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Abstract: Social media permeates our lives and is used for a variety of communications. As it 

becomes even more integrated into personal lives, businesses, and communities, it is 

increasingly important to fully understand how one is perceived, such as how one is perceived 

when using profanity, on social media. Profanity has serious connotations and is widely used 

both in oral and online communication, yet the effects of using profanity are not extensively 

studied. As maintaining one’s “personal brand” is important, it is key to understand how all 

word choice effects that personal branding. This study investigates how the gender of the 

message source and the type of profanity (i.e. religious, excretory, and sexual) used impacts the 

message source’s perceived credibility on the popular social media platform Twitter. The 

findings indicate a closing gender gap in perceptions of profanity usage and confirm that the 

specific profanity type used has significant effects on the perception of the message source.  
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1. Introduction  

For the delicate or faint of heart, going online can be taxing. The internet is a well of information 

and opportunity—however, it is also a breeding ground for some of the more socially deviant forms of 

human behavior. While this research doesn’t aim to expose the truly dark material, it is interested in 

what is perhaps the most common form of deviant behavior: profanity. Profanity goes by many names, 

such as swearing and cursing, and is typically considered to be language that is rude, offensive, or 

insulting. Profanity has a fairly strong role in the English language despite being taboo. In fact, in a study 

on the most frequently used words of three groups of adults (college students at leisure, adults at 

leisure, and adults at work), “damn” and “fuck” made the top thirty words used (Cameron, 1969). 

Studies on profanity vary greatly on the context in which the language is evaluated. While the previously 

cited Cameron study was on spoken language for three distinct groups of adults, more recent 

researchers have shifted their focus to communication on Web 2.0 platforms.  

Although there are multiple definitions and nuances, Web 2.0 can be loosely defined as the 

second generation of the World Wide Web that is emphasizes connectivity and collaboration amongst 

users and is personalized (McLoughlin, 2007). Many web applications fall under the umbrella of Web 2.0 

technologies, including social media.  Social media has become a prevalent part of the online world. 

Through various platforms, social media sites connect and engage people across the globe. After a 

decade of systematic tracking, The Pew Research Center has identified that 65% of adults in the United 

States use social media (Perrin, 2015). If nearly two-thirds of the country is present on a platform, it 

stands to reason to study their word choice in each segment of their life, to paraphrase Cameron (1969).  

So why should we care about profanity in social media? As a business tool, social media has 

become a focus of business strategy, and it is a high-speed, low-cost strategy for marketing (Kirtis, 

20110). It is not just companies that use social media to promote their brands—personal branding has 
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exploded on social media as well. Personal branding, or self-marketing, “is most clearly seen in the 

support provided by career specialists in educational institutions for graduates looking for a job or 

planning a career, as it is in the activities of numerous employment agencies” (Shepherd, 2005; pg 590).  

Business people are not immune to the draw of using social media and create personal accounts. 

One caveat that should be constantly on their minds, however, is “How am I being perceived through all 

of these platforms?” One channel, Twitter, is an especially public social media. Twitter is considered to 

be a broadcasting network, as the messages posted are available to the public by default. It is referred 

to as a “micro-blogging” platform, with all messages containing no more than 140 characters. Twitter 

captures the thoughts and feelings of its population in publically available snapshots, providing 

researchers a treasure trove of available information.  

As private and public worlds collide and merge on social media, individuals must become 

hyperaware of their image in the virtual world. While posting on social media often feels private, the 

messages, images, and thoughts shared on social media are largely public. Individuals frequently forget 

or are unaware of just how public their online image is. In today’s digital age, it is increasingly important 

to be mindful of how one is perceived by both known people, such as friends and acquaintances, and by 

people one doesn’t know. This problem is compounded by the fact that deleting content from the 

internet is nearly impossible. While in-person communication is forgettable and fragmented, what is 

posted online can be permanent (Solove, 2007; pg 4).  

 Profanity has a long-standing role in society not typically explored in proper and formal settings. 

However, as an element of language that is prevalent in entertainment, and for youth in particular, it is 

important to turn an academic eye to the field. Additionally, profanity is strongly tied to gender roles. 

While gender roles are gradually blurring, it is interesting and important to study the extent that they 
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still apply (namely, in how they apply for male and female profanity users). The prevalence of profanity 

in language has been established; this paper ventures to explain what the effects of using profanity are. 

Further, it examines these perceptions through profanity on the social media platform Twitter in order 

to address the growing concern of an online presence and how to best manage that presence. 

 In this paper, I begin with a review of the existing literature on profanity, especially how it 

relates to social media. I then describe my hypotheses and the method used for data collection and 

analysis to test these hypotheses. After a section reviewing the results, I discuss the results, conclude 

with a summary of findings, and the implications of this research.  

2. Literature Review 

The research question proposed blends multiple fields of study. In order to evaluate what 

perceptions exist regarding profanity usage, information about profanity as an element of language 

must be synthesized with how individuals evaluate a message source’s credibility. Profanity is a nuanced 

category of words that evolves at a rapid pace, both in its usage and in the creation of new profane 

words and phrases. Because of this, profanity is a challenging research topic; perhaps this contributes to 

some of the conflicting results from the history of its research. This section reviews research done on 

profanity, specifically English profanity, and was created with the goal of distinguishing the open 

questions remaining in the field. The first part of this section reviews research conducted on evaluating 

credibility and categorizing profanity itself. The second part of this section delves into the literature 

surrounding the use of profanity, with contexts ranging from persuasive messages to the reasoning 

behind the choice to use profanity.  

2.1 Evaluating the Credibility of Profane Language 

The study of profanity is not new. Studies dating back to the early 1900s have tried to 

understand who swears, how they swear, and even why. Considering how prevalent profanity is to most 
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adult lives (the word “damn” was in the 15 most frequently used word in English (Cameron, 1969)), it is 

amazing how little is really understood about profanity usage. The majority of profanity research seems 

to revolve around frequency, meaning, and usage of profanity rather than its effect, although some 

studies have touched on this.  

For the majority of studies on the acceptance of profanity usage, research out of Michigan State 

University on dimensions of credibility is most frequently referenced. The authors set out to investigate 

“the criteria actually used by receivers in evaluating message sources” (Berlo, 1969, pg 563). As a result 

of this endeavor, three distinct dimensions, Safety, Qualification, and Dynamism, emerged. The three 

are measured through various opposing scales (such as kind-unkind, trained-untrained, etc.), which the 

study gives in detail. These are the scales by which most people evaluate a message source for 

credibility. While they do not help in evaluating the specific content of the message, they are useful in 

determining what sort of effect word choice has on perceptions of the person creating the message.   

A second fundamental categorization for the field is profanity itself. Results of the Cameron 

study “Frequency and Kinds of Words in Various Social Settings” have lead researchers to put profane 

words into three categories: religious, sexual, and excretory (Cameron, 1969; Baseheart, 1993). Later 

studies showed that these three categories of profanity have different levels of offensiveness for 

message receivers. Religious profanity (“damn,” “hell”) was widely considered the least offensive and 

most favorable, followed by profanity with excretory connotations (“piss,” “shit”), and finally sexual 

profanity (“fuck,” “cock”) was seen as the most offensive (Baudhuin, 1973).  As profanity is such a 

unique construct of language, it is important to recognize the different levels of offensiveness of these 

taboo words when looking into their effects on the message source.  
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2.2 Perceptions of Profanity Use 

In the early 1990s, researchers out of the University of Kentucky published a study on 

perceptions of police credibility when using profanity. The results indicated that profanity, when 

measured against the Berlo dimensions explained in Section 2.1, largely varies in ratings, i.e. support 

was only for certain dimensions of credibility and not for others (Baseheart, 1993). The study sought to 

understand whether police officers using profanity during a traffic stop would be perceived as less 

credible than those who refrained from profane language. The study also investigated how the gender 

of the police officer impacted credibility scores. The effects were that either a male or female officer 

using profanity scored lower on the safety dimension than officers who refrained. However, for the 

qualification and dynamism dimensions of credibility, the police officer was viewed as more qualified 

and dynamic when using profanity. These results show an inconclusiveness about the acceptability of 

profanity usage, at least through the lens of police officer usage.  

In more general efforts to understand differences in perceptions between males and females 

using profanity, a study by Bostrom, Basehart, and Rossiter found that female speakers were perceived 

as more persuasive than males not only when each used sexual profanity, but that the females were 

more persuasive using any kind of profanity when compared to the males using sexual profanity 

(Bostrum, 1973). There is some speculation as to why this is. It could be related to group identity theory, 

in that those who use profane language are part of a certain group of people that someone might want 

to identify with (the idea that strong language is used by a strong person). When someone wants to 

identify with a group, the group’s ideas are more persuasive and adapted (Bostrom, 1973). The Bostrom 

study further suggests that “sources using religious profanity were perceived as significantly more 

credible (on the Safety dimension) than were they when they used either excretory or sexual profanity” 

(Bostrom, 1973, pg 471). However, the study was focused around spoken communication, and does not 
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address more permanent and searchable forms of communication, such as the written and online 

communication like that done on social media.  

Social media is a relatively new communication landscape that still holds many research 

questions. The majority of the research regarding profanity on social media revolves around who is 

swearing, how they are swearing, and why they are swearing. Research suggests that the intent behind 

profanity usage differs dramatically, as seen in a 2014 study on cursing on Twitter. The team found that 

emotions behind the use of profanity varied greatly. The study further proved how ubiquitous profanity 

use is on Twitter, as 1.15% of the words from Twitter posts were curse words (Wang, 2014). Swearing 

occurs in many different contexts on Twitter, and the utility of profanity varies to express anger, joy, 

sadness, love, and thankfulness. The study further reported that the frequency of profanity usage varies 

by gender, with men using profanity more than women.  

The body of literature on the usage of profanity on social media trends around who is using 

profanity and why they use it. In 2008, research out of the University of Wolverhampton compared 

profanity usage on the social media platform MySpace between United States and United Kingdom 

users. This is one of the first indications of a closing in the gender gap for profanity usage—in the United 

Kingdom, there was no gender difference for “strong” swearing, and this lack of difference was 

especially pronounced in users ages 16-19 (Thewall, 2008).  This contradicts the previous study by Wang, 

although it could be an indication of changing mentalities about the acceptability of profanity usage if 

more people are personally using it.  

2.3 Contribution to Existing Research 

The research surrounding profanity has been scattered and contradictory. Further, it is usually in 

the context of spoken language. This research strives to fill the gap in the understanding about profanity 

usage in the still-developing arena of social media, specifically Twitter. The goal of this study is to 
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capture perceptions individuals have about the message poster when profanity at varying levels of 

offensiveness is present. It also is designed to capture differences in perception individuals have 

regarding the gender of the profanity user. The next section of my paper outlines my hypothesis 

statements, followed by a section describing my data and collection method, analysis of said data, and 

examining the appropriateness of my method used. 

3. Research Hypotheses 

When measuring perceptions, there are many scales to consider, but credibility is perhaps the 

most used as it is a component in an individual’s acceptance of information and ideas. Additional 

parameters typically used in studies on profanity are the categories defined by Cameron (1969), 

explained in the above literature review. Further research ranks these categories in levels of 

offensiveness (Rossiter, 1969; Baudhuin, 1973).  

As explained in the above literature review, evidence suggests that “sources using religious 

profanity were perceived as significantly more credible” than excretory or sexual profanity was used on 

at least one measure of credibility, Safety (Bostrom, 1973, pg 471). This leads me to test this on a 

different platform, Twitter, and my first hypothesis:  

H1: Individuals (i.e. message sources) using profanity with low offensiveness are more 

credible than individual using profanity with high offensiveness.  

My second hypothesis ventures from strictly looking at profanity usage and delves into looking 

into gender differences in profanity usage. The previously referenced 1973 Bostrom study further 

suggests that females using profanity were more persuasive than males using profanity. This leads me to 

my second hypothesis:  

H2: Females using profanity are more credible than males using profanity.  
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4. Method 

This study captures and evaluates perceptions on the usage of various profanity by both men 

and women on Twitter. To gather data, a survey was created through Qualtrics and administered on 

Amazon Mechanical Turk in order to get a representative demographic. The survey’s purpose was to 

identify how respondents’ perceptions of the credibility of the Twitter user changed among six 

conditions that combined gender and level of offensiveness. The responses were analyzed using a 

combination of statistical models best used to evaluate differences in responses to test for variability in 

perceptions. This section outlines the measures and variables, demographics of respondents, method of 

analysis used, and a justification of the appropriateness of the method conducted.  

4.1 Measures and Variables 

To obtain perceptions on profanity usage, Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT) was used to 

administer a survey. AMT users opt into the survey from the stream of available work. Once they 

selected the survey, and if they decided to consent to be a part of the research, they were randomly 

shown one of six conditions (see Appendix A for images of the Tweets used). Each condition gave 

subjects two treatments of the condition, i.e. respondents were asked to evaluate two Twitter posts 

with the same gender/profanity combination. Table 1 shows the breakdown of the conditions, which is a 

matrix of the gender of message source with the level of offensiveness of the profanity used, and the 

number of respondents each condition received during the survey.  
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Table 1: Six possible survey conditions, with specific profanity used and number of responses 

 

 

 

Female 

 

Male 

Religious Profanity (“Hell”) Condition 1 

46 Responses 

Condition 4 

46 Responses 

Excretory Profanity (“Shit”) Condition 2 

51 Responses 

Condition 5 

55 Responses 

Sexual Profanity (“Fuck”) Condition 3 

54 Responses 

Condition 6 

54 Responses 

 

Between-sample conditioning (i.e. only showing one condition per respondent and doing 

analysis between the entire set of respondents) was chosen to avoid priming effects. The goal of 300 

respondents was reached, and the Qualtrics software used to create the survey administered the six 

randomized conditions with an even distribution. For a worker to be eligible to take the survey, certain 

parameters needed to be met. Respondents needed to be in the United States and speak English to 

qualify to take the survey. Additionally, to increase the quality and validity of responses, all respondents 

were required to have an approval rating over 80%. To have this qualification, the users must have their 

responses to AMT requests for work accepted at least 80% of the time.  

The survey was designed to capture perceptions on poster and message credibility, as captured 

using the three dimensions of Safety, Qualification, and Dynamism (Berlo, 1969). For each dimension of 

credibility, Berlo, Lemert, and Mertz reported representative scales, such as “Kind-Cruel” under the 

Safety dimension. For a full list of the scales used in this study, see Appendix B. A total of 15 scales were 

used, with each rated on a 7-point bipolar scale. Respondents viewed the negative (“cruel”) end of the 
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scale on the left side of the bipolar question set up, and were shown a scale of negative three to positive 

three, with an option for neutral zero. The data was stored on a full seven point scale (with the answer 

zero being recorded as a “4”). Therefore, a higher summed score across the five scales per credibility 

dimension measures a higher perceived message source credibility. Thus, a score of thirty-five 

represents the maximum a dimension could be rated, and a score of five is the lowest.  

Every effort was made so that each post had been carefully crafted to be standard for the 

following variables, which may affect poster and/or message credibility: grammar/spelling, message 

type, platform, linguistic form (Thewall, 2008). This was done by taking real Twitter posts (captured 

February 8, 2016) and creating “tweets” using a simulator. Gender of poster was kept true.  

4.2 Respondents’ Demographics  

Over 300 survey responses were part of the final dataset used to conduct the following analysis 

of results. Of the 305 results in the dataset, 8 were excluded from the data for being either incomplete 

or part of the survey pre-launch survey flow test data (i.e. author testing survey flow). Table 1 (above) 

shows the breakdown of N per survey condition.  

The following demographic data regarding study participants was collected:  

1. Age 
2. Gender 
3. Twitter Account Holder (Yes/No) 
 3.1 Number of Followers 
 3.2 Frequency of using Twitter 
 3.3 Frequency of seeing profanity on Twitter 
 3.4 View on acceptability of profanity use on Twitter 
4. Frequency of personal profanity usage.  
 

The respondents of this research were male by a slight majority, with 58% respondents 

reporting as male and 42% reporting as female (no respondents chose to not identify their gender). This 

is fairly representative of the United States’ population as a whole, where 50.8% of the population is 
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female and 49.2% is male (Howden, 2011). Respondents’ age ranged from 18 to over 55, with the 

majority (132) of respondents falling within the 25-34 years old range.  

Over half (63%) of research subjects reported using profanity in some level of frequency, 

although the largest single group fell in the “Rarely or Never” category (111 respondents). Profanity 

usage level was a self-reported measure, and the breakdown can be seen in Figure 1.   

Figure 1: Survey respondent level of profanity usage, as self-reported.  

 

 

4.3 Analysis 

In order to test both of the hypotheses, two-sample t-tests were conducted. For the tests, mu 

was a score combining all the scales (for all of the dimensions) compared between levels of 

offensiveness and gender usage.  

To measure Hypothesis 1, that individuals (i.e. message sources) using profanity with low 

offensiveness are more credible than individuals using profanity with high offensiveness, the credibility 
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scores for three levels of offensiveness were compared. The hypothesis would be supported if the 

credibility scores for profanity with lower levels of offensiveness were higher than the credibility scores 

for profanity with higher levels of offensiveness. These scores were computed and compared for each 

dimension of credibility.  

To measure Hypothesis 2, the credibility score for all female message sources was compared 

with the credibility score for all male message source for each profanity type. The hypothesis would be 

supported if the credibility score for female message sources was higher than the credibility score of 

male message sources. Again, these scores were computed and compared for each dimension of 

credibility.  

4.4 Appropriateness of the Method 

The method was appropriate for this study for several reasons. Firstly, to capture perceptions 

from a wide demographic, a survey is the most effective tool. Although there is research regarding the 

frequency profanity and the reasons for it on social media, little has been done about the perceptions 

viewers have regarding message sources on their usage of profanity in social media. For this study, a 

wide variety of ages was especially desired to gather a general populous perception (versus the 

perceptions of the widely-targeted college-age demographic).  

The decision to show only one condition per respondent is beneficial and reasonable. Overly 

exposing respondents to the various conditions could influence or prime them to answer differently 

than they would if they were giving their honest opinions. By keeping the survey brief and succinct, I 

have hopefully mitigated this effect.  

One key assumption and possible limitation of the method comes from the creation of the 

example posts. There are numerous signals to respondents about the credibility of a source or a 
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message, and controlling for these proved to be a challenge. To keep the only variables between gender 

and level of offensiveness for the profanity, I edited real Twitter posts to maintain a level of 

standardization. Additionally, I chose to edit real Twitter posts, captured February 8, 2016, to maintain a 

level of realism in the study design.  

This study’s limitations revolve largely around the respondents themselves. For one, they will 

primarily be familiar with technology (since they are answering the questions through Amazon 

Mechanical Turk). This means I will have very few perceptions from people who are not familiar with 

technology, although they may have different perceptions on the use of profanity. Further, I am asking 

respondents to self-identify as profanity users. This may not give me accurate data, as people may not 

admit to socially deviant behavior. 

5. Hypothesis Testing and Results 

This section outlines the experimental results. It is divided by hypothesis being tested. For each 

hypothesis, an analysis of the results in comparison to the hypothesis is followed by a summary of the 

statistics of the results. These results will be interpreted in the following section, 6. Discussion, 

Conclusions, and Acknowledgements.   

To test the hypotheses, the means of the credibility scores were compared across different 

conditions and checked for significant differences. Two-way ANOVA tests were first conducted to test 

for significant differences in each of the three dimensions of credibility as a result of the independent 

variables (gender and levels of offensiveness). For Safety (df=2, p=0.01), Qualification (df=2, p=0.02), 

and Dynamism (df=2, p≤0.00), there were significant interaction effects between the gender of the 

message source and the level of offensive profanity used.  
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5.1 Hypothesis 1 Testing  

Hypothesis 1 predicted an inverse relationship with higher levels of offensiveness resulting in 

lower levels of perceived credibility. Using two sample t-tests to evaluate the findings for each of the 

three credibility dimensions of Safety, Qualification, and Dynamism, three comparisons of the levels of 

offensiveness were conducted. The lowest level of offensiveness, religious profanity, was compared with 

both excretory and sexual profanity, and excretory profanity was compared to sexual profanity. The 

statistics of the data on the Safety, Qualification, and Dynamism dimensions are available in section 4.2 

Hypothesis 1 Testing Results in Table 2, Table 3, and Table 4 respectively. 

 When comparing religious profanity with excretory profanity, there were significant effects in 

support of Hypothesis 1 on the Safety dimension (df=384, p=0.036) and Qualification (df=391, p≤0.00). 

However, Hypothesis 1 was not supported on the Dynamism dimension (df=386, p=0.054). In fact, the 

lack of significance on the Dynamism dimension indicates that the opposite of Hypothesis 1 is true, and 

that the message sources were perceived to be equally dynamic when using religious or excretory 

profanity. The implication of this result is that while the message source(s) was perceived to be safer (i.e. 

safe, just, kind, friendly, honest) and more qualified (i.e. trained, experienced, skilled, qualified, 

informed) when using religious profanity compared with excretory profanity, message sources using 

excretory profanity were perceived to be insignificantly differently dynamic (i.e. aggressive, emphatic, 

bold, active, energetic) compared to religious profanity users.  

 The comparison for excretory to sexual profanity showed significant effects for the Qualification 

(df=414, p=0.04) and Dynamism dimensions (df=423, p≤0.0). Results on the Safety dimension were 

insignificant (df=421, p=0.28), that is message sources using excretory and sexual profanity were not 

perceived to be significantly different on the Safety dimension of credibility.  
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 Finally for Hypothesis 1, there were significant differences between religious and sexual 

profanity on all dimensions of credibility: Safety (df=394, p≤0.00), Qualification (df=391, p≤0.00), and 

Dynamism (df=392, p=0.01). This means that on every dimension the message source using the lowest 

level of offensiveness, religious profanity was perceived as more credible than the message source using 

the highest level of offensiveness, sexual profanity.  

 The implications of these findings largely support Hypothesis 1, as message sources using low 

(or lower) levels of profanity were perceived to be more credible than message sources using high (or 

higher) levels of profanity. The effect is especially apparent when comparing the lowest level of 

offensiveness in profanity with the highest level of offensiveness in profanity.  

5.2 Hypothesis 1 Testing Results  

This section provides summary tables of the results used to test Hypothesis 1. Table 2 displays 

the statistics of the data on the dimension of Safety. Tables 3 and 4 respectively do the same for the 

Qualification and Dynamism dimensions. 

Table 2: Average Attitude by Type of Profanity on the Safety Dimension 

Variables N Mean Variance t-stat df p-value 

Comparison 1        

 Hell 184 25.424 28.573 2.104 384 
 

0.036 

 Shit 212 24.302 27.359    

Comparison 2        

 Shit 212 24.302 27.359 1.067 421 0.287 

 Fuck 214 23.734 33.117    

Comparison 3        

 Hell 184 25.424 28.573 3.036 394 
 

0.003 
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 Fuck  214 23.734 33.117    

Note: Figures are rounded to the nearest thousandths.  

 

Table 3: Average Attitude by Type of Profanity on the Qualification Dimension 

Variables N Mean Variance t-stat df p-value 

Comparison 1        

 Hell 184 22.337 23.033 2.099 393 
 

0.036 

 Shit 212 21.274 27.896    

Comparison 2        

 Shit 212 21.274 27.896 1.996 414 
 

0.047 

 Fuck 214 20.154 39.164    

Comparison 3        

 Hell 184 22.337 23.033 3.932 391 
 

≤0.00 

 Fuck  214 20.154 39.164    

Note: Figures are rounded to the nearest thousandths.  

 

Table 4: Average Attitude by Type of Profanity on the Dynamism Dimension 

Variables N Mean Variance t-stat df p-value 

Comparison 1        

 Hell 184 23.207 23.542 1.930 386 
 

0.054 

 Shit 212 22.264 23.437    

Comparison 2        

 Shit 212 22.264 23.437 -4.527 423 
 

≤0.00 

 Fuck 214 24.453 26.390    
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Comparison 3        

 Hell 184 23.207 23.542 -2.487 392 
 

0.013 

 Fuck  214 24.453 26.390    

Note: Figures are rounded to the nearest thousandths.  

 

5.3 Hypothesis 2 Testing  

 Hypothesis 2 predicted a significant difference in perceived credibility based on the gender of 

the message source, specifically that females using profanity would be perceived as more credible than 

males using profanity. To test this hypothesis, all three dimensions of credibility were evaluated per 

paired conditions, e.g. female religious profanity users’ credibility scores were tested by two sample t-

test to male religious profanity users’ credibility scores. This was repeated for all three levels of 

profanity tested. Direction of the result, i.e. which gender was perceived to be more or less credible, 

depended on the direction of the means for each test. The lower the mean, the less credible the 

dimension. The statistics of the data on the Safety, Qualification, and Dynamism dimensions are 

available at the end of this section in section 4.4 Hypothesis 2 Testing Results in Table 5, Table 6, and 

Table 7 respectively. Each table compares male and female use of each level of profanity on the three 

credibility dimensions.  

 For religious profanity, female profanity users were perceived to be significantly less credible 

than male profanity users on the Safety (df=168, p=0.02) and Dynamism dimensions (df=182, p=0.04). 

On the Qualification dimension, there was no significant difference on perceived credibility between 

male and female users (df=173, p=0.33). On two of the three dimensions of credibility, Hypothesis 2 was 

not supported for religious profanity.  
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 Regarding excretory profanity, Hypothesis 2 was only supported on the Dynamism dimension, 

which had significant differences between female and male message sources, with females having the 

higher credibility score (df=204, p≤0.00). On Safety (df=208, p=0.7) and Qualification (df=184, p=0.19) 

there were no significant differences and therefore no support for Hypothesis 2.  

 Finally for Hypothesis 2, sexual profanity users saw no significant differences between male and 

female message sources on any of the three dimensions: Safety (df=210, p=0.93), Qualification (df=208, 

p=0.07), and Dynamism (df=199, p=0.13). That is, for the most offensive level of profanity, there was no 

difference in how credible female and male users were perceived. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was not 

supported on sexual profanity differences for any dimension of credibility.  

 Overall, Hypothesis 2, that females using profanity are more credible than males using profanity, 

was unsupported. In fact, for the majority of measures there was no significant difference between male 

and female profanity users for any level of profanity used.  

5.4 Hypothesis 2 Testing Results  

To evaluate Hypothesis 2, the following results were used. Tables 5, 6, and 7 display the results 

of t-tests comparing female and male message sources of all three profanity types on the Safety, 

Qualification, and Dynamism dimensions, respectively. 

Table 5: Average Attitude by Gender on the Safety Dimension for Religious, Excretory, and Sexual 

Profanity  

Variables N Mean Variance t-stat df p-value 

Hell        

 Female 92 24.543 36.075 -2.259 168 
 

0.025 

 Male 92 26.304 19.818    

Shit        
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 Female 102 24.961 27.701 1.774 208 
 

0.078 

 Male 110 23.691 26.509    

Fuck        

 Female 106 23.764 35.591 0.077 210 
 

0.939 

 Male 108 23.704 30.996    

Note: Figures are rounded to the nearest thousandths.  

 

Table 6: Average Attitude by Gender on the Qualification Dimension for Religious, Excretory, and 

Sexual Profanity  

Variables N Mean Variance t-stat df p-value 

Hell        

 Female 92 21.359 20.079 0.965 173 
 

0.336 

 Male 92 20.630 32.323    

Shit        

 Female 102 21.765 36.617 1.291 184 
 

0.198 

 Male 110 20.818 19.636    

Fuck        

 Female 106 19.387 43.173 -1.784 208 
 

0.076 

 Male 108 20.907 34.440    

Note: Figures are rounded to the nearest thousandths.  
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Table 7: Average Attitude by Gender on the Dynamism Dimension for Religious, Excretory, and Sexual 

Profanity  

Variables N Mean Variance t-stat df p-value 

Hell        

 Female 92 22.489 22.319 -2.022 182 
 

0.045 

 Male 92 23.924 23.983    

Shit        

 Female 102 23.392 16.815 3.376 204 
 

0.001 
 

 Male 110 21.218 27.493    

Fuck        

 Female 106 23.915 32.650 -1.520 199 
 

0.130 

 Male 108 24.981 19.925    

Note: Figures are rounded to the nearest thousandths.  

 

6. Discussion, Conclusions, and Acknowledgements  

6.1 Discussion 

The results of this research attempted to answer two questions related to perceived credibility 

for message sources (users) on Twitter based on three dimensions of credibility: Safety, Qualification, 

and Dynamism. The goal was to continue to update and clarify the field of the perceptions of profanity 

usage. It is important to keep an updated understanding of how the language is perceived, especially as 

thoughts and whims are recorded permanently online. An individual’s perceived level of credibility is 

important in the removed world of social media, as there are no physical clues or additional context 

available to any given post.  
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Hypothesis 1 was largely supported by the results of this research. As a general trend, 

Baudhuin’s (1973) levels of offensiveness hold true in the modern social media realm of Twitter. This is 

especially true for comparing the most polar of the levels, in that religious profanity was significantly 

more credible than sexual profanity for all three dimensions of credibility. The implication of these 

results indicates that for individuals with the desire to use profanity as part of their online postings, 

preference to less offensive profanity should be given, as it detracts the least from a message source’s 

perceived credibility compared to more offensive profanity.  

Hypothesis 2 of this study was largely unsupported. The implication of this is that there is little 

difference between males and females using profanity, i.e. there are mostly equal effects. In many ways, 

this is encouraging, as the gender gap may be closing if males and females are held to similar standards 

in their written online communication. Research subjects in this study had significantly similar opinions 

on the use of profanity regardless of the gender of the message source. While in previous research it 

was widely considered more acceptable for men to swear than women (and in some studies it was 

found that profane language was more acceptable from women than from men), this research hints at 

changes in those beliefs towards more equal standards.  

6.2 Conclusion  

 As indicated in the interpretation of the results of this study, the choice of profanity still 

significantly impacts an individual’s perceived credibility in online postings, although there should be 

little consideration given regarding the gender of said individual. Men and women alike will see similar 

impacts their word choice has on their perceived credibility. 

 The research presented holds certain limitations that should be considered, however. Firstly, all 

survey respondents were Amazon Mechanical Turk workers, and can be assumed to have some level of 

technical familiarity. This survey did not capture the opinion of the population that is not familiar with 
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the internet in any capacity. Secondly, this research is only through the lens of profanity usage on 

Twitter. There are many social media platforms, and even more applications of Web 2.0 where 

individuals build their online presence. Considerably more extensive research would need to be 

conducted to confirm how perceptions of credibility vary among all of the platforms in which people 

express opinions, thoughts, and believes online. Additionally, this research only covered the three 

groups of profanity as defined by Cameron over forty years prior to this study (1969). The original 

research does not appear to consider racial slurs as a form of profanity, or the many ways in which 

profanity is used. As mentioned in the introduction, profanity is a constantly changing aspect of 

language, with portmanteau formations (e.g. “shitfaced”) or mid-word interjections (e.g. “abso-fucking-

lutely”) (Thelwall, 2008). Profanity can also occur colloquially in new phrases entirely with little meaning 

(e.g. “douche canoe”) as creative individuals transform the ways they communicate. Future research in 

the field should attempt to capture more of the nuances and updates involved in profanity usage to 

better reflect the vocabulary of the modern profane language user.  
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8. Appendix 

Appendix A: Tweet Images 

Every condition was tested with two tweets.  

Condition 1:  

Female + “Hell” 

 

Condition 2:  

Female + “Shit” 
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Condition 3:  

Female + “Fuck” 
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Condition 4:  

Male + “Hell” 

 

Condition 5:  

Male + “Shit” 
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Condition 6:  

Male + “Fuck” 

 

 

 

 



K. Rudisel | 28 

 

Appendix B: Credibility Scales 

Safety:  

 

Qualification:  

 

 

Dynamism:  

 

 


