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Temporal Impacts of Problematic Social Media Content on 
Perceived Employee Hirability
Caleb T. Carr , Mary C. Katreeb, and Ertemisa P. Godinez

School of Communication, Illinois State University, Normal, Illinois, USA

ABSTRACT
Job applicants’ social media postings and presence can impact 
employers’ perceptions during the hiring process. The current 
study expands this line of inquiry, exploring the effects of both 
message characteristics (i.e. post temporality) and individual 
characteristics (i.e. hiring manager’s view about individuals’ 
ability to change over time). Results of a 2 (problematic content: 
present v. absent) × 3 (post temporality: recent v. 2 years ago 
v. 5 years ago) experiment (N = 220) revealed the negative main 
effect of the presence of problematic social media content was 
moderated by the temporality of the post: More recent posts 
more substantively impacted perceptions of person-job fit. This 
moderation effect was further moderated by the manager’s 
incrementalism: the belief people’s personalities can change 
over time. Similar patterns of effects were not identified for 
broader perceptions of the applicant’s general employability.

Introduction

Coutu (2007) offers up a hypothetical – but plausible – example of an applicant, 
Mimi, applying to manage a multinational company’s newest expansion into 
Shanghai, China. Following review of Mimi’s resume and successful interview, 
the otherwise-stellar candidate’s prospects for being hired are derailed when 
a routine Google search reveals Mimi had been involved in anti-globalization 
protests against the WTO (including in front of the Chinese consulate) years 
before. The company subsequently debates whether Mimi’s potential value to 
the organization is offset by the potential trouble should others – particularly 
Chinese business partners – become aware of her conduct a decade prior.

As our online histories expand, others are increasingly able to use archived 
online content to form impressions of our contemporary selves. New acquain-
tances can look back at decades of social media content to look for proverbial 
“red flags,” consumers can find older reviews prior to purchase, and – as 
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evidenced in the case of Mimi – employers can consider past statements and 
actions to supplement information revealed via resumes and interviews. Even 
long-past online behaviors increasingly can be used to guide impressions of 
targets’ contemporary selves.

The present research therefore explored the effects of online traces of prior 
behaviors on perceptions of the target’s current self. To do so, we considered 
both message and internal sources of effects. First, message effects stemming 
from media artifacts generated by the target are considered, specifically the 
content of a social media post as well as the time since that post was made 
(thus reflecting current or prior self). Second, we assessed an internal, psy-
chological factor of the perceiver that may moderate these message effects: the 
perceiver’s implicit personality theory. Implicit personality theories offer 
a continuum of how individuals understand human traits and behaviors, 
ranging from viewing personal characteristics as fixed and immutable (i.e., 
entity theorists) to characteristic as capable of change over time (i.e., incre-
mental theorists). Findings of an experiment conducted with N = 220 hiring 
personnel reveal both message and dispositional factors influenced percep-
tions of person-job fit, but not the more general perception of the applicant’s 
employability. Decomposition of the three-way interaction reveals unexpected 
processes for those participants who strongly aligned with incremental theory.

Review of literature

Warranting

Warranting theory addresses how individuals connect online claims to an 
offline or physical self (Walther & Parks, 2002). Within warranting theory, 
a warrant refers to a, “cue that authenticates an online self-presentation” 
(DeAndrea, 2014, p. 187), and increases perceivers’ confidence the online 
claim faithfully reflects the target’s offline characteristics. Warrants can take 
several forms, including both self- and other-generated claims (Parks, 2011); 
but ultimately affect perceivers’ impressions of the individual’s offline self and 
influence subsequent behaviors.1 For example, warranting theory has been 
leveraged to explain how individuals form impressions of a target’s offline 
extraversion due to both their own claims and the statements of others 
(Walther et al., 2009), whether applicants pursue jobs with employers based 
on a third party’s online review (Carr, 2019), and even an applicant’s perceived 
employability (Scott et al., 2014).

Germane to the present study, warranting theory addresses how 
warrants guide impressions of the offline self, regardless of the valence 
of that online information. Though recent work has advanced warrant-
ing theory by considering the effects of third-party and system- 
generated information (e.g., Antheunis & Schouten, 2011; DeAndrea, 
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Van Der Heide, et al., 2018) and whether an online claim has been 
manipulated or influenced by the target (e.g., DeAndrea, Tong, et al.,  
2018; Lane et al., 2023), less consideration has been given to attributes 
of self-claims, which are a critical component of warranting, particularly 
in social media where individuals make numerous self-statements that 
are accessible to others (Parks, 2011). The present work extends war-
ranting theory by considering the yet-unexplored temporal component 
of warranting theory, taking into account how more recent or distant 
online self-claims may disparately affect others’ perceptions of an indi-
vidual’s current offline self.

Warranting job applicant’s identities
One context apropos for exploring the perceived veracity and offline con-
nection to self-statements is that of job seekers. Motivated to strategically 
self-present information themselves via requested information (e.g., 
resumes, cover letters) to maximize their chances of advancing in the hiring 
process, applicants provide self-claims to potential employers they perceive 
will indicate they possess the employer’s desired characteristics. 
Increasingly, employers are supplementing this requested information 
with searches of online information (e.g., social media, blogs, database 
information) to learn about applicants beyond the highly-curated self- 
presentation occurring in applications and interviews (Carr, 2016; 
Feintzeig & Fuhrmans, 2018). Employers increasingly integrate social 
media screening into their hiring processes: Over 70% of employers now 
report doing so for at least some job candidates (Career Builder, 2018). 
However, amid the myriad of information and sources online, online 
claims may not accurately connect to or reflect the target offline (Carr,  
2016; DeAndrea, 2014).

Both positively- and negatively-valenced social media content by an appli-
cant can affect employers’ perceptions of an applicant, consistent with the 
valence of the content (Carr & Walther, 2014). Though both types of post 
valences affect employers’ perceptions, much research into the effect of online 
information on employers’ perceptions has focused on negative information 
or disclosures (Roth et al., 2016). This focus on negatively-valenced online 
information may be due to the negativity effect (Baumeister et al., 2001; 
Peeters & Czapinski, 1990), whereby individuals experience a greater impact 
on perceptions of others when exposed to negative (rather than positive) 
stimuli, and thus effects of negative information are easier to detect. Indeed, 
employers report increasingly looking at online social media content as 
a screening tool, both to verify claims made offline (Berkelaar, 2017) and – 
focal to the present work – to learn about applicants through their less- 
selective social media behaviors and disclosures (Roulin & Bangerter, 2013).
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Problematic social media content and applicant perceptions
Employers may look to private online behaviors as indicators of how appli-
cants will behave as offline once hired and no longer strategically self- 
presenting favorable attributes to obtain employment (Karl et al., 2010). 
Employers’ impressions of applicants may thus be negatively impacted by 
problematic social media content: “information posted by potential applicants 
(e.g., students) on [social network sites] (e.g., Facebook) that may hurt their 
chances to get a job” (Roulin, 2014, p. 80). Important to this conceptualization 
is that problematic social media content is determined within the context of 
employment. As social media collapse disparate social contexts and networks 
(Davis & Jurgenson, 2014), individuals may post content that, though appro-
priate or normative in one social contexts (e.g., among friends), is considered 
problematic or unprofessional by employers and thus serve as an informative 
warrant.

Substantive work in the personnel literature has identified the types of social 
media content employers perceive to be problematic (often dubbed social 
media faux pas; Karl et al., 2010; Roulin & Bangerter, 2013; Roulin, 2014), 
and whose presence negatively impacts employers’ perceptions. Surveying 
recruiters and their perceptions of various social media content and behaviors, 
Hartwell and Campion (2020) comprehensively identified problematic social 
media content, noting that (among others) negative comments about race, 
gender, or religion, disparaging a current/former employer, information con-
tradicting qualifications, posting photos or comments of a sexual nature or 
related to alcohol consumption, and profanity led to significant negative 
influences on recruiters’ perceptions of applicants.

The presence of problematic social media content affects both broad and 
specific perceptions employers form of applicants. Though many perceptual 
outcomes have been studied, two of the most common perceptions considered 
in the extant research are general employability, or whether or not an applicant 
would be able to secure a job broadly (even if not with this particular 
employer; Rynes & Gerhart, 1990), and person-job (PJ) fit, the congruence 
between an applicant’s knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) and the KSAs 
perceived as needed to do the required job (Edwards, 1991). Perceptions of 
both employability and PJ fit are critical to employers’ ultimate decisions 
whether to advance the applicant in the hiring process, either by offering an 
interview or extending a job offer (Adkins et al., 1994; Carr et al., 2017).

To date, research has examined the impact of several types of proble-
matic social media posts on employer perceptions. Bohnert and Ross 
(2010) found applicants were perceived less employable (i.e., perceived 
less qualified for the job, less likely to be hired hire, and offered a lower 
starting salary) when applicants’ social media profile pictures were 
focused on drinking and partying rather than either family- or profes-
sionally-oriented. This finding was recently bolstered by Tews et al. 
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(2020), who found social media content depicting drug and alcohol use 
had a negative impact on perceptions recruiters’ overall evaluation of 
the candidate. Similarly, Carr and Walther (2014) found HR profes-
sionals viewed applicants as less employable and possessing less PJ fit 
when resumes and cover letters were accompanied by social media posts 
in which applicants made negative self-disclosures about their job per-
formance. Finally, Kwok and Muñiz (2021) interviews with HR man-
agers revealed managers disfavored applicants after finding posts with 
inappropriate language or content, negative posts, discrimination, or 
alcohol/drug use. These findings indicate problematic social media con-
tent impact employers’ perceptions of applicants: both general employ-
ability and specific perceptions, like PJ fit.

Thus, as an initial baseline against which to contrast additional 
effects, we offer an initial hypothesis extending prior research (e.g., 
Bohnert & Ross, 2010; Tews et al., 2020) focusing on the detrimental 
effect of applicants’ problematic social media content on hiring deci-
sions, particularly perceptions of the applicant’s (a) employment suit-
ability and (b) ability to execute required job tasks. To further 
contribute to the literature about the effect of social media disclosures 
on applicant perceptions (beyond focusing on self-presentations of 
drinking) and to maximize potential attributional effects, we considered 
two yet-untested problematic social media content identified by Hartwell 
and Campion (2020) as antecedents to employers’ perceptions of the 
applicant offline: Use of profanity and disparaging a specific former 
employer.

H1: Applicants’ problematic social media content (i.e., obscenity, negative 
statements about specific prior employer) negatively impact perceptions of (a) 
employability and (b) person-job fit.

This initial hypothesis merely applies the fundamental tenant of warranting 
theory: online information guides employers’ perceptions of job applicants 
offline. And though scholarship has begun to probe various mechanism 
underlying warranting theory – including the effect of information source 
on a claim’s impression formation value (Carr & Stefaniak, 2012; Walther 
et al., 2009) and the malleability and dissemination control of online claims 
(DeAndrea, Tong, et al., 2018), one underexplored mechanism in warranting 
theory – and impression formation in general – is the role of temporality 
(Carter & Sanna, 2008; Hollenbaugh, 2021; Ramirez & Walther, 2009). Online 
information about an individual can often transcend time, particularly online, 
making the past available in the present and the present available into the 
future.
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Temporal effects of problematic social media content

Because most social media provide high levels of message persistence, they 
serve as “archival repositories of past performances and memories,” (p. 3), 
which can empower users to review and interact with an individual’s 
historical content (Humphreys, 2018). As such, social media enable time 
collapse: “a blurring of time and a muddling of past and present experi-
ences” (Brandtzaeg & Lüders, 2018, p. 2). Just as social media allow 
identities to bleed outside their intended boundaries into different inter-
mingling networks (Davis & Jurgenson, 2014; Hogan, 2010), they also 
desynchronize self-presentation, allowing perceivers to access both current 
and past expressions of a target’s self. Because of time collapse, users may 
seek to delete contributions or hide their identities (see DeAndrea, Tong, 
et al., 2018) or “untag” (i.e., disassociate) themselves from regrettable 
photos or comments (see Dhir et al., 2016), reducing traces of past selves 
or presentations online that may conflict with future self-presentations or 
presentational goals.

Whereas recent statements are presumed to be diagnostic or informative 
of the target’s current self (Hollenbaugh, 2021), it remains unclear whether 
a temporally-distant self-presentation online informs perceptions of that 
target offline as they are now. Two competing potentials are suggested by 
contemporary literature: that more temporally distant presentations are 
stronger indicators of a person’s current self, or that more temporally 
distant presentations are weaker indicators of a person’s current self. We 
briefly articulate these two disparate positions and derive competing 
hypotheses.

Older content may better-inform perceptions of the current self
One perspective in the literature would suggest past representations of the self 
may be highly informative of the individual’s offline self. Self-generated social 
media content (e.g., profiles) are often genuine reflections of posters’ actual 
personalities rather than self-idealization (Back et al., 2010), and thus can 
inform strong perceptions on behalf of perceivers. Moreover, Ramirez et al. 
(2002) proffered that as online statements made in social settings can persist 
and be viewed beyond their initial context and intended audience, online 
postings may, “offer particularly valuable insights to information seekers” 
(p. 220) such as employers. As users increasingly exercise control over the 
contents of their online presence (DeAndrea, 2014), older social media content 
may be less curated or strategically presented with an employer as a potential 
audience. From this information seeking perspective, older information may 
be less likely to be curated toward an employer (e.g., selectively presenting 
one’s best “work self”) than current information, and thus be more reflective of 
their typical offline selves. Consequently, knowing about who an individual 
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was may actually be more informative or diagnostic of who they are now, as 
temporally distant posts are less-likely to be reflections of a goal-oriented self- 
presentation. This leads to the first of two competing hypotheses about the 
effects of online information temporality, predicting older posts are stronger 
warrants:

H2: Applicants’ temporally distant problematic social media content (i.e., 
obscenity, negative statements about prior employer) have a stronger effect 
than more recent problematic social media content on employers’ perceptions 
of applicants’ (a) employability and (b) person-job fit.

Newer content may better-inform perceptions of the current self
A second perspective in the literature suggests past representations of the self 
are weak indicators of the current self. Such a perspective is an amalgam of 
both communicative and psychological literature, converging on the supposi-
tion that more recent disclosures, both online and in general, are more 
diagnostic of an individual’s current self-concept and self.

Individuals are increasingly aware their online self-presentations can be 
accessed by broad, often unintended audiences (Hogan, 2010). As a result, 
individuals are often mindful of the potential audiences of their self- 
presentations, utilizing privacy settings and selective disclosures to help man-
age their identities online (Vitak, 2012), particularly when such identity cues 
may be persistent. Recently, interviews by Birnholtz and Macapagal (2021) 
revealed users aware of the persistence of social media posts will be cautious 
about posts as they are made, particularly when disclosures may be stigmatiz-
ing or unknown to parts of their audience, a finding echoed by Huang et al. 
(2020) finding that individuals utilize WeChat’s “Time Limit” permanence 
settings to increase the permanence of messages users think may better reflect 
them in the long term while limiting the message permeance of potentially 
unflattering messages or content that may not be consistent with an intended 
future self. Ultimately, users appear to be mindful about online disclosures in 
the present that may not reflect their intended self to future audiences, 
suggesting individuals’ more-recent self-presentations may be more reflective 
of their own current self-perceptions than temporally distant self- 
presentations.

An additional and more direct consideration may be the changes of person-
ality traits over time. Individuals are not innately static, and individuals’ self- 
concepts and personalities can change over the course of their lives (Demo,  
1992; Jones & Meredith, 1996). Of interest to the present study, though 
individuals traits tend to stabilize in later life stages (Costa et al., 2019), self- 
concepts and personalities are particularly mutable during adolescence and 
early adulthood (i.e., while in secondary and tertiary schools) as individuals 
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gain agency and identify and nurture their autonomous selves (Pascarella 
et al., 1987; Shapka & Keating, 2005). In other words, who someone is now 
is not innately who they will be in several years, especially as individuals go 
through the independence and self-exploration of college. In this way, the 
developmental psychology literature suggests self-presentational statements 
may be decreasingly diagnostic as they are more temporally distant from the 
current self, reflecting a prior (rather than current) self of the target individual.

Both self-presentational and psychological explanations articulate different 
paths to the same outcome: Individuals’ temporally distant self-presentations 
may be less reflective of their current selves than current self-presentations. 
From this perspective, knowing about who an individual was may not be as 
informative or diagnostic of who they are now, as temporally distant posts are 
less-likely to faithfully warrant the individual’s current self. This leads to 
the second of two hypotheses about the effects of online information tempor-
ality, predicting recent posts are stronger warrants:

H3: Applicants’ recent problematic social media content (i.e., obscenity, nega-
tive statements about a specific prior employer) have a stronger effect than more 
temporally distant problematic social media content on employers’ perceptions 
of applicants’ (a) employability and (b) person-job fit.

Moderated moderation effect of entity theory

In addition to the extrinsic message effects of social media contents, employ-
ers’ dispositional factors are likely also influenced by intrinsic personality 
characteristics of the hiring managers themselves. One critical psychological 
factor that may influence how each employer perceives applicant information – 
particularly that obtained from across time – is the individual’s perception of 
whether or not people can fundamentally change. Entity theory provides a lens 
through which to examine people’s beliefs regarding human attributes, such as 
moral character (Dweck et al., 1995). Entity theory proffers people are static 
and unlikely to change. Individuals holding an entity theory of personality 
(i.e., entitists) are likely to view past behaviors as a stronger predictor of future 
conduct, as behaviors and responses should be generally stable over time. 
Alternately, individuals believing people are malleable and capable of change 
over time (i.e., incrementalists) are likely to view past behaviors as weaker 
predictor of future conduct, as behaviors and responses can change over time. 
These competing perspectives model disparate implicit mind-sets individuals – 
including managers – can possess about others’ abilities to change over time 
(Heslin et al., 2006), and may moderate effects of a manager’s dispositional 
forgiveness.
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Implicit assumptions about character and behavior are likely to be present 
in recruiters considering job applicants, particularly as they consider candi-
dates’ past behaviors and activity on social media platforms. An entitist 
recruiter would view applicants’ selves as stable over time. Consequently, 
negative behaviors would provide similar impression-formation value whether 
those behaviors were temporally recent or distant, making evaluative judg-
ments based on a problematic social media content as representative of a fixed 
self. Alternately, an incrementalist recruiter would view applicants’ selves as 
mutable over time. As an incrementalist recruiter would believe individuals 
are capable of change across the lifespan, past behaviors would not be con-
sidered strong predictors of current conduct, particularly as the temporal 
distance between the past behavior and present increases. Consequently, as 
recruiters are more aligned with incremental theory’s supposition that indivi-
duals’ traits and personas are not fixed, they may perceive more recent 
information as more diagnostic of the individual’s current self (Dweck et al.,  
1995). A recruiter’s implicit assumptions about character can thereby further 
moderate the temporal effects of problematic social media content. Therefore:

H4: The moderating effect of a post’s recency (i.e., temporality) on the direct effect 
of problematic social media content on an employer’s perceptions of an applicant is 
further moderated by the employer’s degree of incremental theory, so that incre-
mentalist employers experience stronger perceptions from more recent posts.

Method

Participants

Given the moderate effect sizes expected, an a priori power analysis using 
G*Power (v. 3.1.9.4; Faul et al., 2008) suggested 215 participants would be 
needed to detect significant medium (f2 = .10) effects with power = .95. 
Participants were recruited via an online recruitment tool (Prolific.co), and 
compensated USD$1.50 for taking part in the ~10-minute study. To be eligible 
to participate, individuals must have been at least 18 years of age, currently 
working at least 30 hours/week in a human resources or personnel job in the 
United States, and have at least six months of human resources or personnel 
experience.

Human resources employees (N = 220) were recruited via Prolific.co and 
compensated US$1.50 for their participation. Participants’ average age was 
34.61 (SD = 7.14), and self-identified their genders as male (nmale = 155), 
female, (nfemale = 63), and two did not identify a gender. Participants were 
drawn from 24 industries, with construction (17.3%), finance and insurance 
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(16.8%), and health care and social assistance (8.2%) and college, university, 
and adult education (8.2%) the most represented.

Procedure

Participants were recruited to take part in an online study assessing the 
workplace readiness and viability of a candidate based on requested and 
obtained information. After providing informed consent and completing 
initial screener questions, participants were asked to assume the role of 
a hiring manager considering an applicant for an entry-level management 
job. After being presented a brief job description drawn from an actual online 
job posting (Appendix A), participants were then shown a resume of the 
applicant Alex Mayburn (Appendix B). Next, participants were shown 
a social media post a human resources intern had purportedly found on the 
applicant’s Twitter account and deemed notable (see “Stimuli” below). 
Following successful completion of the attention checks, participants then 
completed a series of standardized measures to assess their perceptions and 
attributions of the applicant.

Stimuli
Participants were exposed to identical job posting and resume information. All 
that varied among conditions was the social media post to which they were 
exposed. These stimuli took the form of Twitter posts (created using a tweet 
generator, Tweetgen.com), identifying “Alex Mayburn” as the poster, con-
nected to the resume by both name and identified Twitter user handle. “Alex 
Mayburn” was selected as an androgynous name, and the default Twitter 
profile silhouette (see Figure 1) was used in place of a profile image, helping 
reduce potential effects of attributions based on gender or other physical 
attributes. The nature of the hypotheses required a fully-crossed 2 (problematic 
social media content: present v. absent) × 3 (post recency: recent, moderately 
distant, far distant) design, resulting in six total experimental conditions. 
Participants were randomly assigned to one of these six conditions.

Figure 1. Sample Stimulus Tweet, Presenting Far Distant (i.e., 5 Years Prior) Social Media Faux Pas.
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Experimental conditions
Problematic social media content. To manipulate the presence (versus 
absence) of problematic social media content, the contents of the appli-
cant’s social media post was altered to omit or include problematic content. 
Much research to-date has operationalized problematic social media con-
tent as alcohol/drug content (e.g., Bohnert & Ross, 2010; Tews et al., 2020). 
However, content involving alcohol in the present study introduced poten-
tially-confounding effects stemming from post temporality: A current post 
by a 22-year old about alcohol use may be problematic, but not as much as 
a similar post from 5 years ago in which the then−17-year old’s depiction of 
alcohol use would also be an illegal activity. Thus, we drew from Hartwell 
and Campion (2020) to identify two other types of social media content 
employers report as negative and result in negative perceptions similar to 
alcohol/drug use: disparaging current/former employer and profanity. 
Stimuli posts were constructed to either include or exclude condemnation 
of a specific current or prior employer2 while concurrently using profane 
language.

To control for potential message effects (Reeves et al., 2016), two distinct 
messages were constructed3 and used. In the problematic social media content 
conditions, posts read: “How is it any time my dumbass company needs to do 
‘more with less’ that ends up increasing my job (without more $$$), while my 
boss sits on her fat ass doing the same amount of work,” and “Mary’s 
scheduling for #Murdochs is absolute horseshit. Why even submit a time-off 
request three weeks in advance if she won’t schedule me off?!? 
#MuckFurdochs”. In the no problematic social media content conditions, two 
equitable messages were presented, but omitting the disparagement of a 
specific prior employer or profanity: “How is it any time a company needs 
to do ‘more with less’ that ends up increasing employees’ job (without more $$ 
$), while their bosses do the same amount of work,” and “Scheduling for a lot 
of employers can be terrible. Why even submit a time-off request three weeks 
in advance if you won’t get that time scheduled off?!? #DoBetterBosses”. In 
this way, the posts in the no problematic social media content condition (i) 
begrudged employers in general without identifying their specific current or 
former employer and (ii) were negative without being profane, thereby the 
negative valence and intent of the post while stripping away the particular 
problematic content being studied.

Post recency. Additionally, this research was interested in the effects of the 
recency of applicants’ social posts on employer’s perceptions of the applicant. 
The recency of the post was manipulated by altering the date the post was 
made. As attending college – especially the first two years – can be a time of 
substantive personal growth and change among young adults (Terenzini & 
Wright, 1987), it was important to consider how a post may reflect an 
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applicant about to graduate, an applicant in the middle of their college 
experience, and then the applicant prior to college. Thus, post recency was 
manipulated by altering the date stamp of the applicant’s tweet to be either 
recent (i.e., from the prior week), moderately distant (i.e., from two years prior, 
about the middle of the applicant’s college experience), and far distant (i.e., 
from five years ago, likely prior to the applicant’s college experience).

Measures

Following their exposure to study stimuli, participants completed several 
established measures using 7-point Likert-type scales. At the end of the 
instrument, participants also self-identified demographic information, includ-
ing their age, ethnicity, and sex.

Independent variable
Incremental theory. Participants completed six items (α = .79) from Levy 
et al. (1998) to assess their implicit theories of personality. Participants 
responded to items including, “Everyone is a certain kind of person, and 
there is not much that they can do to really change that,” and, “People 
can substantially change the kind of person they are.” Items were 
recoded as appropriate so that higher-values indicated greater 
incrementalism.

Dependent variables
Employability. The participant’s overall employability—or perception the 
applicant is capable of obtaining employment in general – was assessed 
using two items (α = .71) from Adkins et al. (1994): “Given your overall 
impression of this candidate, Alex Mayburn is employable (i.e., likely to 
receive other job offers),” and “Regardless of the candidate’s qualifications, 
Alex Mayburn is likeable.”

Person-job fit. Person-job (PJ) fit was measured using Cable and Judge’s (1996) 
three item scale, α = .83. Participants responded to items including, “The 
applicant’s abilities and education provide a good match with the demands 
this job would place on them.”

Results

Hypotheses were tested using Hayes (2013; v. 3.3) regression-based PROCESS 
macro (model 3), testing for a three-way moderated moderation interaction. Two 
models entered the presence of problematic social media content (dummy-coded 
as 1) as the independent variable, the post recency as the moderating variable 
(coded so that 1 = recent, 2 = moderately distant, and 3 = far distant), and 
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a participant’s incrementalism as the moderating moderation variable. The first 
model tested hypotheses about person-job fit (a); and the second model tested 
hypotheses about perceived employability (b). Results appear below and in Table 1.

For the dependent variable of employability, the moderated moderation 
model was statistically significant, F(7, 211) = 2.80, p = .008, R = .29, R2 = .09. 
However, there was not a significant main effect of the presence of problematic 
social media content on perceived employability, b = −1.29, se = 1.66, p = .44. 
Thus, H1a was not supported. The interaction between post temporality and 
the presence of problematic social media content was also nonsignificant, 
b = .37, se = .81, p = .64. Finally, the three-way interaction between incremental 
theory, post temporality, and the presence of problematic social media content 
was nonsignificant, b = −.04, se = .18, p = .83. Ultimately, though the omnibus 
model was significant, none of the predicted relationships were statistically 
significant (see Figure 2); and hypotheses regarding effects on perceived 
employability (H2a, H3a, and H4a) were rejected.

For the dependent variable of person-job fit, the moderated moderation 
model was statistically significant, F(7, 211) = 4.06, p < .001, R = .34, R2 = .12, 
indicating the combined effect of both moderators significantly influence the 
effect of problematic social media content on perceptions of PJ-fit. Only the 

Table 1. Moderated moderation analysis for variables predicting perceived employability and 
person-job Fit.

Employability Person-Job Fit

Predictor b se b se

Problematic Social Media Contenta (PC) −1.29 1.66 −4.10† 1.55
Temporality of Postb (T) −.44 .60 −.53 .56
Incrementalism (I) −.18 .26 −.19 .24
PC × T .37 .81 1.18* .75
PC × I .05 .37 .83* .34
T × I .10 .13 .15 .13
PC × T × I −.04 .18 −.44† .17
Constant 6.15‡ 1.17 6.03‡ 1.09
F (df) 2.80† (7, 211) 4.06‡ (7, 211)
R2 .09 .12

Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. 
*p < .05, †p < .01, ‡p < .001. 
aReference category was the presence of a social media faux pas.. 
bRecent (1 week) = 1, moderately distant (2 years) = 2, and far distant (5 years) = 3.

Figure 2. Results of hypothesized relationships.
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presence of problematic social media content had a significant main effect on 
perceived PJ fit (see Table 1), b = −4.10, se = 1.55, p = .009, supporting H1b. 
The interaction between post temporality and the presence of problematic 
social media content was also significant, b = 1.86, se = .75, p = .014, support-
ing H3b (and suggesting rejection of H2b): Post temporality moderated the 
relationship between the presence of problematic social media content and 
perceived PJ fit, so that the negative influence of problematic social media 
content was generally stronger as the post was more recent (see Figure 2). 
Finally, the three-way interaction between incremental theory, post tempor-
ality, and the presence of a problematic social media content was significant, 
b = −.44, se = .17, p = .009, supporting the moderated moderation proposed by 
H4b. In other words, the magnitude of the moderation by time since the 
posting of the problematic content on the effect of the presence of that 
problematic social media content on perceptions of PJ fit depends on the 
perceiver’s incrementalism, explaining about 3% of the variance in perceived 
PJ fit.

Table 2. Tests of Presence of Problematic Social Media Content × Time Since Post Interaction at 
Levels of Incrementalism.

Employability Person-Job Fit

Level of Incrementalism Effect F Effect F

Low (i.e., Entitivist; −1SD = 3.39) .25 .90 .36 2.24
Medium (M = 4.41) .21 1.22 −.09 .27
High (i.e., Incrementalist; +1SD = 5.42) .17 .40 −.54 4.86*

Notes: Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. 
*p < .05, †p < .01, ‡p < .001.

Figure 3. Simple Moderation Effect of Temporality of Social Media Faux Pas on Employers’ 
Perceptions of Applicant’s Person-Job Fit.
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Additional analyses decomposed the moderated moderation effect identi-
fied for the outcome of PJ fit. Conditional interaction of time since post and 
the presence of problematic social media content at different levels of entity 
theory are presented in Table 2. The moderated moderation appears to have 
been driven by individuals adhering more to incrementalism (i.e., +1SD, 
M > 5.42; n = 35, m = 6.05, sd = .51), effect = −.54, F(1, 211) = 4.86, p = .03, 
whose patterns of effects differed from individuals adhering more to entitivism 
(i.e., −1SD, M < 3.39; n = 29, m = 2.80, sd = .45) and those not strongly falling 
into either theory (i.e., around the middle of the continuum; n = 90; see 
Figure 3). Incrementalists viewed applicants as demonstrating better PJ fit 
when exposed to a social media post lacking problematic social media content 
as the post was made longer ago. However, incrementalists experienced 
a reverse pattern of effects when exposed to problematic social media content, 
perceiving the applicant to demonstrate greater PJ fit as the problematic social 
media content was posted more recently. Uniquely, incrementalists’ percep-
tions of the applicant’s PJ fit converged as the post was made more recently, 
regardless of the presence of problematic social media content.

Discussion

This research explored how employers’ perceptions of job applicants are 
affected by applicants’ media artifacts and employers’ own dispositions. 
Specifically, it considered applicants’ prior social media posts made either 
recently or long ago, as well as employers’ own implicit theories about people’s 
ability to change over time. Hypothesized processes were supported for per-
ceptions of the applicant’s person-job (PJ) fit, but not for more general 
employability. Problematic social media content (operationalized as the pre-
sence of profanity and disparagement of one’s specific employer) had 
a significant negative impact on perceptions of PJ fit; and those effects were 
stronger when the problematic content was made more recently. An employ-
er’s belief whether people are able to change their general attributes over time 
further moderated this effect, but in an unexpected way.

Effect of problematic social media content on employers’ perceptions of 
applicants

The support for the negative impact of problematic social media content on 
employers’ perceptions of a job applicant’s PJ fit was clear. The most sub-
stantive effect identified in this research was whether participants were 
exposed to the applicant’s problematic social media content. Even when not 
tied directly to job-relevant KSAs, problematic social media content exerted 
a strong main effect that diminished employers’ perceptions of the applicant’s 
person-job fit, consistent with prior findings on the effects of social media 
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information on perceptions of applicants (Bohnert & Ross, 2010; Roulin & 
Bangerter, 2013). As employers at the early stages of hiring are often looking to 
quickly disqualify candidates before more carefully considering a smaller pool 
of qualified candidates to interview or hire (Posthuma et al., 2002), the strong 
effect of negative online information on perceptions of PJ fit is likely reflective 
of employers’ screening procedures.

However, the lack of similar support for perceptions of an applicant’s 
general employability suggest these effects may not be as foregone as assumed. 
Two potential possibilities may account for this disparate finding. First, there 
may be some conceptual conflation between employability and job fit. Though 
often treated as a unique and distinct concept (e.g., Bohnert & Ross, 2010; Carr 
et al., 2017), PJ fit has also been theorized as one of many dimensions of the 
superordinate construct “employability,” alongside other forms of fit, includ-
ing person-organization (PO), person-vocation (PV), and person-group (PG) 
fit (Jansen & Kristof-Brown, 2006). The present findings may evidence recrui-
ters view past problematic social media content as diagnostic or informative of 
some forms of job fit (i.e., subdimensions of employability) but not others. For 
example, denigrating a prior employer may speak to an applicant’s ability to 
perform job tasks by suggesting they are frustrated or problematic employees; 
but not their fit with a broader industry or other employers (i.e., PV fit). 
Alternately, frustration with a particular employer – when focused on actual 
business practices rather than ad hominem attacks – may be viewed by 
recruiters as a competent worker (i.e., high PJ fit) who is not valued by the 
employer or currently well-suited to that particular organization (i.e., low PO 
fit). In both instances, were employability considered as a superordinate con-
struct to various dimensions of fit, variation in a single fit dimension may not 
be reflected in other dimensions of fit or the superordinate perception of 
employability.

A second potential explanation relates to the measurement of outcomes. 
The disparate effects of problematic social media content on employability and 
PJ fit may merely be an artifact of how items were operationalized, particularly 
given the timing of this research. Employability referred to participants’ 
general sense the applicant could get any employment, whereas person-job 
fit referred to the applicant’s fit to the specific job posting to which they were 
exposed. It could be that participants seeing problematic social media content 
found this post problematic or disqualifying for the particular managerial job 
to which the applicant was applying (consistent with Kwok & Muñiz, 2021), 
but not the candidate’s general ability to find any form of employment – an 
explanation compounded by the timing of the study. During data collection, 
the United States was experiencing drastic labor shortages amid the “Great 
Resignation,” wherein employers across industries clamored for employees 
(The Economist, 2021). It is possible this manifested as a history effect, 
whereby recruiters taking part in the study thought the applicant may be less 
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of a fit for the particular job shown in light of problematic social media 
content, but were confident that a job seeker could find some job amid 
nationwide desperation among employers. Future work, including with dif-
ferent measurement of study variables and accounting for broader trends in 
the job market, may help resolve these potential explanations.

Implications for warranting theory

Another contribution of this research is its response to prior calls to consider the 
role of temporality in impression formation from online information 
(Hollenbaugh, 2021), providing an initial look at the warranting value of online 
claims across time. Warranting theory has not yet accounted for the ability of 
online tools to collapse time, enabling online presentations to persist – and be 
accessed – across time (Brandtzaeg & Lüders, 2018). These findings advance 
warranting theory by evidencing the role of temporality in warranting value. 
This research provides initial evidence a warrant’s ability to guide impressions of 
an offline target may decrease as the time since that claim was made increases. 
Data clearly evidenced the moderating effect of post temporality, as more-recent 
posts resulted in reduced perceptions of PJ fit when employers were exposed to 
applicant’s problematic social media content, relative to identical yet more 
recent posts (see Figure 2). Consistent with H3b, more recent claims more 
strongly guided impressions of a target’s current self. Especially when consider-
ing young adults whose personality traits may only now be stabilizing, employ-
ers may implicitly recognize newer online statements are more reflective of the 
applicant’s current self as they are more recent.

This finding is consistent with psychosocial theorizing that, as people 
change over time (particularly during adolescence (Demo, 1992; Jones & 
Meredith, 1996), users may be increasingly aware that online disclosures are 
permanent and accessible, and thus more recent posts are likely more valid 
reflections of individuals’ current selves. Just as with Birnholtz and 
Macapagal’s (2021) interviewees caution when posting stigmatizing informa-
tion, in the present context a job seeker recently posting problematic social 
media content may indicate to employers that either (a) the poster is simply 
careless or unaware of social media norms, or more likely (b) the character-
istics and attributes presented via that more-recent problematic content is 
a more deliberate – and thus accurate – presentation of their current self. 
Alternately, and particularly given the particular types of problematic social 
media content used in this study (i.e., profane statements about a specific 
employer), employers may attribute long-past transgressions as dissatisfaction 
with a temporary job (rather than permanent career) or the naiveté of youth. 
Data broadly reflect this conclusion, with employers integrating more tempo-
rally distant posts less into their perceptions of the applicant offline, manifest 
in more favorable perceptions of the applicant’s PJ fit.
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That the moderation effect of information temporality was weaker than the 
main effect of a post’s content is unsurprising: moderating effects are typically 
weaker relative to main effects (see Wilson & Sherrell, 1993). And yet, even from 
as discrete a cue as a timestamp, this moderation effect still remained surpris-
ingly substantive driving observable differences in participants’ PJ fit perceptions 
(see Figure 2). Future work should further validate and explore temporality in 
warranting, both as a moderating effect and in isolation as a main effect.

Interpreting meaning for incremental theory

Finally, these findings provide some provocative insight into how recruiters’ 
dispositional factors may impact their perceptions of applicants based on 
mediated problematic content across time. Incrementalism had neither 
a direct or moderating effect on perceptions of PJ fit, significantly acting 
only as a moderating moderator (see Table 2), so that the degree to which 
a recruiter believed people were capable of change significantly influenced the 
temporal moderation effect. Recruiters closer to the entity theory end of the 
continuum (i.e., ≥1 SD below the mean) did not have a significant difference in 
their perceptions of employability or person-job fit when viewing the appli-
cant’ with problematic social media content post across time. Such a finding is 
expected, as entitists tend to have a high degree of stability in their perceptions 
of others, believing character remains static across time. This perspective is 
reflected in our data, as individuals aligned more strongly with entitivism 
reported no differences in their assessments of an applicant due to the 
presence of problematic social media content, regardless of the post’s 
temporality.

However, decomposition of the three-way interaction revealed an unex-
pected process: Recruiters that more strongly aligning with incremental theory 

Figure 4. Visualizing Three-Way Interaction among Presence of a Social Media Faux Pas, Time Since 
the Faux Pas was Posted, and Recruiter’s Incrementalism.
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(i.e., >1 SD above the mean), believing people can change over time, substan-
tively deviated from these patterns, becoming more critical of posts with 
problematic social media content (and less critical of posts without proble-
matic social media content) over time (see Figure 4). This was contrary to 
previous literature that robustly indicates incrementalists should believe peo-
ple are dynamic and capable of change, and therefore be more forgiving 
toward past mistakes. So what happened here? One explanation may be that 
earlier job-related posts about specific workplace concerns evidenced early 
assimilation into work.

Anticipatory socialization refers to the process of learning about work 
(Jablin, 2001). Initial knowledge about work and working is often provided 
by part-time jobs (Levine & Hoffner, 2006), providing anticipatory socializa-
tion that can enable individuals to successfully assimilate to their employment 
and career duties. Employees who started working earlier are perceived as 
more prepared to work, aware of the requirements and obligations of organi-
zational roles and tasks (Carr et al., 2006). By posting about early work and 
work-related challenges, Alex Mayburn may have evidenced early socialization 
to work and working, and thus demonstrated improved PJ fit, even though 
Alex’s actual work experience (as demonstrated in Alex’s resume) was held 
constant across all conditions. This may further explain the lack of effects on 
perceived employability, as though Alex had the same work experience¸ by 
posting about it the target demonstrated an involvement and engagement in 
work that went beyond merely showing up for work.

A second, and potentially complementary, explanation of these results may 
be the fundamental attribution error, whereby individuals attribute freely- 
chosen behaviors (e.g., a social media post) to personality rather than 
a situation (Ross, 1977). Though entitists tend to attribute behaviors to the 
individual’s personality and characteristics, incrementalists are more likely to 
attribute behaviors to situations (Chiu et al., 1997). In other words, incremen-
talists tend to consider situational factors that could have influenced 
a behavioral outcome (Dweck et al., 1995). The problematic social media 
content in the stimuli included negative statements specifically about the 
applicant’s employer, rather than work or working in general (see Hartwell 
& Campion, 2020). In doing so, stimuli also involved critique of specific 
workplace policies, including the business’ handling of time-off requests and 
the boss’ work ethic. A recruiter further toward the incrementalist end of the 
continuum may have perceived these posts as Alex Mayburn’s valid critiques 
about their employer’s work policies, considering the situation that led to Alex 
posting these comments more than the post itself. Because scheduling and 
managerial duties may both may speak directly to job tasks, such critiques – 
particularly from a younger Alex Mayburn – may have been perceived as more 
indicative of a rigorous worker lamenting poor workplace policies that inhib-
ited effective work, leading to improved perceptions of PJ fit by evidencing the 
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target’s work ethic. As posts were more contemporary, recruiters may have 
become less able to ascribe critiques to the awareness of a diligent young 
worker, and instead perceived an older Alex Mayburn struggling to assimilate 
into organizational processes, thus reducing perceptions of PJ fit.

Ultimately, the three-way moderated moderation interaction suggests 
a perceiver’s dispositional factors may be just as critical to consider as 
specific message effects. An individual’s perceptions that others can 
change impact the degree to which information temporality affects per-
ceptions. However, future work is needed to empirically support these 
inferences regarding incrementalists’ divergent perceptions. Moreover, 
dispositional factors do not appear to influence all perceptions stemming 
from various problematic social media content identically. Within the 
context of the hiring process, it may not be just a matter of what an 
applicant posted on social media. Instead, it appears dispositional factors – 
specifically implicit theories – of recruiters considering applicants may 
further interact with specific messages to influence some, but not all, 
perceptions. Future research should continue this line of inquiry and 
further consider what facets of employers’ dispositions influence applicant 
perceptions.

Limitations & future directions

An immediate limitation is the study’s inconsistent findings regarding 
employers’ attributions about applicants and subsequent focus on processes 
related to person-job fit. Hypothesized processes were partially-supported; but 
likewise were partially-rejected. Given prior findings of personnel perceptions 
and concerns over operationalization and history effects, we have focused on 
processes related to PJ fit as they are most consistent with the current body of 
scholarship in this area. However, additional work is needed to verify these 
assumptions. Specifically, future work should continue to replicate extant 
literature to ensure employers’ impression-formation processes remain stable 
after a decade of industry, social media, and sociotechnical environmental 
changes.

Additionally, future work should continue to expand our understanding of 
the role in social media information in the hiring process at all levels. 
Following prior research, the present work focused on one of the most 
common hiring scenarios: hiring a new entry-level manager. However, the 
presence and effects of social media information may vary by profession, 
industry, and job level (Carr, 2016), all factors for which current research 
(including this study) have yet to explore. For example, research must consider 
whether problematic social media content is less problematic for labor jobs 
than for white collar jobs, or (even more likely) jobs requiring a public 
presence or façade such as upper-management or public relations. Likewise, 
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research should consider how job level (e.g., entry-level v. mid-management 
v. corporate suite position) may influence subsequent attributions, particularly 
as applicants at higher levels are likely already known to the organization and 
thus require different types and degrees of information seeking. And although 
the research employed a unisex name, participants were not asked to presume 
the applicant’s gender. As an applicant’s and recruiter’s gender can both 
independently and in concert affect applicant perceptions and hiring decisions 
(see Cole et al., 2004), future work may more purposefully explore gender 
assumptions and effects.

Future work can consider other additional processes and artifacts involved 
in online information seeking. Emphasizing negative information (even when 
not demonstrating problematic social media content), these findings may be 
readily interpreted as an impetus for job seekers to purge their social media 
history prior to applying for jobs. Yet positively-valenced information can 
have a positive effect on employers’ perceptions (C. T. Carr & Walther, 2014). 
Consequently, future work may seek to consider the temporal effects of 
information by valence, to see if positive social media posts have similar 
(i.e., increasingly beneficial) effects over time. Even more critical, as indivi-
duals’ social media posts are typically not monolithically positive or negative, 
future work should explore how employers identify specific posts and how an 
amalgam of positive and negative posts may influence employers’ perceptions. 
Prior work has indicated individuals are more likely to provide social support 
others who have depicted improvement over time (Vogel et al., 2018); and 
employers may be likewise more influenced to see an applicant’s employability 
or job fit as malleable if the corpus of their social media presence becomes 
more prosocial over time. Relatedly, individuals seem to form impressions of 
potential collaborators based on the history of their online activity rather than 
a discrete instance (Marlow et al., 2013); and employers’ impressions of an 
applicant may likewise differ when guided by an amalgam of the applicant’s 
social media history rather than a single post.

Finally, future work may consider the process by which employers may 
extract online information. The present research focused on the perceptual 
outcomes stemming from the content of a single isolated social media post, 
rather than the process of information seeking that ultimately reveals proble-
matic social media content. Whether an employer conducts a focused search 
for specific exclusion criteria (e.g., key words/phrases in posts, seeking depic-
tions of violence or hard drug use) or is simply browsing a user’s activity 
history can elicit different types of posts and perceptions. The present study 
experimentally exposed employers to a pre-identified tweet from as long as 
five years ago; but employers unlikely passively browse through five years of 
a user’s timeline. The processes by which employers seek and identify parti-
cular historical content and the conditions triggering attention are beyond the 
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scope of the present work, but deserve focused research, particularly with 
respect to the resultant warranting value of an online artifact.

Conclusion

Coutu’s (2007) case study, an interesting thought experiment fifteen years ago, 
likely now resonates with hiring personnel thanks to the persistence of most 
social media content. Rather than finding a news article nine pages deep in 
a Google result, employers can now readily seek and access years’ worth of an 
applicant’s own direct posts and behaviors, seeing them not only as they are 
now, but also as they have been across time. This work substantively con-
tributes to our understanding of how employers evaluate applicants based on 
message and dispositional factors. Findings reveal employers account for the 
temporality of problematic social media content, as negative effects on per-
ceived person-job fit from the same post lessened as the post was older. 
Optimistically, individuals may still be held to account for older self- 
presentations; but not to the same degree they are held accountable to more 
recent self-presentations online. More complex is the effect of dispositional 
factors, as the employers who most-believed individuals were capable of 
change over time were actually the ones more critical of applicants who had 
problematic postings from years prior. Ultimately, this work suggests appli-
cants’ prior social media content – when accessed by employers—does influ-
ence employers’ perceptions of them, but that a single post from one’s distant 
past does not foreordain failure in future job searches.

Notes

1. Warranting research has typically not assessed the match between resultant perceptions 
and the target’s actual offline characteristics. This may be because many subsequent 
perceptions and behaviors (e.g., whether to someone is extroverted, datable, or employ-
able, respectively) rely only on initial online perceptions: We would not accept an initial 
date with a suitor perceived to be undatable just to confirm that perception in-person, 
nor hire the applicant perceived to be unable to possess job-required knowledge, skills, 
and abilities. Additionally, because online profiles and statements typically reflect offline 
personality faithfully (Back et al., 2010), the online-offline warrant may be presumed to 
be relatively strong, and thus impressions formed from online information generally 
assumed to faithfully reflect the target’s offline self (Van Der Heide et al., 2022). 
Subsequently, warranting research (including the present study) has typically focused 
on the factors leading to impression formation online; but – as one reviewer astutely 
noted – more work is needed to empirically demonstrate whether resultant perceptions 
of the offline self are indeed faithful and valid to the target’s actual offline self.

2. Notably, Harwell and Campion (2020) identified employers consider disparaging 
a specific employer as problematic, but not disparagement of employers or work in 
general. Simply making negative remarks about general employment does not have the 
same effect as denigrating a specific employer. This may be because all workers may 
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perceive general frustrations with work or employers broadly; but remarks targeted 
toward a specific employer may be perceived as negatively impacting the employer’s 
image to external stakeholders (see Gossett & Kilker, 2006). This explanation would be 
consistent with prior interpersonal research, which found social media content deni-
grating a specific individual results in more negative impressions of the poster than when 
the same denigrating claim is made without disclosing the specific target (Edwards & 
Harris, 2016). Though these processes appear to run parallel, the differing perceptions of 
speaking ill of a specific employer rather than work in general deserves isolation and 
additional empirical support into the underlying mechanisms.

3. Stimuli messages for this study were selected from among ten messages pretested using 
a sample of college undergraduates (N = 30). The two messages used in this research 
were selected because the perceived employability and task attractiveness of the target of 
these two messages differed significantly between the problematic social media content 
and no problematic social media content conditions, while no significant differences 
were detected between message types in each condition.
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Appendix A

Job Description to Which “Alex Mayburn” Applied, Presented to All Participants
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Appendix B

Resume of “Alex Mayburn,” Presented to All Participants
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