shaping of selfhood subtly influences the way we act,
respond, and relate to other people and such behavior is
reciprocated and reinforced in social exchanges. Examining
the dynamics of social interaction in specific cultural contexts
illuminates and elucidates the process by which cultural
meanings are transmitted, sustained, and valued.
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