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Abstract  

We study cross-cultural differences in self-promotion by comparing the self-citation behavior of 

scholarly authors originating from individualist and collectivist cultures, using original data on 1,346 

journal articles published between 2009 and 2014 in the fields of Management and Business. Our 

main finding is that articles by authors from individualist cultures are about twice as likely to contain 

many self-citations. Our results confirm the presence of a gender gap in self-citations, but we show 

that this effect is smaller than the cultural effect and that the effect appears to be stable across 

cultures. These findings show that the structure of rewards and costs associated with particular self-

promotion tactics differ from culture to culture. Implications of cultural variations in self-promotion 

are discussed. 

 

Practitioner points 

• We develop theory and provide empirical evidence about cultural and gender differences in 

self-promoting behavior.  

• As the workforce diversifies, a broader awareness of these differences might affect the 

actions of both employees and HR departments. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Self-promotion is the practice in which individuals tend to emphasize their strengths and 

talents. It is a form of impression management aimed at improving one's image and status and 

especially used in competitive contexts (e.g. during job interviews). Examples of self-promotion 

include pointing with pride to one's accomplishments or making internal rather than external 

attributions for achievements during a job interview (Rudman, 1998). If self-promotion in the labor 

market increases the chances of being hired or promoted, then self-promotion is a career determinant 

and group differences in such self-promoting behavior (say between genders or cultural origins) may 

contribute to the observed career and leadership gaps between these groups. Since the composition of 

the labor force has been diversifying due to globalization and the increased participation of women, it 

is important to understand to what extent career gaps between various groups exist and what causes 

them. 

The early evidence on group differences in self-promoting behavior came from lab 

experiments (Rudman, 1998). More recently, scholars have tried to measure self-promotion by 

observing real-world behavior. Within the academic world self-promotion frequently occurs in the 

form of self-citing and scholarly articles therefore represent useful output to analyze self-promoting 

behavior. Maliniak, Powers and Walter (2013) calculate the number of self-citations of scholarly 

authors and interpret this as a measure for self-promotion. They find that male authors are more 

likely to self-cite than female authors in the field of political sciences. Self-citing behavior in 

academia provides an interesting and valid "case study" into group differences in self-promotion 

more generally in the labor market. But studying academic careers is also interesting in its own right 

because academia is an important job market and because many academic career gaps appear to 

persist (Barres, 2006; Kretschmer & Kretschmer, 2013; OECD, 2006). Self-citation increases the 

chance of being hired or promoted in the academic world because the number of citations is used as a 

measure of the importance of the author's work in evaluations. Some departments try to correct for 

self-promoting behavior by excluding self-citations from the number of citations in evaluation 

procedures – a practice which demonstrates that the academic community regards self-citing 
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primarily as an act of self-promotion.  However, excluding the number of self-citations does not 

produce an unbiased measure because self-citing tends to substantially increase the number of 

citations received from others (Fowler & Aksnes, 2007). So even if self-citations would be excluded 

in every evaluation, self-citing would remain a fruitful strategy for self-promotion. Moreover, we 

argue that some self-promotion tactics, including self-citation behavior, may be beneficial even when 

the behavior is recognized by the target as mere impression management because it signals ambition 

and thus creates what we call a “second-order impression”. 

We contribute to various literatures. First, our study is related to the literature on models of 

workplace impression management behavior (Leary & Kowalsky, 1990; Johnson, Griffith & 

Buckley, 2016). We apply and expand the cost-reward model by considering the decisions to engage 

in impression management and to adopt a particular tactic as an investment decision, where costs are 

incurred today in return for expected rewards in the future. We identify the various components that 

affect the structure of costs and rewards and develop a framework that can be used to study cross-

cultural differences in impression management behavior. Second, we contribute to the empirical 

literature on cultural differences in impression management using evidence from directly observed 

real-world behavior. While some authors hypothesize that impression management is more common 

in Eastern cultures where people tend to have a more interdependent view of themselves so that 

appropriate impressions are required to avoid public embarrassment, our study presents further 

evidence of the fact that at least some tactics are more common in Western cultures (Lalwani & 

Shavitt, 2009). Third, our study is also related to the empirical literature on self-citation behavior 

(Maliniak et al. 2013). Our study is – to the best of our knowledge – the first to provide evidence on 

cross-cultural differences in self-citing behavior. This question is relevant because globalization 

increasingly impacts the workforce of academic institutions. We also build upon the analysis on the 

gender self-citation gap by Maliniak et al. (2013) by studying how these gender gaps vary across 

cultures. The remainder of this article is as follows: section 2 summarizes the literature and develops 

the hypotheses that will be tested in this study, section 3 presents the data and methods for the 
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empirical analysis, section 4 presents the results and section 5 discusses the main findings and 

conclusions.  

LITERATURE 

The Cost-Reward Model of Self-Promotion 

Self-promotion can be defined as a practice in which individuals emphasize their strengths 

and talents, internally rather than externally attribute their achievements, take pride in their 

contributions, and underline positive aspects of themselves rather than negative (Heine, Lehman, 

Markus, & Kitayama, 1999; Heine, Kitayama, & Lehman, 2001; Mezulis, Abramson, Hyde, & 

Hankin, 2004; Rudman, 1998). Self-promotion is one form of self-presentation or impression 

management (IM), which in our understanding encompasses any behavior designed to influence 

others’ perceptions to generate some reward, i.e. some desired outcome (Johnson et al., 2016). IM 

can take place in a great variety of settings, including political elections, intimate relationships or the 

workplace. Our study is focused on workplace IM, which includes attempts by job applicants or 

workers to get employers or supervisors to see them the way they want to be seen in order to get 

hired or promoted. The literature on IM has developed a range of concepts and models to more 

formally describe decisions to engage in IM behavior (Schlenker, 1980; Leary & Kowalsky, 1990; 

Johnson et al., 2016). The person engaging in the IM behavior is referred to as the actor and the 

person on the receiving end of the influence attempt is the target. The various ways in which an actor 

can engage in IM are called tactics. Examples of workplace IM tactics include complimenting a co-

worker (ingratiation), denying responsibility for the failure of one’s project (excuses), or pointing out 

the strengths one might bring to an organization in an interview (self-promotion).  

Our theoretical framework for analyzing self-promotion is inspired by the cost-reward model 

of IM (Leary & Kowalsky, 1990). We argue that workplace IM can be regarded as an investment 

decision, in the sense that the actor incurs a cost today in order to create an impression in the eyes of 

the target and increase the probability of a future reward, which is the expected return on investment. 

As in other investment decisions, it is rational to invest in an impression using a particular tactic 
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when the expected benefits exceed the costs of using that tactic. We also allow for the possibility that 

a certain impression can be created in different ways, i.e. using different IM tactics. This possibility 

is especially important in cross-cultural research, because different IM tactics could be required in 

different cultures in order to create the same impression. In other words, we assume that the 

“technology” with which impressions can be created, is culturally determined.  

The costs of an impression may be pecuniary, for example resulting from expenditures on 

beauty and clothing. But there may be non-pecuniary costs as well when IM behavior is recognized 

and considered to be unacceptable by others, including the target, co-workers and society at large. 

With regards to the target it should be kept in mind that IM tactics are risky by nature, in the sense 

that there could be adverse effects for the actor when the target recognizes the behavior as “mere 

impression management”. If the target interprets the behavior as the spreading of false information in 

order to influence the target’s decision, then the IM attempt could result in a lower chance of 

obtaining the reward. However, workplace IM may in some cases be interpreted by the supervisor as 

a signal for the employee’s ambition or commitment, which would then increase the probability of 

obtaining the reward even though the employee’s behavior was recognized as IM. In fact, the actor 

may have some knowledge about the risks of being recognized associated with each IM tactic and 

may use that knowledge in the process of deciding whether to engage in IM and what tactics to 

choose. This leads to a more complicated set of IM tactics aimed at creating what we call a “second-

order impression”, i.e. any positive impression created by a recognized IM attempt (in the workplace 

or in any other setting). For example, an actor could aim to signal his or her ambition to a supervisor 

(the second-order impression) by engaging in IM behavior that is seemingly attempting to create a 

(first-order) impression of competence or gratitude, when the behavior is very likely to be recognized 

as IM. By taking into account how supervisors interpret IM behavior, this this theoretical framework 

is closely related to the emerging literature on how the motives attributed to employee behavior 

influence the evaluations of these employees by supervisors (Halbesleben, Bowler, Bolino & 

Turnley, 2010). 
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The expected benefits of an impression depend on the size of the reward and on the effect of 

the impression on the probability of winning the award. Leary and Kowalsky (1990) refer to these 

same factors as respectively the value of desired goals and the goal-relevance of the impression. For 

example, a job applicant will be more motivated to manage his or her impressions before an 

interviewer if the job is highly desirable (big reward). The impression effect is determined by factors 

such as the extent to which the actor depends on the target for the outcome and the extent to which 

the impression can determine the decision of the target on how to allocate the reward, which in turn 

depends on the current image of the actor and the intensity of competition for the reward. 

The cybernetic model of IM proposed by Johnson et al. (2016) rightly emphasizes that IM 

behavior is dynamic in the sense that actors continually adjust their IM behavior based on the 

feedback they receive from the target. Decision making in the cost-reward framework should also be 

regarded as dynamic. Actors learn about the costs and expected rewards of their IM tactics by relying 

on the target’s behavior to infer information on the extent to which certain IM tactics are acceptable 

and efficient.  

 

Cultural Variability in Self-Promotion 

The literature suggests that people in all cultures engage in IM behavior, although the tactics 

and aims of IM may differ considerably from culture to culture (Lalwani & Shavitt, 2009). For 

example, empirical evidence shows that natives and immigrants with different cultural backgrounds 

use different IM tactics (Zaidman & Drory, 2001) and that self-promoting behavior among managers 

is accepted and even required in the US while it is essentially taboo in the UK (Molinsky, 2013), 

although no differences were found when comparing managers in the UK and Sweden (Singh & 

Vinnicombe, 2001). Lalwani and Shavitt (2009) present evidence on the relation between cultural 

factors and the aims of IM: respondents with an independent (vs. interdependent) self-construal 

showed an increased tendency to present themselves as skillful and capable and a decreased tendency 

to present themselves as socially sensitive and appropriate. Another issue, on which there appears to 
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be a debate, is whether IM behavior is stronger in some cultures than in others. Some studies suggest 

that IM is more pronounced in Western nations than in Eastern cultures (Brown & Kobayahsi, 2002; 

Heine et al., 2001; Mezulis et al., 2004; Riemer & Shavitt, 2011; Silvera & Seger, 2004). However, 

other authors expect IM to be stronger in Eastern cultures where people tend to have a more 

interdependent view of themselves, so that appropriate impressions are required to avoid public 

embarrassment (Lalwani & Shavitt, 2009). 

The cost-reward model of self-promotion, developed in the previous paragraph, provides a 

useful framework for analyzing cultural differences in the decision to engage in self-promotion 

behavior and to use particular self-promotion tactics. Cultural differences in the structure of the 

rewards and costs associated with investments in particular self-promotion tactics, would produce 

cultural variability in self-promotion. The rewards aimed at by IM behavior (such as being hired or 

getting promoted) may be affected when the value or the importance attached to these rewards differs 

across cultures or when similar impressions have a different effect on the probability of obtaining 

rewards across cultures. Also, if the same impression can be created using various IM tactics, then 

the tactics chosen might differ across cultures if some tactics are more efficient to create this 

impression in certain cultures. The cost structure may be affected when recognized IM tactics are less 

acceptable in some cultures than in others. According to Zaidman and Drory (2001), the literature 

largely overlooks this issue of how legitimate it is to use a particular tactic to deliberately attempt to 

impress one’s superior.  

Expressions of self-promotion are intrinsically related to the self-construal: the image and 

perception individuals have of themselves and how they define and express their ‘self’ (Markus & 

Kitayama, 1991). Independent self-construals emphasize independence of individuals, self-

actualization, internal attribution of achievement, personal success, self-sufficiency, and development 

of own potential (Sedikides, Gaertner, & Toguchi, 2003). Furthermore, independent self-orientations 

result in stronger tendencies to self-enhance (Heine, 2001; Heine et al., 2001). In contrast, 

interdependent self-construals fundamentally rely on connectedness with others, intergroup harmony, 

reliance, inclusion, and responsibility towards the group. Although individuals with interdependent 
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self-orientations are characterized by their own thoughts, opinions, and attributes, they are expressed 

in context-specific ways and do not seek to fulfill individual objectives (Heine, 2001; Heine et al., 

2001; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). It is argued that individuals with independent self-construals are 

more inclined to engage in self-promoting behavior and are more likely to evaluate themselves 

positively, whereas individuals with an interdependent self-construal do not experience the same type 

of motivation and instead demonstrate more tendencies to self-improve and maintain interpersonal 

relationships (Cai, Brown, Deng, & Oakes, 2007; Nishikawa, Norlander, Fransson, & Sundbom, 

2007; Ross, Heine, Wilson, & Sugimori, 2005). 

Cross-cultural research shows that certain cultural dimensions correspond to the 

predominance of either independent or interdependent self-construals. An important dimension is 

individualism, which represents the relationship between individuals. In individualistic cultures, 

social bonds between individuals are rather loose and strong emphasis is put on the personal 

development of people as separate individuals (Hofstede, 2001). Such cultures emphasize agentic 

traits and emphasize autonomy and self-containment. Its counterpart, collectivism, represents tight 

social bonds and fosters the development of interdependent selfs, strongly emphasizing communion, 

intergroup harmony, and group loyalty. Individualism and collectivism consist of fundamentally 

different views on the relationships between individuals and groups and will therefore have a 

differential impact on the development of the self and the tendency to self-enhance.  

Levels of self-enhancing bias are also related to gender and this relation may well interact 

with culture. Gender stereotypes and assumed sex-roles assign different behavior patterns to people 

depending on whether they are male or female: men are expected to exhibit agentic traits, self-

confidence, and assertiveness whereas women are expected to possess communion traits and express 

modesty and affiliation (Rudman & Glick, 1999). Socialization and gender stereotyping has made it 

more acceptable for men to self-promote and self-advocate whereas women are penalized for it 

(Buss, 1990; Rudman, 1998). External demands for female modesty in achievement situations, such 

as the academic community, and the penalization of counter-stereotypical gender behavior negatively 
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affect women’s opportunities to progress (Heatherington, Daubman, Bates, Ahn, Brown, & Preston, 

1993). 

 

Self-citation Behavior 

Self-citation is a practice in which authors cite their previous work. Authors use self-citations 

for multiple reasons: to increase visibility of their own work, to add further elements to earlier work, 

to render previous work more valid or to establish a form of authority within a specific area (Fowler 

& Aksnes, 2007; Pichappan & Sarasvady, 2002). As argued by Glänzel, Debackere, Thijs and 

Schubert (2006), authors frequently self-cite to indicate that they are referring to their previous 

findings from prior work, to build upon their own results or to limit the length of the article by simply 

referring to previous work instead of recapitulating. In the same vein, Hyland (2003) states that 

author self-citation can be seen as a neutral form of self-reporting by means of which the author 

simply tries to incorporate previous work within recent research activities. This view regards self-

citing as a natural act resulting from the research process and research activities the author is engaged 

in. Current research activities often build upon or tie in with past research and it is therefore 

reasonable for authors to establish a cognitive link between current and past work by means of self-

citations (Pichappan & Sarasvady, 2002). A second motive to self-cite is to construct greater 

credibility and to promote the authors’ previous research. In this view, self-citations are used as a tool 

to seek personal gratification, appraisal, and promotion or as a rhetorical tool in the process of 

rendering previous work more visible and validated (Brysbaert & Smyth, 2011; Fowler & Aksnes, 

2007). Hyland (2003) calls this type of citing behavior a kind of "academic egotism”. In this view 

self-citations are purposely applied in order to create a scholarly and intellectual image of the 

researcher (Cronin & Shaw, 2002).  

It has become an increasingly accepted practice within the scientific community to assess the 

performance and achievements of academic researchers by means of quantitative analyses and to 

base hiring, promotion, and even research funding decisions on the resulting evaluations. 
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Researchers’ impact on the scientific community is measured by the number of citations of a 

publication. Several researchers argue that the practice of self-citing can be misused by authors in 

order to strategically inflate their citation rate and thereby misrepresenting the impact of the article, 

overestimating its contribution to the field, and bias perceptions of the researcher’s scientific 

authority (Foo, 2011; Gami, Montori, Wilczynski, & Haynes, 2004; Glänzel et al., 2006; Pichappan 

& Sarasvady, 2002). Furthermore, Fowler and Aksnes (2007) conclude that self-citing has a self-

reinforcing effect because the practice of self-citing tends to increase the number of citations received 

from others (they estimate that each self-citation generates an additional 3.65 citations from others 

after ten years). This potentially creates a vicious citation cycle where these articles are cited simply 

because they are highly cited and where a Matthew effect results in the overrecognition of the authors 

involved (Davis, 2009).  

Although in some cases there may be valid reasons for self-citation when building on ideas 

from one’s previous work, we assume that self-citation can be regarded as a self-promotion tactic 

(Maliniak et al. 2013). It differs from other tactics in the sense that it is specific to the academic 

world. The target of self-citation behavior may be a particular supervisor, for example a faculty dean, 

but given the highly mobile and global nature of academic careers, it is probably more correct to 

regard the target in a more impersonal manner as any possible future employer. The aim of self-

citation behavior may be to create an impression of scientific authority by inflating citation rates, but 

it is well possible that actors take into account that, should their behavior be recognized as self-

promotion, a second-order impression of ambition is created that could be beneficial. 

Cross-cultural differences in self-citation behavior may arise if culture is related to the value 

attached to being employed or promoted in the academic world, to the effect of citations on hiring 

and promotion chances or to the extent to which self-citation is regarded a legitimate self-promotion 

tactic. Studying cross-cultural differences may also shed more light on the debate about gender 

differences in self-promotion. A recent study by Maliniak et al. (2013) in the field of political science 

(international relations) found that female authors are systematically less cited than male authors, that 

female authors tend to cite themselves less than men and that men cite men more than women. The 



11 

 

authors argue that both men and women regard self-citing as a form of self-promotion, but that 

women are less likely to self-promote because it might not conform to their expected gender-roles. 

The reasons for such gender differences in self-promotion remain unclear and the deeper debate is 

between essentialist theories – rooted in biology, evolutionary psychology and innate preferences – 

and feminist theories – rooted in sociology, social psychology and the adoption of culturally 

determined sex roles. Cross-cultural studies can provide evidence on the relative importance of 

biological versus cultural factors because, if gender differences are biologically determined, then the 

same differences ought to be seen in all cultures (Costa Jr, Terracciano, & McCrae, 2001). When it 

comes to self-citation in scholarly journals, it should be kept in mind that self-citation is a relatively 

anonymous way of self-promotion. Even academics that would not ever consider boasting about their 

own performance face-to-face might not feel so constrained in the publication process. This is an 

additional advantage of using self-citations as an objective measure for self-promoting behavior. 

Our study aims to contribute to the literature by evaluating the following hypotheses:  

Hypothesis 1. Authors with an individualist cultural background tend to self-cite more often 

than other authors. 

Hypothesis 2. The effect of the author's gender on self-citation behavior differs by the 

cultural background of the author.  

 

METHODS 

The empirical analysis is based on original data on the number of self-citations and the 

cultural background of the author in 1,346 journal articles published between 2009 and 2014 in the 

fields of Business and Management. The data come from the Web of Science and Scopus citation 

databases, supplemented by additional data regarding the gender of the reprint author which we 

collected by online observation.  
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The articles included in the sample were selected by means of probabilistic stratified 

sampling. The population of articles was divided into strata according to the country of origin of the 

author (to increase the variation of the main independent variable in this study) and according to the 

journal in which the article was published. In order to obtain a sample that is representative for 

journals in the fields of Business and Management, the articles were extracted from six journals with 

varying impact factors: the Academy of Management Journal (2014 5-year Impact Factor = 9.8), the 

Journal of Management (IF = 9.2), Strategic Management Journal (IF = 6.1), the Journal of 

International Business Studies (IF = 6.1), Industrial Marketing Management (IF = 2.4) and Asian 

Business & Management (IF = 0.5). In order to maximize the variation of the cultural background of 

the author, the articles included in the sample had reprint author's addresses in one of the following 

countries (Hofstede's individualism index score in parentheses): United States (.91), Great Britain 

(.89), Netherlands (.80), Canada (.80), Denmark (.74), Sweden (.71), Ireland (.70), Norway (.69), 

Finland (.63), Japan (.46), Singapore (.20), China (.20), South Korea (.18) and Taiwan (.17). 

The number of self-citations was calculated by counting the number of times the reprint 

author’s name was mentioned in the cited references of the particular article. Any mention of the first 

author’s name in the cited references was labeled as a self-citation, regardless of whether the author 

was first author or co-author of the cited reference in particular. Counting was done in MS Excel 

spreadsheets by applying a function that counted the number of times the author’s last name plus first 

name initial appeared in the cited references.  

We constructed two measures for the cultural background of the author: one based on the 

location of residence and another based on the ethnicity of the author predicted by the author’s name. 

The location of residence was determined using the reprint author’s address. Among the fourteen 

countries of residence listed above, most of the authors of the articles in our sample are located in the 

US (53%), Great Britain (10%) and China (7%). The predicted ethnicity was constructed using the 

Ethnea ethnicity classifier software (Torvik & Agarwal, 2016), which classifies names into 

ethnicities (for example Ian Foster is classified as English and Kang Shin as Korean). The authors of 

our 1,346 articles were classified into 114 distinct predicted ethnicities, with most authors classified 
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as English (29%), Chinese (16%) or Nordic (8%). Note that English is used here as an ethno-

linguistic group and thus not only refers to authors from England, but also from the US, Canada and 

Anglophone authors from other countries. To each location and to each ethnicity we then attached a 

score for individualism based on Hofstede's (2001) national index scores for individualism. In the 

case of ethnicities we calculated the individualism score as an average of the national scores of 

countries where that ethnicity is dominant. For example, the score for Slavic ethnicity was calculated 

as the mean of the scores for the five most populated countries with Slavic languages (Russia, 

Poland, Ukraine, Serbia and the Czech Republic). Hofstede derived these individualism scores by 

conducting cross-country surveys on employee attitudes and applying factor analysis to these data to 

derive a limited number of so-called cultural dimensions. The individualism-versus-collectivism 

dimension reflects the extent to which society emphasizes personal development and autonomy as 

opposed to group loyalty, which is the theoretically relevant cultural dimension for self-promotion. 

Hofstede also distinguished four other cultural dimensions but their theoretical effect on self-

promotion is less clear. Moreover, a multivariate analysis in our sample in which the number of self-

citations was regressed on all five cultural dimensions showed that only the individualism dimension 

has a significant effect. There is a debate among intercultural researchers on the validity of 

Hofstede's dimensions, which has resulted in a number of alternative indices. The most widely used 

alternative in the field are the index scores derived by the Global Leadership and Organizational 

Behavior Effectiveness (Globe) Project (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004). In order 

to check whether the results in this study are sensitive to Hofstede's scores, all analyses are repeated 

using the Globe index scores for performance orientation and institutional collectivism values. 

Gender of the reprint author was determined via the author's personal or university webpage 

by looking at pictures, indicating pronouns (such as she, he, his or her) and information in the 

curriculum vitae. Only in 10 instances we could not determine the author's gender this way, which 

reduced the sample size from 1,356 to 1,346 journal articles. 

The main variables used in the analyses (number of self-citations, cultural background and 

gender) all relate to the reprint author (i.e. the corresponding author) of a journal article. The role of 
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the corresponding author is to respond to questions from readers and also to be responsible for 

correspondence with the journal before acceptance and publication. We focus on the reprint author 

because only the address of reprint authors is systematically recorded in citation databases. However, 

focusing on the reprint author does not introduce implausible assumptions because bibliometric 

research indicates that the reprint author is the author contributing more to the article (Mattsson, 

Sundberg, & Laget, 2010; Wren, Kozak, Johnson, Deakyne, Schilling, & Dellavalle, 2007).  

The relation between national culture and the number of self-citations is studied using count 

data regression models. Count data models are appropriate because our dependent variable, the 

number of self-citations, takes only non-negative integer values (�� = 0, 1, 2, …). We estimate 

negative binomial models (Hilbe, 2011), rather than standard poisson models, because these make 

more flexible assumptions regarding the variance of the dependent variable. Count models are semi-

log models so that regression coefficients 	� can be interpreted as the percent increase in the 

predicted number of self-citations when 
� increases by one unit while the other variables are held 

constant. 

Apart from analyzing the number of self-citations in a count way, we also create a binary 

variable that distinguishes articles with 5 self-citations or more from articles with less than 5 self-

citations. This variable indicates the articles with a lot of self-citations and focuses the analysis on the 

upper tail of the distribution of self-citations (about 10 percent of the articles in the sample have 5 

self-citations or more). After all, the count models relate the independent variables to the expected 

value (i.e. the mean) of the number of self-citations, whereas that mean may not tell the whole story 

because the distribution of the number of self-citations is skewed to the right. The binary variable is 

analyzed using standard logistic models for binary dependent variables, but we present marginal 

effects at the means so that the coefficients 	�  can be interpreted as the effect of a one-unit increase in 


� on the predicted probability of containing 5 self-citations or more. 
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RESULTS 

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for all the dependent and independent variables. The 

number of self-citations ranges between 0 and 38. The outlier case containing 38 self-citations is a 

journal article that counts 10 pages and contains 72 cited references, of which more than half are self-

citations. The mean number of self-citations is 1.91 (the mean number of self-citations as a 

percentage of the total number of cited references is 2.4%), but the distribution of the number of self-

citations is heavily skewed to the right as can be seen from Figure 1. Such skewness is common in 

citation data (and more generally in count data) and does not prevent statistical inference because 

even the mean of a skewed variable is approximately normal when the sample size is large. To 

account for the count nature of the variable, negative binomial models are used for multivariate 

inference.  

Table 1 shows that 12 percent of the journal articles in the sample contain 5 self-citations or 

more. Hofstede's index of individualism ranges between .17 (Taiwan) and .91 (United States) when 

based on the author’s country of residence and between 0.18 (Korean) and .83 (English) when based 

on the ethnicity predicted by the author’s name. 69 percent of the authors are male, the number of 

pages ranges between 1 and 64, the mean number of cited references is 80 and the number of co-

authors ranges between 1 and 8 (15% are single-authored, 33% have two authors, 35% have three 

authors and 17% have 4 authors or more).  
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics 

 mean sd min max 

Number of self-citations 1.91 2.78 0 38 

5 self-citations or more (binary) 0.12 0.33 0 1 

Individualism (location) 0.77 0.25 0.17 0.91 

Individualism (ethnicity) 0.58 0.24 0.18 0.83 

Gender: male (binary) 0.69 0.46 0 1 

Number of pages 18.88 7.78 1 64 

Number of references 80.23 35.26 1 475 

Number of co-authors 2.62 1.07 1 8 

Year 2011.53 1.65 2009 2014 

Note: Sample size is 1332 journal articles for Individualism (ethnicity) and 1346 for all other variables. 

 

 

Figure 2 describes the relation between self-citation behavior and the author's cultural 

background by relating the index score for individualism of each location (panel a) and each ethnicity 
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(panel b) to the percentage of articles that contain at least 5 self-citations. The graph shows a clear 

positive relation between individualism and self-citation behavior, although there are deviations from 

the overall pattern. For example, authors residing in China and authors with Hispanic names record 

higher levels of self-citations than would be expected by the best fit lines. The self-citation rates in 

the United States and Great Britain are very similar, which is remarkable in light of the differences in 

self-promotion in these countries reported in the literature. This finding could be related to the fact 

that self-citation is a relatively anonymous form of self-promotion, although it might also be a 

subsample effect if contributors to the business literature are more entrepreneurially inclined than 

others. 

 

In order to evaluate the importance of cultural background for self-citing behavior, Figure 3 

(panel a) compares the percentage of articles with many self-citations for authors residing in 

individualist countries with authors residing in collectivist countries. Individualist countries are 

defined using Hofstede's rule of thumb to use an index score of .50 as the cut-off. 7 percent of the 

articles coming from collectivist countries contain many self-citations, as opposed to 13 percent 

(almost double) in the case of individualist countries. The same analysis in terms of ethnicity instead 
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of location produces very similar results (panel b). The importance of this cultural effect becomes 

even clearer when we compare it to the well-known gender gap in self-citation rates (panel c): the 

cultural gap in self-citations is about twice as big as the gender gap. 

 

In order to test for potential interaction effects between gender and culture, the mean number 

of self-citations was analyzed using a 2 (gender) × 2 (individualism) independent measures ANOVA. 

The results show significant main effects of individualism (F (1, 1342) = 9.58, p < .01 when based on 

location and F (1, 1328) = 15.58, p < .01 when based on ethnicity) and gender (F (1, 1342) = 3.87, p < .05 

when based on location and F (1, 1328) = 5.77, p < .05 when based on ethnicity), confirming the 

descriptive analysis in Figure 3. More importantly, we find no significant interaction between gender 

and individualism (F (1, 1342) = 0.00, p > .05 when based on location and F (1, 1328) = 0.05, p > .05 when 

based on ethnicity) as is visualized by the interaction plot shown in Figure 4. The effect of gender on 

self-citation is no different in individualist countries than in collectivist countries (the plot looks the 

same when it is based on ethnicity). Or equivalently, the effect of individualism on self-citation 

behavior is no different for male authors than it is for female authors. 
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Table 2 presents the main results from this study. It presents seven regression models that 

estimate the effect of cultural background on self-citing behavior in a multivariate framework where 

a series of control variables are held constant, including gender, the number of co-authors, the journal 

in which the article was published and the journal’s impact factor.  

Models (1) and (2) have the binary variable indicating articles with 5 self-citations or more as 

the dependent variable. The results show that the predicted probability of having at least 5 self-

citations in the case of an individualist country (with Hofstede's index = 1.00) is about 9 percentage 

points higher than for a collectivist country (index = 0.00), if all the variables included in the model 

are held constant. Note that this effect is substantial: only about 12 percent of all the articles contain 

at least 5 self-citations, so 9 percentage points is a big effect. Using ethnicity as a measure of 

individualism (model 2) confirms the positive effect and produces a somewhat greater estimate.  

We also find a negative effect of the number of pages, implying that (ceteris paribus) shorter 

articles are more likely to contain many self-citations. There is positive effect from the total number 

of cited references and we find no significant effect from the number of co-authors or the journal’s 

impact factor. The difference between male and female self-citation rates, ceteris paribus, is of the  
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Table 2  

Multivariate Regression Analysis 

 Binary models (logit marginal effects) Count models (negative binomial) 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

 5 or more 5 or more 5% or more 5% or more self-citations self-citations self-citations 

Individualism (location) 0.092* - 0.176*** - 0.742*** - 0.529** 

Individualism (ethnicity) - 0.137*** - 0.138** - 0.801*** 0.620*** 

Gender: male 0.039* 0.033 0.062** 0.056* 0.223** 0.206** 0.217** 

Number of pages -0.006*** -0.006** -0.008*** -0.008*** -0.021** -0.019* -0.020* 

Number of references 0.001*** 0.001*** - - 0.006*** 0.006*** 0.006*** 

Number of co-authors -0.003 -0.002 -0.006 -0.005 -0.047 -0.036 -0.032 

Year (6 categories)  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Journal (6 categories)  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Pseudo R-squared 0.04 0.05 0.02 0.02 0.05 0.05 0.06 

N 1346 1332 1346 1332 1346 1332 1332 

The logit coefficients are marginal effects at the means. The count models contain a constant term. Pseudo R-squared is the correlation between the predicted  

and observed values of the dependent variable. 

* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 
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order of 3 to 4 percentage points. Models (3) and (4) show that the same results are found 

when a relative measure of self-citations – as a percentage of the total number of references (as in 

Brysbaert & Smyth, 2011) – is used instead of an absolute measure. The dependent variable in these 

models is a dummy indicating articles in which 5 percent or more of the cited references are self-

citations.  

Models (5), (6) and (7) are count models that have the total number of self-citations as the 

dependent variable. The main result is that, holding other variables constant, the predicted number of 

self-citations of authors residing in an individualist country (with index = 1.00) is 74 percent higher 

than in a collectivist country (index = 0.00) and that the number is 80 percent higher for authors with 

an individualist ethnicity. The estimated effect of being a male author is about 20 percent and, as in 

the binary models, we find significant effects for the number of pages and cited references. Model (7) 

exploits the variation in ethnicities across locations by including both the location and ethnicity based 

measures of individualism at the same time. This model suggests that both location and ethnicity 

independently contribute to self-citing behavior. Authors from individualist ethnicities are more 

likely to self-cite than other authors who reside in an equally individualist location and authors who 

reside in an individualist location are more likely to self-cite than other authors who have an equally 

individualist ethnicity. 

Figure 5 further looks into how location and ethnicity interact in the relation between culture 

and self-citation behavior. Panel (a) compares the self-citation rates of Chinese authors residing the 

US with that of Chinese authors in China and that of the modal ethnicity in the US (English). Panel 

(b) does the same for Koreans residing in the US. Panels (a) and (b) show the only interactions that 

we could investigate in our data without running into small sample sizes. We find that Chinese 

authors residing in the US essentially have the same self-citation rate as Chinese authors in China, 

while the self-citation rate of Korean authors in the US is somewhere in between that of Korean 

authors in South Korea and that of English authors in the US. Thus, the evidence on the interaction 

effect between location and ethnicity is mixed. Moreover, even if we assume that Korean authors 

currently residing in the US migrated to the US, the evidence in panel (b) does not necessarily imply 
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a process of adaptation because it might also be the case that self-citing Korean authors are more 

likely to emigrate.  

 

In order to check the robustness of our results, we experimented with a series of alternative 

specifications (results are available upon request). Using quasi-poisson specifications instead of 

negative binomial models produced identical results in terms of statistical significance. A re-

estimation of all models from Table 2 using the performance orientations values score from the 

GLOBE Project's worldwide differences in business values and practices (House et al., 2004) instead 

of Hofstede's index score for individualism, also produced identical results. If the GLOBE’s 

institutional collectivism orientation values scores are used, then the location based measure 

produces identical results but there is no significant effect for the ethnicity based measure. We also 

considered the possibility that our results could be driven by the inclusion of short articles, which are 

often editorials with a high proportion of self-citations: when the sample is restricted to only articles 

of more than 5 pages, the coefficient estimates are very similar to the ones presented above.  
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DISCUSSION 

Our study contributes to the literature by for the first time estimating the effect of culture on 

self-citations. In our sample of 1,346 journal articles published between 2009 and 2014 in the fields 

of Management and Business we found that authors originating from individualist cultures are much 

more likely to self-cite than authors originating from collectivist cultures (this confirms our 

hypothesis H1). We also find that male authors are more likely to self-cite than female authors, but 

this gender effect appears to be much smaller than the cultural effect. Moreover, we find that the 

gender effect on self-citation is stable across cultures (we therefore have to reject our hypotheses 

H2). 

Our findings indicate that individualist cultures are more conducive to self-promoting 

behavior than collectivist cultures. In that regard our results provide new and original evidence for 

the relation between culture and self-promotion as suggested in the literature on impression 

management (Brown & Kobayahsi, 2002; Heine et al., 2000; Rudman, 1998; Silvera & Seger, 2004). 

These results add to the literature positing that independent-self orientations, typical of individualist 

cultures, result in stronger tendencies to self-enhance and thus to self-cite than interdependent self-

orientations, typical of collectivist cultures. 

Our results confirm the presence of a gender gap in self-citations that was found by Maliniak 

et al. (2013) in their study of the political sciences. However, our results also show that gender 

differences in self-promoting behavior are remarkably stable across cultures. Maliniak et al. 

concluded their study in saying that the gender gap may be "relatively easy to fix", for example by 

encouraging women to advocate for themselves and their work. It is clear that people – both 

academics, employees in general and decision makers – need to be made aware of this gender bias 

and need to be encouraged to act upon this information. But the fact that the gender bias in self-

promotion appears to be culturally independent suggests that closing the gap may not be easy. If such 

gender differences are socially constructed and culturally determined, then we would have expected 

to see some interaction effect in our analyses. This was not the case. Another reason for scepsis is 
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that psychological literature on impression management strategies indicates that counterstereotypical 

impression management may lead to social reprisals (Rudman, 1998). On the other hand, it should be 

emphasized that our results do not necessarily imply that gender differences in self-promotion are 

somehow fixed. On the basis of this study we cannot exclude the possibility that other cultural 

dimensions (other than individualism) do interact with gender or the possibility that the gender gap 

changes over time but happens to be the same across cultures at the moment of our study.  

Further research is needed to study how these cultural differences in self-citation behavior 

are related to the structure of costs and rewards in different cultures. For example, our data do not 

allows us to investigate whether the observed cultural differences in self-citation result from cultural 

differences in the extent to which this is regarded an acceptable self-promotion tactic or from cultural 

differences in the efficiency or the rewards attached to this tactic.  The observational data on self-

citation that we use has the advantage over lab experimental data – in which the setting is often 

artificial – that we study subjects in their real environment. However, the drawback of observational 

data is that estimated effects can to some extent be contaminated by confounding factors not included 

in the analysis (omitted variable bias) or problems of randomization (selection bias). Further research 

could focus on including additional control variables, such as the author’s age, the number of prior 

publications available for self-citation or national differences in the importance of citations for career 

progress, and on developing designs in which the risk of bias in the estimation of the 'causal effects' 

of culture and gender on self-promotion is reduced. A related limitation of this study is that the 

motivations for self-citing are unknown and it is unclear to what extent the observed cultural 

differences in self-citing reflect differences in neutral self-reporting or differences in academic 

egotism. On the practical side, there is room for further improvement of HR instruments that can 

better separate the effects of self-promoting behavior from the intrinsic productivity of employees. 

Until such unbiased measures are available, both academic departments and employers in general 

should be aware of the cultural and gendered nature of self-promoting behavior when making hiring 

and promotion decisions.  



25 

 

REFERENCES 

Barres, B. 2006. Does gender matter? Nature, 442: 133–136. 

Brown, J., & Kobayashi, C. 2002. Self-enhancement in Japan and America. Asian Journal of Social 

Psychology, 5(3): 145–168. 

Brysbaert, M., & Smyth, S. 2011. Self-enhancement in scientific research: The self-citation bias. 

Psychologica Belgica, 51(2): 129-137. 

Buss, D. 1990. Unmitigated agency and unmitigated communion: An analysis of the negative 

components of masculinity and femininity. Sex Roles, 22(9–10): 555–568. 

Cai, H., Brown, J., Deng, C., & Oakes, M. 2007. Self-esteem and culture: Differences in cognitive 

self-evaluations or affective self-regard? Asian Journal of Social Psychology, 10(3): 162–

170. 

Costa Jr, P., Terracciano, A., & McCrae, R. R. (2001). Gender differences in personality traits across 

cultures: robust and surprising findings. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 81(2), 

322-331. 

Cronin, B., & Shaw, D. 2002. Identity-creators and image-makers: Using citation analysis and thick 

description to put authors in their place. Scientometrics, 54(1): 31–49. 

Davis, P. 2009. Reward or persuasion? The battle to define the meaning of a citation. Learned 

Publishing, 22(1): 5–11. 

Foo, J. 2011. Impact of excessive journal self-citations: A case study on the folia phoniatrica et 

logopaedica journal. Science and Engineering Ethics, 17(1): 65–73. 

Fowler, J., & Aksnes, D. 2007. Does self-citation pay?  Scientometrics, 72(3): 427–437. 

Gami, A., Montori, V., Wilczynski, N., & Haynes, R. 2004. Author self-citation in the diabetes 

literature. Canadian Medical Association Journal, 170(13): 1925–1927. 

Glänzel, W., Debackere, K., Thijs, B., & Schubert, A. 2006. A concise review on the role of author 

self-citations in information science, bibliometrics, and science policy. Scientometrics, 67(2): 

263–277. 



26 

 

Halbesleben, J. R. B., Bowler, W. M., Bolino, M. C., & Turnley, W. H. (2010). Organizational 

concern, prosocial values, or impression management? How supervisors attribute motives to 

organizational citizenship behavior. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 40(6): 1450–

1489. 

Heatherington, L., Daubman, K., Bates, C., Ahn, A., Brown, H., & Preston, C. 1993. Two 

investigations of “female modesty” in achievement situations. Sex Roles, 29(11–12): 739–

754. 

Heine, S. 2001. Self as cultural product: an examination of East Asian and North American selves. 

Journal of Personality, 69(6): 881–905. 

Heine, S., Kitayama, S., & Lehman, D. 2001. Cultural differences in self-evaluation: Japanese readily 

accept negative self-relevant information. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 32(4): 434–

443. 

Heine, S., Lehman, D., Markus, H., & Kitayama, S. 1999. Is there a universal need for positive self-

regard? Psychological Review, 106(4): 766–794. 

Hilbe, J. 2011. Negative binomial regression. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Hofstede, G. 2001. Culture's consequences: Comparing values, behaviors, institutions, and 

organizations across nations, London: Sage. 

House, R., Hanges, P., Javidan, M., Dorfman, P., & Gupta, V. 2004. Culture, leadership, and 

organizations: The Globe study of 62 Societies. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

Hyland, K. (2003). Self-citation and self-reference: Credibility and promotion in academic 

publication. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, 54(3): 

251–259. 

Johnson, G., Griffith, J. A., & Buckley, M. R. (2016). A new model of impression management: 

Emotions in the ‘black box’ of organizational persuasion. Journal of Occupational and 

Organizational Psychology, 89(1): 111–140. 

Kretschmer, H., & Kretschmer, T. 2013. Gender bias and explanation models for the phenomenon of 

women’s discriminations in research careers. Scientometrics, 97(1): 25–36. 



27 

 

Lalwani, A. K., & Shavitt, S. (2009). The “me” I claim to be: Cultural self-construal elicits self-

presentational goal pursuit. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 97(1): 88–102. 

Leary, M. R., & Kowalski, R. M. (1990). Impression management: A literature review and two-

component model. Psychological Bulletin, 107(1): 34–47. 

Maliniak, D., Powers, R., & Walter, B. 2013. The gender citation gap in international relations. 

International Organization, 67(4): 889–922. 

Markus, H., & Kitayama, S. 1991. Culture and the self: Implications for cognition, emotion, and 

motivation. Psychological Review, 98(2): 224–253. 

Mattsson, P., Sundberg, C. , & Laget, P. 2010. Is correspondence reflected in the author position? A 

bibliometric study of the relation between corresponding author and byline position. 

Scientometrics, 87(1): 99–105. 

Mezulis, A., Abramson, L., Hyde, J., & Hankin, B. 2004. Is there a universal positivity bias in 

attributions? A meta-analytic review of individual, developmental, and cultural differences in 

the self-serving attributional bias. Psychological Bulletin, 130(5): 711–747. 

Molinsky, A. (2013). Global dexterity: How to adapt your behavior across cultures without losing 

yourself in the process. Harvard Business Review Press. 

Nishikawa, S., Norlander, T., Fransson, P., & Sundbom, E. 2007. A cross-cultural validation of 

adolescent self-concept in two cultures: Japan and Sweden. Social Behavior and Personality, 

35(2): 269–286. 

Pichappan, P., & Sarasvady, S. 2002. The other side of the coin: The intricacies of author self 

citations. Scientometrics, 54(2): 285–290. 

OECD. 2006. Women in scientific careers: Unleashing the potential. Paris: OECD.  

Riemer, H., & Shavitt, S. (2011). Impression management in survey responding: Easier for 

collectivists or individualists? Journal of Consumer Psychology, 21(2): 157–168. 

Ross, M., Heine, S., Wilson, A., & Sugimori, S. 2005. Cross-cultural discrepancies in self appraisals. 

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 31(9): 1175–1188. 



28 

 

Rudman, L. 1998. Self-promotion as a risk factor for women: the costs and benefits of 

counterstereotypical impression management. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

74(3): 629-645. 

Rudman, L., & Glick, P. 1999. Feminized management and backlash toward agentic women: the 

hidden costs to women of a kinder, gentler image of middle managers. Journal of Personality 

and Social Psychology, 77(5): 1004–1010. 

Schlenker, B. R. (1980). Impression management: The self-concept, social identity, and 

interpersonal relations. Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole. 

Sedikides, C., Gaertner, L., & Toguchi, Y. 2003. Pancultural self-enhancement. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 84(1): 60–79. 

Silvera, D., & Seger, C. 2004. Feeling good about ourselves: Unrealistic self evaluations and their 

relation to self-esteem in the United States and Norway. Journal of Cross-Cultural 

Psychology, 35(5): 571–585. 

Singh, V., & Vinnicombe, S. (2001). Impression management, commitment and gender: Managing 

others' good opinions. European Management Journal, 19(2): 183–194. 

Torvik, V., & Agarwal, S. (2016). Ethnea - an instance-based ethnicity classifier based on geo-coded 

author names in a large-scale bibliographic database. Paper presented at the International 

Symposium on Science of Science, March 22-23, 2016, Washington DC, USA. 

Wren, J. , Kozak, K. , Johnson, K. , Deakyne, S. , Schilling, L., & Dellavalle, R. 2007. The write 

position. EMBO Reports, 8(11): 988–991. 

Zaidman, N., & Drory, A. (2001). Upward impression management in the work place cross-cultural 

analysis. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 25(6): 671-690. 

 

 


