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Objective:We investigated the communicative function of online dating nicknames. Our

aim was to assess if it is possible to correctly guess personality traits of a user simply by

reading his/her nickname.

Method: We had 69 nickname users (average age: 33.59 years, 36 female) complete

questionnaires assessing their personality (Big 5 + narcissism) and mating strategy

(short- vs. long-term). We then checked (using a total of 638 participants, average age:

26.83 years, 355 female), whether personality and mating strategy of the nickname

users could be assessed correctly based only on the nickname. We also captured the

motivation to contact the user behind a nickname and looked at linguistic features of

the nicknames.

Results: We found that personality and mating strategy could be inferred from a

nickname. Furthermore, going by trends, women were better at intersexual personality

judgments, whereas men were better in intrasexual judgements. We also found several

correlates of the motivation to contact the person behind the nickname. Among other

factors, long nicknames seemed to deter people from contacting the nickname user.

Conclusions: Findings display that humans are capable of making accurate personality

judgements in computer-mediated communication by means of even small cues

like nicknames.

Keywords: computer-mediated communication, hyperpersonal communication, linguistic cues, nicknames, online

dating, personality judgments

INTRODUCTION

Language-based face-to-face (ftf) interaction can be considered the most natural way of
communication (Kock, 2004). New social media have transformed communication, though,
as sender and receiver are not necessarily copresent in such a mediated context. However,
communication in the digital world is still language-based, even when only in the form of written
language (Koch et al., 2005).

Research on such computer-mediated communication (cmc) can be divided into different
approaches. Two of them are: (1) the reduced-social-cues approach (rsc) (Sproull and Kiesler,
1986), and (2) the hyperpersonal communication approach (hp) (Walther, 1996). The first assumes
that cmc filters out social context cues. The second emphasizes that cmc might surpass ftf
communication, as the sender has the opportunity to optimize their self-representation while the
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receiver idealizes the sender on the basis of the available
cues. Here lies the question whether people are able to, and
actually do hide their “true selves,” that is their identity
(e.g., personality), or whether they, despite being relatively
anonymous, inevitably communicate aspects of their respective
identity and personality that are in turn perceived by the receiver
(Walther and Parks, 2002).

Sex or gender, respectively, are central features of one’s identity
and personality (e.g., Mealey, 2000; Ellis et al., 2008). As a matter
of fact, sex has been central in cmc research. For instance, Guiller
and Durndell (2007) found that in cmc men are more dominant
than women, whereas women are more supportive than men—
findings reminiscent of sex differences in ftf communication
(Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003).

A large body of research (e.g., Savicki et al., 1999; Thomson
and Murachver, 2001; Koch et al., 2005) shows that only by
reading text, people are able to guess the sex of the writers above
chance. The same seems to be true for personality judgments
(Park et al., 2015). Entire texts are not necessary, though. Lange
et al. (2016b) used pseudonyms chosen by students in written
exams, and had participants rate them on assumed sex of the
user and other attributes. They found that sex could be guessed
correctly above chance with a large effect size. Also, participants
ascribed typical female and male attributes to the pseudonyms
and even tried to retrieve information on the users’ personality.
It was also found that women, more than men, used diminutive
suffixes in their pseudonyms (like -i in “cuti”). In line with
these findings, Heisler and Crabill (2006) demonstrated that
the majority of their participants considered themselves capable
of correctly guessing the sex and age of the users of e-mail
usernames. Moreover, their participants attempted to rate the
supposed owners of the e-mail addresses also with respect to,
among other aspects, their relationship status.

Not only is sex a matter of interest with respect to the digital
world, the phenomenon of online dating is, too (Valkenburg
and Peter, 2007). Considering that mate choice is one of the
most important areas in social life (Buss, 2003) and that people
are increasingly shifting their activities from the offline to the
online world, it does not surprise that online dating has become
a billion-dollar business (Sautter et al., 2010).

Human mating in general and sex differences in human
mating have attracted numerous researchers and have produced
a veritable deluge of related literature (e.g., Buss and Barnes,
1986; Buss, 1989; Buss and Schmitt, 1993; for an overview, see
Buss, 2003, 2016; Schwarz and Hassebrauck, 2012). This research
has, on the one hand, identified several characteristics that both
sexes prefer in a mate (e.g., healthy), as well as those that are
more preferred by women (e.g., good earning capacity, college
graduate) and those more preferred by men (e.g., physically
attractive) (Buss et al., 1990). The role of language in human
mate choice has also been examined recently (e.g., Lange et al.,
2014, 2016a). On the other hand, empirical mate choice research
has documented that women are more exacting in mate choice
decisions, while men face stronger same-sex competition (for an
overview, see Buss, 2003). The first process, called intersexual
selection, is the actual mate choice, which in most species occurs
as female mate choice. That is, women because of having higher

obligatory costs (Trivers, 1972), are more selective, while men,
whose obligatory costs are lower, compete more strongly with
other men in order to be chosen. This is called intrasexual
selection (for an overview, see Buss, 2003).

Another area of interest in mate choice research is the
distinction between short-term mating (the search for an affair,
a one-night stand, etc.) and long-term mating (the search for a
committed, steady relationship) (Buss and Schmitt, 1993), which
can be referred to as a person’s mating strategy (Schmitt, 2005).
This distinction is somewhat linked to females being choosier
than males. As the costs for males are lower than for females,
men show a tendency to be relatively indiscriminate in short-
term mating. A bad mate choice imposes higher costs on women
than on men—and this applies more to short-term than to long-
term mating. Generally, women show a preference for a long-
term mate (Buss and Schmitt, 1993). As a result, men for whom
short-term mating is a particularly useful strategy might want
to pretend to be interested in long-term mating, while in fact
they are not. Thus, women should be particularly interested in
detecting a man’s mating strategy (Buss, 2003).

Not only dating in general but online dating as well has excited
some research interest—among others, also with respect to rsc
and hp (for an overview, see Finkel et al., 2012). It has been
assumed, taking the hp perspective, that the cmc limitations in
online dating can be compensated by language style and choice of
words (Walther et al., 2005). While physical cues are missing in
cmc, the importance of verbal cues might be rising. The question
then might very well be, this time with respect to online dating:
what about single words instead of entire texts?

As emphasized above, communication only by means of
single words is even more limited than communicating through
written texts. Still, those single words might communicate crucial
information (Lange et al., 2016a). In accordance with findings on
mate choice in “real life,”Whitty and Buchanan (2010) found that
women were more attracted to online user names (hereinafter
called nicknames) (e.g., in terms of the motivation to contact
the person behind the name) that signaled intelligence, while
men were more attracted to nicknames indicative of physical
attractiveness. So the choice of a nickname in online dating
can be used for impression management—just like hp would
predict. Online dating is indeed an area in the digital world in
which making a good first impression is essential (Whitty and
Buchanan, 2010).

Apart from classical mate choice criteria, the personality of a
potential mate is crucial, too (e.g., Buss et al., 1990; Botwin et al.,
1997; Escorial and Martín-Buro, 2012). In this context, research
by Back et al. (2008) is particularly relevant for the research
presented in the article at hand. They retrieved personality scores
of 599 participants (Big Five, e.g., extraversion; narcissism) and
additionally asked them for their e-mail addresses. Back et al.
(2008) then presented the e-mail names to 100 participants who
judged the personality dimensions of the e-mail name users on
the same personality items used before. Personality dimensions
were detected correctly, with results being statistically significant
for all dimensions except for extraversion. Back et al. (2008)
also showed that personality ratings were linked to certain
attributes of the e-mail address. For instance, the perception of
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conscientiousness was positively correlated with both the number
of characters and dots the names consisted of, while number of
digits was negatively correlated with it.

The current study had the objective of replicating the findings
by Back et al. (2008) with respect to online dating as well
as to extend them. Back et al. (2008) used e-mail names and
had a general cmc context. We, on our part, wanted to focus
more on nicknames. This was inspired by research on the
psychology of pseudonyms (e.g., Lange et al., 2016b) as well
as based on the following assumption: While e-mail addresses
are often created based on the rule “first name.last name” (e.g.,
john.smith@...), nicknames are assumed to be more creative (cf.
Whitty and Buchanan, 2010). Also unlike Back et al. (2008), we
were interested in the context of online dating and mate choice.
Whitty and Buchanan (2010) have already shown that such an
approach is worthwhile. Still, the scarcity of such research calls
for more studies of this kind.

The question might also be asked, as to whether people
are able to detect the mating strategy of a potential mate. It
was also of interest whether the motivations for contacting
a person behind a nickname, based only on the nickname,
might differ (Whitty and Buchanan, 2010). Furthermore, we
wanted additionally to investigate whether one of the two sexes
are better at judging women’s and men’s personality based
on their nicknames. Mating is an area of social life, where
making a proper choice seems particularly important (Buss,
2003). So, it seemed of practical relevance to elucidate what
mate choice-relevant information can be retrieved form an online
dating nickname.

Finally, we were interested in the linguistic features of the
nicknames, and the subsequent question whether we would find
correlations between these features and other variables of interest
(Back et al., 2008; Lange et al., 2016b).
We proposed the following hypothesis (cf. Back et al., 2008):

H1: People are able to correctly guess online daters’ personality
by means only of their nicknames. Under personality, we
understood the Big Five dimensions which are: openness
to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness,
and neuroticism (McCrae and John, 1992). The Big Five have
been used quite often in research focusing on personality
perceptions by means of certain cues (e.g., Küfner et al., 2010;
Qui et al., 2015). As another personality dimensions, we added
narcissism following thementioned study by Back et al. (2008).
Other researchers have also included this trait, which is one of
three traits of the so-called Dark Triad, into their research in
order to elucidate, whether it can be detected (e.g., Buffardi
and Campbell, 2008; Vander Molen et al., 2018).

Furthermore, we had four research questions that were derived
from mate choice research (see above) and other studies on the
psychology of nicknames or usernames (Back et al., 2008; Whitty
and Buchanan, 2010; Lange et al., 2016b):

RQ1: Are people able to correctly guess online daters’ mating
strategy by means only of their nicknames?
RQ2: What are the correlates of the motivation to contact a
person behind a nickname?

RQ3: Does one sex show greater accuracy in personality
judgments than the other?
RQ4:What are the linguistic correlates of the personality of the
nickname users and how are they perceived? In other words,
are linguistic features significant mediators of judgments?

METHODS

We conducted a two-step study consisting of four independent
online surveys in Germany. In the first step we assessed the
personality dimensions of nickname users (sample 1). They
also gave standard demographical information and indicated
their mating strategy. In the second step, participants rated the
nickname users based on the nicknames only. First, participants
(sample 2) rated the assessed personality dimensions of step
1 (H1 & RQ3). Further samples of participants (sample 3)
rated the nickname users’ mating strategy (RQ1) and rated how
motivated they would be to contact the nickname users (sample
4) (RQ2). Finally, the nicknames retrieved in step 1 were analyzed
linguistically or, to be more precise, morphologically (i.e., with
respect to their form) (RQ4) in order to use the values so retrieved
in correlational and mediational analyses.

The research reported in our manuscript meets the ethical
guidelines of the German Society of Psychology (Deutsche
Gesellschaft für Psychologie, DGPs) and is consistent with the
principles of research ethics as published by the American
Psychological Association (APA). Data collection was completely
anonymous. That is, except for standard information (e.g., age
and gender), we did not record personal information from the
participants. All participants in the studies were clearly instructed
that they would give their consent by virtue of survey completion.
The research reported here had not been approved by a local
ethics committee because the ethical guidelines of the German
Society of Psychology do not require ethical approval of basic
psychological studies involving simple behavioral data.

Measures
In both steps we used a German ten-item short version (BFI-10)
of the Big Five Inventory (BFI-44) (Rammstedt and John, 2007).
This well-known and established instrument shows sufficient
psychometric properties (Rammstedt and John, 2007). Each Big
Five dimension was rated through two items on a 5-point scale
(1 = “disagree strongly” to 5 = “agree strongly”). The Big Five
dimensions were: Openness to experience, Conscientiousness,
Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism (McCrae and
John, 1992). Narcissism was assessed with three items on a 9-
point scale taken from the German dark triad short scale (Küfner
et al., 2015). Nickname users were asked to indicate their mating
strategy on a 5-point scale (1= “short-term” to 5= “long-term”).
For step 2, the items assessing personality and mating strategy
were reformulated from first to third person.

Participants from step 2 (RQ2, sample 4) rated the nicknames
on the following item: “How motivated would you be to contact
someone with each of the following nicknames?” on a 5-point-
scale (1= “extremely unmotivated” to 5= “extremely motivated”;
cf. Whitty and Buchanan, 2010). We asked participants in both
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steps about their age, sex/gender, sexual orientation and level
of education.

Participants and Procedure: First Step
Online daters at the dating website finya.de were contacted
and their participation solicited using standardized private text
messages that included a link to the step 1 questionnaire. We
posted the link also on Facebook in order to enlist additional
participants. Inclusion criteria here were that the potential
participants were dating online and were using a nickname while
online dating. Exclusion criterion for step 1 was homosexual
orientation. This was done because of our focus on mate choice
research that has, due to a high prevalence of heterosexuality,
mainly investigated heterosexual mate choice (see Buss, 2003).
Also, research has shown that both the preferred mate choice
criteria as well as the actual mate choice of heterosexual people
differ from homosexual people (e.g., Gobrogge et al., 2007).

The final sample 1 contained 69 non-homosexual participants
(68 heterosexual, 1 bisexual; 36 female, 33 male) with an average
age of 33.59 years (SD= 10.08). Themajority of these participants
were educated below a college degree (n = 39). Answering
the item asking for the pursued mating strategy was voluntary.
Seven participants (all female) refused to answer this item, thus
resulting in n= 62 for this item.

Participants and Procedure: Second Step
In our second step we used reformulated items from step 1 for
the questionnaire. For all ratings in step 2, 5-point rating scales
were used in order to make the questionnaires consistent for our
participants in this respect.

For sample 2, we decided, in order to not fatigue our
participants, to present a randomly drawn sample of 10
nicknames below each item instead of all 69 nicknames. Our
target was 60 ratings per nickname on each item with a balanced
sex ratio. This led to a planned sample size of 414 participants.
Our final sample 2 (H1 & RQ3) consisted of 414 participants (227
female, 180 male, 7 unknown) with an average age of 27.11 years
(SD= 9.33). On average, each nickname was thus rated on every
item by approx. 60 participants (M = 59.44; Mf emale = 32.56,
Mmale = 26.88). Most participants were heterosexual (n = 349,
84.3%) followed by participants who refused to answer (n = 26,
6.3%) and bisexual participants (n = 25, 6.0%). Fourteen
participants reported a homosexual orientation (3.4%). For the
analyses referring to RQs 1-3, those homosexual participants
were excluded due to the reason elaborated on above. The non-
homosexual sample consisted of 394 participants (222 female,
172 male) with an average age of 26.91 years (SD= 9.33).

In order to investigate whether people would be able to detect
the mating strategy of a nickname user (RQ1), an additional
sample (sample 3) of 94 non-homosexual participants (63 female,
31 male) with an average age of 26.19 years (SD= 6.18) rated the
62 nicknames (see above). As we were also interested in people’s
contactmotivation as a function of nickname (RQ2), we recruited
another sample (sample 4) of a total of 130 participants (65
female, 65 males) with an average age of 26.41 years (SD= 7.67).
Ratings (RQs 1 & 2) were done by opposite-sex participants due
to the reason elaborated on above.

For RQ4, we looked at different parameters of pseudonym
length (cf. Lange et al., 2016b, for a similar procedure): number
of words, number of syllables, and number of characters (counted
by first author of the article at hand), as well as number of
morphemes (with and without digits; counted by senior author,
a trained linguist). Following the procedure by Back et al. (2008),
we also counted dots, hyphens, and underscores. These attributes,
however, were extremely rare in our sample (Ms between 0.03
and 0.14) and were thus not considered in our analyses.

Statistical Analyses
The analyses for H1 and RQs 1-3 were performed by means
of correlational analyses (Pearson’s r). The analyses for RQ4
included correlational analyses as well as mediational analyses
using the PROCESS macro for SPSS Statistics. Following the
recommendations by Hayes (2013), bootstrapping analyses were
performed for investigating the mediations. Here, we used
m = 50,000 bootstrap samples for bias corrected bootstrap
confidence intervals. Also, t-tests and chi-square tests were
performed for RQ4.

In the results section, significance values are reported one-
tailed for H1 and two-tailed for RQs 1-4, if not stated otherwise.
As parts of our research were exploratory (e.g., RQs 1 & 3),
we decided against adjustment of significance values in order
to make sure not to miss important results (Rothman, 1990;
Perneger, 1998). Following Back et al. (2008), we used the
following significance levels: p < 0.10 (marginally significant),
p < 0.05, p < 0.01, and p < 0.001. Still, as our sample size was
only 69, we will focus on effect sizes rather than on statistical
significance. For all statistical analyses, the nicknames and their
users were used as cases in SPSS.

RESULTS

H1: People Are Able to Correctly Judge
Online Daters’ Personality
Using the entire sample of nicknames and all raters, it was
found that openness [r(67) = 0.248, p= 0.020], conscientiousness
[r(67) = 0.179, p= 0.071], extraversion [r(67) = 0.332, p= 0.003],
agreeableness [r(67) = 0.166, p = 0.087], and narcissism
[r(67) = 0.160, p = 0.095] were correctly detected above chance.
Only neuroticism [r(67) = 0.089, p = 0.233] was not significantly
judged correctly. In sum, H1 was thus mostly supported. Mean
correlation in our data was r = 0.196 and thus more than twice
as high as the mean correlation (r = 0.092) in the study by Back
et al. (2008). This difference between the two studies, however, is
not significant (z = 0.82, p= 0.412, two-tailed).

Figure 1 gives a visual summary of the findings with respect
to H1. Table 1 shows all obtained intercorrelations between self-
reported and judged personality, self-reported and judgedmating
strategy, contactmotivation, and the linguistic length parameters.

Openness and extraversion were the two personality
dimensions that were judged correctly with the highest accuracy
(see Figure 1). We found several correlations between nickname
length and the nickname users’ personality (see Table 1). For
instance, the longer the nicknames in terms of morphemes,
the less open [with/without digits: rs(67) = −0.245/−0.149,
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FIGURE 1 | Correlation coefficients between nickname users’ self-reported

personality dimensions and participants’ personality judgments based on

nicknames. Op, Openness to experience; Co, Conscientiousness; Ex,

Extraversion; Ag, Agreeableness; Ne, Neuroticism; Na, Narcissism.
+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

ps = 0.042/0.222, two-tailed] were their users. Also, the
number of characters was negatively correlated with openness
[r(67) = −0.214, p = 0.078, two-tailed]. So, nickname length
could be a simple cue for estimating the personality of the
nickname user (RQ4). Hence, we conducted mediational
analyses. The self-reported personality score (for openness
or extraversion) entered the analysis as predictor, judged
personality score as outcome variable and the length parameters
as mediators. It was found that number of morphemes with
digits was a significant mediator (bindirect = 0.036, 95% CIBC
[0.003, 0.103], m = 50,000) between self-reported and judged
openness. That means the number of morphemes was used
as a cue for correct openness judgments. The direct effect
(bdirect = 0.070, 95% CIBC [−0.039, 0.179], m = 50,000) was
not significant anymore (p = 0.202; cf. Table 1). Hence, the
correlation between self-reported and judged openness can be
explained by number of morphemes. It is noteworthy that the
correlation between both self-reported and judged openness and
number of morphemes was negative (see Table 1). This means
that nickname shortness can be used as a cue for the nickname
user’s openness. For extraversion, no significant mediation
was found.

RQ1: Mating Strategy
We found a mean rating of M = 4.11 (SD = 0.98) on
the 5-point rating scale. There was thus a highly significant
tendency toward the pursuit of a long-term mating strategy in
our sample [t(61) = 8.971, p < 0.001, d = 1.13]. As to sex
differences, it was found that women were a little stronger in
pursuing a long-term strategy (M = 4.28, SD = 0.96) than men
[M = 3.97, SD = 0.98; t(60) = 1.237, p = 0.221, d = 0.32].
This difference was not significant, but yielded at least a small
effect size.

More importantly, our participants were able to guess
the users’ mating strategy [r(60) = 0.346, p = 0.006]. This
was only evident for female nicknames judged by men
[r(27) = 0.464, p = 0.011]. Hence, men could detect women’s
mating strategy based on their nicknames, while women were
not as good at detecting men’s mating strategy [r(31) = 0.272,
p= 0.125].

Furthermore, (see Table 1), people seeking a short-term
relationship used longer nicknames (RQ4). So, we investigated,
whether the length parameters were cues that were used for
correct mating strategy judgments. No significant mediation
was found. Indeed, no length parameter correlated with rated
mating strategy (see Table 1). Hence, there might be linguistic-
morphological cues to one’s mating strategy that are not
perceived as such.

RQ2: Contact Motivation
The more conscientious [r(31) = 0.388, p = 0.026] men were
and the less they were both neurotic [r(31) = −0.321, p = 0.068]
and narcissistic [r(31) = −0.432, p = 0.012], the higher
was women’s motivation to contact them. For agreeableness,
the correlation was positive but failed to reach significance
[r(31) = 0.151, p = 0.401]. As to male motivation to contact
the women behind the nicknames, only openness [r(34) = 0.294,
p = 0.082] and neuroticism [r(34) = 0.283, p = 0.094] yielded
significant results.

Our data concerning H1 show that ratings on people’s
personality simply based on those people’s nicknames were
valid. Still, the respective correlations were far from perfect. So
we asked whether contact motivation was related to supposed
personality scores rather than real scores. Hence, we correlated
the contact motivation of women and men (sample 4) with
the personality judgments by other women and men (sample
2). The more conscientious [r(31) = 0.374, p = 0.032] and the
less neurotic [r(31) = −0.319, p = 0.070] women believed the
men behind the nicknames to be, the more likely were other
women to be motivated to contact the men. For agreeableness,
the correlation was positive but failed to reach significance
[r(31) = 0.208, p= 0.246].

Furthermore, we found that the more open [r(34) = 0.541,
p= 0.001] and the more conscientious [r(34) = 0.548, p= 0.001]
as well as the less neurotic [r(34) = −0.306, p = 0.070] and
the more narcissistic [r(34) = 0.334, p = 0.047] men believed
the women behind the nicknames to be, the stronger were
other men motivated to contact the women. Figure 2 presents
a graphical summary of the findings for contact motivation.
It is striking that women (r = −0.321), in contrast to men
(r = 0.283), try to avoid meeting people who are neurotic
(z = 2.47, p= 0.013).

Furthermore, it seemed of interest to investigate whether
self-reported mating strategy of the nickname users would
correlate with the contact motivation of our participants. It was
found that the more long-term oriented a nickname user was,
the higher was the participants’ motivation to contact them
[r(60) = 0.238, p = 0.063]. However, the positive correlation
between a long-term strategy and contact motivation was almost
entirely driven by female contact motivation toward long-term
oriented nickname users [r(31) = 0.364, p= 0.037], whereas male
contact motivation was almost entirely uncorrelated with the
female nickname users’ mating strategy [r(27) = 0.010, p= 0.958].
Also of interest is the finding that our judging participants
were reluctant to contact persons who used relatively long
pseudonyms (see Table 1).
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FIGURE 2 | Correlation coefficients of participants’ contact motivation with (a) nickname users’ self-reported personality dimensions and (b) participants’ personality

judgments based on nicknames: intersexual (left: women rating men, right: men rating women). Op, Openness to experience; Co, Conscientiousness; Ex,

Extraversion; Ag, Agreeableness; Ne, Neuroticism; Na, Narcissism. +p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

RQ3: Effects of Nickname Users’ and
Raters’ Sex on Personality Judgment
Accuracy
The mean correlation coefficient for all six personality
dimensions was r(67) = 0.205 for female and r(67) = 0.171
for male raters. This sex difference was not significant (z = 0.27,
p = 0.787). It seemed worthwhile to investigate intersexual
judgments (i.e., women judging men, men judging women), as
this is the actually relevant judgment here because this resembles
actual mate choice. Also, intrasexual judgments (women judging
women, men judging men) might be of interest (i.e., judgment of
potential rivals).

First, we analyzed intersexual personality judgments. Women
were on a descriptive level more accurate in judging men’s
personality (mean r = 0.264) than men were in judging women’s
personality (mean r = 0.102). This difference failed to reach
statistical significance, though (z = 0.67, p = 0.503). So, both
women and men seem to have been able to judge correctly the
personality of potential mates by means of only their nicknames
(rs > 0), with women being better only by trend.

Going into greater detail, we found that women could guess
men’s extraversion [r(31) = 0.332, p = 0.059], agreeableness
[r(31) = 0.489, p= 0.004], neuroticism [r(31) = 0.357, p= 0.041],
and narcissism [r(31) = 0.349, p = 0.047] correctly. Openness
[r(31) = 0.134, p= 0.458] and conscientiousness [r(31) =−0.077,
p = 0.669] were not detected correctly. We checked again
which linguistic cues (RQ4) were used for correctly judging the
personality dimensions. No significant mediation was found.

For men, we found that they were only able to correctly detect
conscientiousness [r(34) = 0.322, p = 0.055] and extraversion
[r(34) = 0.287, p = 0.089] in women’s nicknames. Openness
[r(34) = 0.125, p = 0.466], agreeableness [r(34) = −0.105,
p = 0.541], neuroticism [r(34) = −0.031, p = 0.855], and
narcissism [r(34) = 0.015, p = 0.931] were thus not detected.
Figure 3 gives a visual summary of the intersexual judgments.

As to the intrasexual judgments, men were, on a descriptive
level, more accurate (mean r = 0.203) than women (mean
r = 0.134). However, this difference did not reach statistical
significance (z = 0.28, p = 0.780). To be precise, women were
only able to detect extraversion [r(34) = 0.318, p = 0.059] in
other women. Thus, for openness [r(34) = 0.234, p = 0.170],
conscientiousness [r(34) = 0.194, p = 0.256], agreeableness

[r(34) = −0.032, p = 0.541], neuroticism [r(34) = 0.085,
p= 0.623], and narcissism [r(34) = 0.007, p= 0.966], judgments
were not correct.

When analyzing the data on men judging other men, it was
found that men detected extraversion [r(31) = 0.396, p = 0.022],
agreeableness [r(31) = 0.474, p = 0.005], and narcissism
[r(31) = 0.301, p= 0.089] correctly. For openness [r(31) =−0.092,
p = 0.610], conscientiousness [r(31) = −0.042, p = 0.818],
and neuroticism [r(31) = 0.180, p = 0.317], the judgments
were not valid. We checked for linguistic cues mediating the
correct judgments of extraversion and agreeableness (RQ4). No
significant mediation was found. Figure 4 gives a visual summary
of the intrasexual personality judgments.

A visual comparison of Figures 3, 4 indicates that, by trend,
women were better in intersexual judgments, while men were
better in intrasexual judgments. The other side of this mate-
choice medal might simply be that male nicknames are more
telling than female ones. Indeed, the mean correlation coefficient
between self-reported and judged personality for male nicknames
(with women and men as raters) was r = 0.242, while for
female nicknames (again with women and men as raters) it was
only r = 0.125. This difference, however, was not statistically
significant (z = 0.48, p= 0.316).

When investigating personality dimensions separately, we
found a sex difference in intersexual as well as intrasexual
judgments. Women could detect agreeableness in men
remarkably well, while men were not accurate in judging
agreeableness in women (rs = 0.489 vs. −0.105; z = 2.54,
p = 0.011). As to the intrasexual judgments, quite contrary to
the intersexual judgment, men could detect agreeableness in
other men, while women could not detect it in other women
(rs= 0.474 vs.−0.032; z= 2.17, p= 0.03). Put simply, the results
show that agreeableness could be inferred from male but not
from female nicknames.

RQ4: Linguistic Correlates of Sex
Differences: Additional Analyses
Although former research suggestedmale nicknames to be longer
than female ones, we found no significant sex differences in
this respect [all ts(67) ≤ 1.309, all ps ≤ 0.191]. Also, as earlier
research has shown, women tend to use diminutive suffixes in
their pseudonyms. In our sample, 11 out of 36 female nicknames
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FIGURE 3 | Correlation coefficients between nickname users’ self-reported personality dimensions and participants’ personality judgments based on nicknames:

intersexual (left: women rating men, right: men rating women). Op, Openness to experience; Co, Conscientiousness; Ex, Extraversion; Ag, Agreeableness; Ne,

Neuroticism; Na, Narcissism. +p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

FIGURE 4 | Correlation coefficients between nickname users’ self-reported personality dimensions and participants’ personality judgments based on nicknames:

intrasexual (left: women rating women, right: men rating men). Op, Openness to experience; Co, Conscientiousness; Ex, Extraversion; Ag, Agreeableness; Ne,

Neuroticism; Na, Narcissism. +p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

contained such a suffix compared to 6 out of 33 for male
nicknames. This sex difference, however, was not significant
(χ2

= 1.42, p= 0.23).

DISCUSSION

Research shows that many different cues can be used to make
valid judgments on people’s personality. Such cues include,
for instance, features of someone’s bedroom (Gosling et al.,
2002), physical appearance (Naumann et al., 2009), or music
preferences (Rentfrow and Gosling, 2006). It does not surprise
that studies have also investigated cues to people’s personality in
the online world (for an overview see Tskhay and Rule, 2014). The
concrete aspects thus studied include personal websites (Vazire
and Gosling, 2004), online social networking sites (Buffardi and
Campbell, 2008; Back et al., 2010; Darbyshire et al., 2016), social
network site selfies (Qui et al., 2015), and tweets (Qiu et al.,
2012). Online, people act in relative anonymity and some social
cues available in ftf encounters are missing there. Hence, it is of
relevance to investigate which of the available cues be employed
to get a proper idea of a person’s personality. We were able
to replicate findings of the research by Back et al. (2008) by
showing that based only on a nickname people are able to
correctly judge the personality of the nickname users. Thus,
nicknames contain valid information about their users, which is
somewhat surprising, as a nickname constitutes only a small piece
of linguistic material.

One difference between the study by Back et al. and ours is
that in our study the highest correlation between self-reported
and judged personality dimensions was for extraversion, whereas
in the other study extraversion had the least accurate judgments.
Similar to our results, other studies on personality judgments
based on available cues have also found that extraversion is one
of the traits that are detected particularly well (e.g., Gosling
et al., 2002; Naumann et al., 2009; Tskhay and Rule, 2014).
Another personality trait that was detected relatively well in our
study was openness to experience. This fits quite well with the
results of other personality judgment studies too. For instance,
in the study by Gosling et al. (2002), in which attributes of
people’s rooms served as the cues, openness was the trait that was
judged with the highest accuracy. The same was found by Vazire
and Gosling (2004), when investigating personality judgments
based on personal websites, by Rentfrow and Gosling (2006) in
their study on judging personality based on music preferences,
in the study by Küfner et al. (2010) on creative writing, and
by Darbyshire et al. (2016) who had facebook profiles as their
subject matter.

In their study on facebook profiles, Back et al. (2010)
also found that extraversion and openness to experience were
detectable particularly accurately. So, why are extraversion and
openness detectable so well? The fact that extraversion manifests
itself in the form of outgoing behavior and self-expression
(McCrae and John, 1992) might already be one part of the
answer. When extraversion has a strong outgoing as well as
social-communicative dimension, it does not surprise that it was
detected relatively well. For openness, finding an explanation is
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more difficult. Contrary to extraversion, openness is not a very
interpersonal personality dimension. It rather contains features
such as a sense for aesthetics and an active imagination, both
of which—and this might the answer after all—might have been
strongly at work when creating the nickname.

Another difference between the study by Back et al. (2008)
and our study was that our participants who rated the nicknames
were somewhat more accurate than those in the other study.
The question arises, whether how telling a nickname is differs
with the context. Back et al. (2008) looked at e-mail names in
general, whereas we investigated nicknames in online dating.
It might be that in a context like mate choice in which good
impression management is crucial (Whitty and Buchanan, 2010),
nicknames tend to contain somewhat more information than in
rather unexceptional contexts. However, this poses the question
why the nickname users were not communicating only “positive”
traits. Is it a smart decision for an online dater to create a
nickname that allows others to detect that she/he is neurotic or
narcissistic? Women, though not men, were able to correctly
detect these negative traits in potential mates. So the following
might be true: People do not want to hide behind their nickname.
And, possibly even more importantly, they cannot hide to start
with—unfavorable traits shine through, too.

It was of interest to investigate which linguistic cues are used
to judge the nickname users’ personality. As to morphological
cues, we only found one significantmediation. So, it might be that
semantic cues are more revealing than morphological ones. Also,
morphological cues can be misleading, as number of syllables
correlated substantially both with judged openness and judged
narcissism, while both self-reported openness and narcissism
were uncorrelated with number of syllables (see Table 1).

Neither of the sexes was generally better than the other in
correctly guessing nickname users’ personality. A closer look
at the data, however, revealed the tendency that women were
better than men in intersexual judgments, whereas men were
better than women in intrasexual judgments. Considering the
wealth of research that demonstrates women to be choosier
than men in mate choice decisions as well as the particularly
intense intrasexual competition among men (Buss, 2003), this
finding is understandable. In particular, we found that women
could detect agreeableness in potential mates. Men were able to
detect it in potential rivals. One explanation for this particular
finding might be the following: Aggressive and abusive mates
are particularly dangerous for women (see Buss, 2003). Indeed,
women prefer considerate, kind, and understanding mates (Buss
and Barnes, 1986), and those low in dominance as a long-term
mate (Ahmetoglu and Swami, 2012). One might conclude that as
the choosier sex women are good at detecting traits in a mate that
might pose a risk to them. Men being the sex with a particularly
intense intrasexual competition might be good in checking up on
other men with respect to traits that are indicative of competition
and subsequently aggression and violence.

Alternatively, one might argue that male nicknames are
simply more telling than female ones. That is correct, but it
leaves the question unanswered why exactly male nicknames
seem to contain more information than female ones. So, female

intersexual selection and male intrasexual competition remains a
good explanation.

We found that mating strategy was detectable, too. This
was significant for female nicknames being judged by men, but
not vice versa to the same degree. This finding was surprising,
as it could have been assumed that women, especially those
interested in a high-quality long-term mate, should be interested
in identifying men who are only looking for a fling in order to
avoid these men. This very male tendency toward short-term
mating might explain the finding, though. Buss and Schmitt
(1993) have identified several problems that men who pursue a
short-term mating strategy have to solve. One of these problems
is to findwomenwho are sexually accessible. Somen have evolved
adaptations that allow them to detect signs of female sexual
accessibility (Buss, 2003). Considering this, it is not so surprising
anymore that men were strikingly accurate in detecting women’s
mating strategy based on those women’s nicknames.

The motivation to contact the person behind the nickname
correlated, among others, with the nickname users’ openness
and conscientiousness. In line with this, Asendorpf et al. (2011)
found that men were perceived as more attractive, the higher
they scored on openness. The findings for contact motivation
are in line with the hp approach, which assumes that favorable
traits might be emphasized by the sender as well as idealized by
the receiver.

Although more linguistic code contains more information,
our judging participants were reluctant to contact persons who
used relatively long nicknames. Also, long words tend to be
rare and special, which is basically favorable (Lange et al.,
2014). However, it could be that our participants associated
nickname length with an attempt at impression management,
manipulation and the like. In accordance with this, Lange
et al. (2016b) found that pseudonym length was substantially
correlated with the perception of the pseudonym user as showy
as well as aggressive. Also, several length parameters in our
study were negatively correlated both with perceived openness
and perceived conscientiousness and positively with perceived
narcissism. Furthermore, nickname length correlated with the
pursuit of a short-term mating strategy, while most of our
judging participants were probably more interested in a long-
term relationship. So the reluctance to contact people using long
nicknames seems plausible.

Morphological features of the nicknames in terms of
their length correlated both with several of the self-reported
personality dimensions as well as several related judgments. In
the Back et al. (2008) study, the perception of conscientiousness
was positively correlated with the number of characters.
Interestingly, actual conscientiousness was almost uncorrelated
with length parameters in their study. In our data, number
of characters was virtually uncorrelated with perceived
conscientiousness, and only in a small size correlated with
actual conscientiousness. There might be a difference in the
degree of creativity when choosing a nickname (as in our study)
compared to choosing an e-mail name (as in the other study).
While conscientious people might tend to base their e-mail name
on their real names, which might turn out to be quite long, it
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might be different when choosing a nickname, where an easy
choice is not as obvious as for an e-mail name.

FINAL REMARKS AND CONCLUSION

We found that personality and mating strategy could be inferred
from a relatively short nickname. What was striking in our study
was the sheer degree of accuracy with which the personality
and the mating strategy were judged, given that these judgments
were based only on a small piece of linguistic code: Numerous
correlations were above 0.3 and thus, according to the effect size
guideline by Gignac and Szodorai (2016), large and uncommon
in social science research. However, we should be cautious when
interpreting our results.We had a rather small sample and several
correlations were not significant. Still, the fact that some valid
personality judgments occured calls for an interpretation. First,
coming back to the two approaches that we presented in our
introduction that try to explain cmc, namely rsc and hp, we
found strong support against the notion that cmc filters out social
cues—even short nicknames used in cmc communicate relevant

social information. Second, the nicknames were used in a context
that can be considered one of the most important areas of social
life, namely mate choice. None of our direct ancestors remained
childless. Thus, all of them must have succeeded in mate choice.

And so do we—or at least try to. The stakes are high, and thus
no one should be surprised that online dating has grown into a
billion-dollar business. Where if not in a game that is close to a
do-or-die competition should people give all they have to make a
good first impression? And this game kicks off with the choice of
a nickname.
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