
theory of impression management
Theory of Impression Management is a concept in social psychology that examines how
individuals control the impressions others form of them. This theory posits that people actively
present themselves in ways designed to elicit specific reactions from others. The significance of
impression management lies not only in personal interactions but also in various professional
settings, social media, and broader societal contexts. By managing the impressions they create,
individuals can influence their social standing, relationships, and opportunities.

Historical Background

The concept of impression management was popularized by sociologist Erving Goffman in his
seminal work, "The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life," published in 1959. Goffman employed a
theatrical metaphor to describe social interactions, likening them to performances where individuals
play various roles depending on the social context. His work laid the foundation for subsequent
research and theories related to self-presentation, social interactions, and identity.

Key Concepts in Impression Management

Impression management encompasses several key concepts that help explain how individuals
navigate social situations:

1. Self-Presentation: This involves the deliberate effort to shape others' perceptions. People choose
how they dress, speak, and behave to create a desired image.

2. Front Stage vs. Back Stage: Goffman distinguished between the "front stage," where individuals
perform for an audience, and the "back stage," where they can relax and be themselves without the
pressure of social expectations.

3. Role Performance: In various social settings, individuals adopt different roles based on the
expectations of others. For instance, a person might act differently at work compared to a casual
gathering with friends.

4. Audience Segregation: People often manage impressions by separating different social groups to
control the information that each group receives about them.

5. Impression Management Strategies: Various tactics are employed to influence others'
perceptions, including:

- Ingratiation: Flattering or showing likability to gain favor.
- Self-Promotion: Highlighting one's achievements to appear competent.
- Exemplification: Demonstrating moral superiority to elicit admiration.
- Intimidation: Using threats or aggressive behavior to create fear.
- Supplication: Appearing helpless or needy to elicit support.



The Role of Context in Impression Management

Context plays a crucial role in how individuals engage in impression management. Different
situations require different strategies, and individuals must be adept at reading social cues to
navigate these contexts effectively.

1. Personal Context

In personal relationships, individuals often manage impressions to maintain rapport and
compatibility. Factors such as intimacy, mutual interests, and shared experiences influence how one
presents themselves. For example:

- Romantic Relationships: Individuals may present an idealized version of themselves to attract
partners, often emphasizing positive traits while downplaying flaws.
- Friendships: Friends may adjust their behavior based on the preferences and expectations of their
social circle.

2. Professional Context

In professional environments, impression management becomes even more critical. Employees must
navigate complex dynamics, including hierarchical structures, organizational culture, and
interpersonal relationships. Some strategies include:

- Professional Dress: Adhering to dress codes to convey competence and professionalism.
- Communication Style: Adjusting language and tone to match the expectations of colleagues and
superiors.
- Networking: Engaging in social interactions that enhance professional visibility and reputation.

3. Social Media Context

The rise of social media has transformed how impression management is practiced. Online platforms
allow individuals to curate their images meticulously, often leading to a phenomenon known as
"performative authenticity." Key aspects of impression management on social media include:

- Content Curation: Selecting and sharing posts that reflect a desired identity.
- Engagement Metrics: Monitoring likes, shares, and comments as indicators of social approval.
- Branding: Many individuals treat their online presence as a brand, carefully managing their image
to attract followers or opportunities.

Consequences of Impression Management

While impression management can be beneficial, it also has potential drawbacks. Understanding



these consequences is essential for navigating social interactions effectively.

1. Positive Consequences

- Enhanced Relationships: Effective impression management can lead to stronger personal and
professional relationships, as individuals feel understood and valued.
- Opportunities for Advancement: In professional settings, a well-managed impression can result in
promotions, networking opportunities, and increased visibility.
- Social Acceptance: Individuals who skillfully manage impressions often experience greater social
acceptance and integration within various groups.

2. Negative Consequences

- Cognitive Dissonance: When individuals present themselves in ways that conflict with their true
selves, it can lead to feelings of anxiety and internal conflict.
- Superficial Relationships: Overly managed impressions may hinder the development of genuine
connections, as interactions become focused on performance rather than authenticity.
- Burnout and Stress: Constantly managing impressions can be exhausting, resulting in emotional
fatigue and stress over time.

Theoretical Perspectives on Impression Management

Several theoretical frameworks contribute to the understanding of impression management, each
offering unique insights into human behavior.

1. Social Identity Theory

Social Identity Theory posits that individuals derive part of their identity from their group
memberships. Impression management, in this context, involves presenting oneself in a way that
aligns with the norms and values of the desired social group. This theory highlights the importance
of group dynamics in shaping individual behaviors and perceptions.

2. Self-Determination Theory

Self-Determination Theory focuses on intrinsic and extrinsic motivations behind human behavior.
Impression management can be influenced by the desire for social approval (extrinsic motivation) or
the pursuit of personal authenticity (intrinsic motivation). Understanding these motivations helps
explain why individuals choose to engage in impression management.



3. Symbolic Interactionism

This perspective emphasizes the subjective meanings individuals attach to social interactions.
According to symbolic interactionism, impression management is a dynamic process influenced by
ongoing social interactions and the interpretations individuals make about each other's behaviors.
This theory underscores the fluidity of identity and impression management in social contexts.

Conclusion

The theory of impression management offers valuable insights into the complexities of social
interactions. By understanding how individuals navigate the delicate balance between self-
presentation and authenticity, we can better appreciate the motivations behind human behavior.
Whether in personal relationships, professional settings, or online interactions, impression
management plays a critical role in shaping perceptions, influencing relationships, and guiding
social dynamics. As society evolves, so too will the strategies individuals employ to manage
impressions, making this theory a vital area of study in the field of social psychology.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the theory of impression management?
The theory of impression management, developed by sociologist Erving Goffman, posits that
individuals actively shape and control the perceptions others have of them in social interactions.

How does impression management affect social media
behavior?
Impression management significantly influences social media behavior as individuals curate their
online personas through selective sharing of content, editing photos, and crafting narratives to
project a desired image.

What are some common strategies used in impression
management?
Common strategies include self-presentation, conforming to social norms, managing emotional
expressions, and using props or artifacts to enhance one's image in the eyes of others.

Can impression management lead to negative consequences?
Yes, excessive impression management can lead to stress, anxiety, and authenticity issues, as
individuals may feel pressured to maintain a facade that does not reflect their true selves.



How does cultural context influence impression management?
Cultural context affects impression management by shaping the norms and expectations for self-
presentation; for example, individualistic cultures may encourage self-promotion, while collectivist
cultures may prioritize group harmony.

What role does self-awareness play in impression
management?
Self-awareness is crucial in impression management as it allows individuals to understand how they
are perceived by others and adjust their behavior accordingly to achieve their desired image.

How can understanding impression management improve
interpersonal relationships?
Understanding impression management can improve interpersonal relationships by fostering
empathy, as individuals become more aware of the efforts others make to present themselves
positively, and can lead to more authentic interactions.
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