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Impression Management and the Control of Social Anxieties

Let me first acknowledge the influence of two cf my friends on the
remarks I'll make in this paper; Barry Schlenker of the University'cf
- Florida and Mark Leary, currently et Denison University hawe convinced
me of the usefulness of an inpression-management'approach“tb/social
_anxiety, and I'll be reporting some of their ideas to you today (cf. Leary,
1982, Schlenker & Leary, 1982). However, if you disagree with any of my
comments, you'll probably be qnestioniné'my:cwn elaborations and.generaiizar ﬁ
tions, not their basic approachritself.
Having said that, let me try to convince'fou as I have been convinced.

" "Impression management" refers to a social psychological perspective which

emphasizes the premise that whenever we engage in interaction with others,g

: 5

we have a stake in attemptlng to control the 1mages of us thst others form
Impression management’ls a label for our efforts to present to others a
consistent portrait of our abilities, attitudes, and attributes that.will.
. determine how others judge us, evaluate us, and benare towards us. -'In
most cases thls means that we will try to manage an image‘for others that

is soc1a11y de51rab1e, so as to gain thelr approval, acceptance, and

esteem. Now, I must emphaslze'that impression management does not .

ordinarily involve dissimulation, misrepreésentation, or-the fraudulent
effort to appear to others as things that we are not. On occasion we

>

stretch the truthua littlewn But as a matter of daily iife;'iﬁpressicn“
management means that we try to portray the things that we ‘are, that 1s,j
normal, stable, reasonably'well-addusted people with partlculaa competencles
“and a few foibles. It glves ug a foundatlon for soc1a1 interaction, prov1d—

ing others with information about who we are and an 1dea of what to expect

@

from us.
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Let me give you an example. A week-and-a-half aéo, I found myself
in the University of Houston bookstore on the afternoon béforé‘Houstoh
played North Carolina State for the NCAA basketbail championship. The

4

place ‘was a madhouse. The store was jJammed with people, and all of them

seemed in a frenzy to get their own """ Slamma Jama" t-shirts, buttons,

and decals. Anythiné with the University insignia on it was selling at
a rapid ?ace, and I'd guess that these items were more‘than mere seouvenirs:
I; mény cases, I'd wager that the customers felt that the timé was right |
\‘for them‘to.publicly display their affiliation wiﬁh;maé well as. .their - J—
. allegiance foward, the Univeésity. On thag afterncon, when th; eﬁkirel
“city looked upon the Houston campﬁs with fondﬁess, it was timely for any- -
bgecremotely'associatéd with the University to quietly note, "I belong;
I'm part of U.H., too." Tﬂé customers were basking in.the reflected glory
of the basketball team, increasing thgir association with?a valued entity,
ana thereby indirectly enhancing-their own public images (cf. Cialdini
& Richardson, 1980). I'a bet, too, that the neif day, after ﬁouston lost
»the championship.game, that the number oﬁwpeoplé'wéaring U:ﬁ. ﬁksﬁirts
| around town was greéatly reduced. Ih'part,.that's im@ression man;gement.

¥ . »
One more example to elaborate the concept of impression management:

2

we all know what it feelé like to be embarrassed. It's an uncomfortable
state of mortification, awkwardness, sbashment, and chagrin.. But Whém do . : _

we experience embarrassment? It occurs whenever we have falled to S

adeqﬁétely manage our impressions, that"ié; whenevVer unexpected informa-

tion about us has become krown to our audience and threatens to disrupt

or endanger whatever stdblé, favorable image of ys they possess; Thus,

another way of 'illustrating the importance of impression management is to

A\
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. note how we feel when We fail to do it well. That We. strive to avoid

embarrassment is to say that we strive to avoid surprises or inconsistencies .

B S,
DN

1 in the presentation of purselves to others. ' '
. . ‘ , . .
Plcase note that a cen®ral concern of impression management is the

manner in which ‘we are being evaluated by othersn Q@he Sudgments of us

that’ others form are the cr1ter10n by wh1ch the sucless of our 1mpres31on——
managing efforts is measured. If others react toward us as-we intend,
. L, : , .

then our self-presentation has been a success; if not, then we have been

lIt is this emphasis on the evaiuative feactions of others that ties
impression management so'c;osely to the study of social anxieties. What
areysocial anxieties? - Social anxiety iS'an&lanxiety resulting from either

. L - . o
the prospect or presepnce of interpersonal evaluation in real or imagined

social situations. That's a broad definition, but it serves to encompass
related Phenomena which have been regarded for too 1oné as conceptually
distinct. A person who appears on stage before an audience may have

-

"stage fright". A young male who is apprehensive.about dating may have

"heterosocial anxiety'". Those Whﬂ—feel—aWkW&r-4G&ikiﬁg%t0—£%f&ﬁucxs*amc

"shy". Some people can't bear to give speeches and suffer speech

~

anxiety".. Split our pants in public and we.feel 'embarrassed." Reseanchers

- have generally focused on these as_ sneclflc, unlque problems, but in each - ,

., case the fundamental concern is generated by the prospect of evaluation

from others. Although the situations in which they'cccur'may vary, all of

these social anxieties are grounded in the'ccncern that one may be unable
*_.
* to adequately manage one's 1mpress10n so as to procure a favorable evalua—

tion from one's audlence. In every case, we fear weiwon't be accepted by
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those looking'on. - : ’ .
So, the first application of impression management to the study of

'SOCial anxieties is the recognition that a wide array of interpersonal

.

problems may all be based on tﬁe same psychological phenomenon. Then,

- with the understanding that social anxieties share a fundamental simiiaritj,

we éan more cogently determine how they may differ. First3.$he natureaof
\x - the situation: social set;ings differ ﬁith regard to whethef»or.not gii

actions are contingent up ﬁ.the behavior of others who are preseht. In
e contingent~interactioﬁs, the things.we do and say are greatly influenced
_by,the prior actions of athers; these are encounters in which we are truly
inter—aqting with someone élse, and our exﬁectations and st;ategies of
how té behave must be continually updafedfand'revised. Making conversa-
tion on one's.first-date is a prototypical——and.ofteﬁ painfﬁl—-example.'
By contrast, in noncontingent interactions, our behavior is 1argeix£ppaf—.
fected by how others.;re acting, and, indeed, our part may have been

planned well in advahce; For the most part, delivering this paper is,

for me, & noncontingent interaction with you. The distinctioh,between'

L\ )

‘these two types of éettings is meaningful because they require slightly

different self-presentational skills; those who feel at ease spontaneously

interacting in.a casual conversation may feel less poiéed in a structured,

.

— ,M.formél;rqle_befbre;a;large_ngmher;Qf;perleg_
We caq}aisoodistingﬁisﬁ between situations‘in'whigffsomething that
‘mekes us look bad has already occﬁrred, andAthoée in'which.wg fear. it
mightf .Social anxiety may~arise'fr6m‘éﬁ-actugl'predicament, aé ip embar;
rassment, or merely from our beliéf that éome£hihg may go wrong, as in

shynesé. Thus, we can ask whether the anxiety was the result of a
| . 5 . .

6
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par%icular event, and together, the two dimensions we've discussed provide

‘& meaiiingful classification of various social anxieties (Table 1). I
think a scheme liké this accomplishes two valuable objectives; Tirét, it
" clarifies how these problems can differ,'.and allows for situational varia-
. . i3 ‘ A ‘,. sl

tion that may influence how victiﬁs~§?spbpd to them, but second, it

} )
P T . ;

emphasizes that these problems. are re&l}&ﬂmbfgﬁ§im;l§£_@hqgayﬁexiggg;ggf-'

ey

ferent, all bging grounded in a concern for one's evaluation by others.

i

—

At ;his'ﬁoint we should briefly consider other theoretical approaches

- to- social ahxietyi“-A“Elassical“éonQit;oning'approach'ééQumes_th&t social .

'settings cause anxiety when they have been associated witﬂ\éqsrsive con-",
sequences in the past. Practitionrers f&iid#iﬂgﬁfﬂiémgéé;oﬁéﬁimay choose

to employ systematic.desensifization to allow clienés to f;ce social éitgg—
“tions more cglmiy (cf. Kanter‘& Goldfried: 1979). An alternative approach,
the skills deficit model, stiggests that people experience sczcial anxiely
when they do not possess adequate sociai»skills, and hence, constéﬁtly

mismanage their interactions.. Practitioners endorsing this model would

likely choose to teach ciients new skills (ef. Bellack & Hersen, 1979). «

A third approach assumes that social anxiety need not result from an

-

actual skill deficit; the individual's belief that s/he is inadequate is a

sufficient cause. Tkis cognitive self-eveluation model suggests~th&t
. _ - 2

;d_“fauity_gggnition gauseg_ggxigng and points to rational restructuring as

an effective therapy (cf. Kpnterf& Goldfried, 1979). Finally, an
individual difference or trait approach suggests that there may be enduring
personality types that arevprédisposed to suffer social anxietys; this model
t

seeks to identify those éeoble at particular risk.

Eaéh of these traditional approaches offers an important perspective

.‘\__ | o ,‘ .
: T - —f
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on the experience of social anxiety and each of them has attracted its fair
share of adherents and advocates. ,But.onec gets the feeling that each ofge

them expfains only a portion of what we need to know, that each one leaves

L4 ,

something important out. I believe that an impfession'management gppfoach

offers a more comprehensive, parsimonious explanation of social anxiety and

s <

provides a needed basis for integrating the diverse contributions of the other “

models. WE've'seen,that a concern for the images qf'us that others hold

< e

underlies both the nature of impression management and the experiehcé of ~

\

social anxiety. The impresSion management approach builds on this foundﬁtion

and suggests that peonrle éxperiencé.social gnxiety wheﬂ,a.) they are motivétealu

to° make particular impressions on,ofhers, they éggg abqyt'ggneratiné a

particuiar reactioﬁ from them, but 5.) doubt thaf they wili be able to do'so.'

It is‘the combination of tnese two factors, high motivation and-the pe:ceived, .
. likelihood of failure, fhat ;reate thg damaginé.and dysfunctionalodistress of

social an#iety. : ' Co : ) k

Indeed, these two factors will alﬁays affect the moodjwith which we
? ' .

inhteract with others. If our motivation to impress another is 1ow,'we'll be’ .

indifferent‘to him, relatively~disinterestéd and disengaged. If we're
absqlutely certain of abfavorable reaction from thé other, we'll be complacent.

If our motivation is high and our éxpecfations moderate, we'l; be chalienged. |

But if our motivation is high and our expectation low, we'll be anxious.

As an example,- consider a young man pﬁrsued at a party by an unappeéling

woman in whom he is not interested. As he makes pleasant conversation with

.

her, he is barely awaré of what she must thinkfgf him because, indeed, he. E

hardly cares. He is totally at ease and even & little nonresponsive and if

o

she compliments him, he is mostly indiffereﬁt. Obviously, his concern for
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_ woman'he's had his eye on, and his pulse‘quickens. He thinks, '"I. oped ' \\

she 'd be here" and as he edges over to her he "wonders how he looks, how he

' smells, and what he should say. IWhen he introduces himself, he'e,alert to

o

every nonverbal nuance, and all his attention is focused on their exchange.

.3

He searches for common interests, and ponders how best to mention his recent

symposium at SWPA without ‘seeming immodest. He smiles his friendliest smile,

T e

" but ‘when she says," you know, you have a big plug of broccoli stuck between
your teeth," he can't think of‘anotherlcompétent.thing to say. * He sheepishly

refreats, nentally crossing her off his list because he won't be bold enough
. € _ g

- - . . e

to approach her again. Though he would like to make a positive impression on

- - . ) \\ . .
her, he can't conceive of how to do it now. Take that example and turn up
the thermostat a little bit and you've got social anxiety.. -

'

Another important aspect of this“example is°that we see a person who is

comfortable In his interaction with one person become relatively anxious in
his meeting,with_somebody else. One of the cleer advantages of the impression

management perspective over other approaches to social anxiety is its-insistence

|}

N . -—

that it is an,interaction of situational and personai characteristics that

a

produces social anxiety~- Concern for one's 1mage is an 1nterpersona1 problem

so the nature of the situation and the partlcular audlence one faces should

interact with one's own'dlsp051tlonal makeup to affect-sociai'aistress. Indeed

-

‘that seems to happen and people who experlence soc1al anxlety 1n one 51tuatlon

may not feel-dlstress before a dlfferent ‘audience (cf Gala551 & Gala551, 1979)

- No other approach to soc1al anx1ety acknowledges the 1nteractlon of person and

51tuanlon-as_exp11c1tly as does 1mpre551on management .

According to this model, factors that increase'a person's desire to

convey a particular.impression and/or iead_her-to believe that she will be
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. “

-

unable'to succeed will tend~to increase social anxiety. . Thus+~ one would expect

that important attractive, powerful large aadiences, the importance and

,centrality&of the image being presented, and personality variables like publiCV“‘-

self-consciousness, need for approval, and fear . of negative evaluation should

.-

affect one's motivation to impress eothers and, therefore, increase social
anxiety. The research literature shows they do (Schlenker & Leary, 1982).
Similarly, one should find that critical audiences; novel and -unstructured

situations; unexpected events; and personal factors like perceived skill

defiCits and low self—esteem decrease one's confidence in a successful self-

»presentatiOn and also increase social anxiety. Again, one finds they do

{Schlenker & Leary, 1982). So, the impression management perspective:fits

the available'evidence; and by encompassing both person and situation, it

“

surpasses any other model.

-

-We are at last at a pOint where we' can consider the application of the

>

impression management perspective to the;treatment and control of social

anxieties. Herein lies another advantage of the impression management

o

approach; it suggests that although social anxiety will always be grounded

Lo

in a concern for how one is appearing to others, the precipitating factors

will not‘be the same for all individuals. 1In short, it suggests that there

‘is no one treaiment that will be best for all Victims of s001al anxiety.

Indeed recent clinical investigations provide ev1dence that uh&t is .

" probably true. Curran and his colleagues-(Curran, Wallander,»&_Fischetti,

1980) have, recently distinguisﬁed twoatypes of men'snffefing heterosexual

dating anxiety--those with adequate soc1al skills who misperceive and under- -
estimate their own skill levels, and those who correctly realize that their

skill levels are very poor.'~Similarly,'Pilkonis (1977)\has cited differences
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between publicly and privately shy - individuals; those who are publicly shy are

concerned with their behavioral difficuity in managing their intéractions,

bl

whlle those who are privately shy appear to do flne but qu1etly doubt themselves.
.Such dlstlnctlons have 1ed!~Galass1 and Galassi (1979) to argue that "the search
for the s1ng;e best’ treatment package seems mlsdlregten“ (p. 178); for them,
the isSue is "which treatments ate most effective fbh whieh problems ard for
. which elients""('p. 178). “

The impfession-management approaeh allows for this divetsity. From this
perspective, the qnestﬁon is, Eﬁi does the person doubththatﬂhis/her"sEifF
v presentation will be successfuf? There are several possibilities."’One elient o
may;aecurately recognize that his sﬁnial skills are deficient; he has dif-
ficulty managing social_interactionsrandahe knows it. In this case, it seems

unlikely that any cognitive rational restructuring would be indicated. .o

Instead a stralghtforward attempt to teach the persOn useful skllls would

11ke1y te most helpful.

Other clients may possess reasonably good'shills_but“be_relnctant to

~—.
1

use them because of ‘an exaggeratedly negative self-evaluation. Though capable,
they fear they will fail. ‘Here, r 1ona1 restructurlng is the treatment of -

choice, leadlng the person to correctly percelve their ex1st1ng capabilities.

T

Stlll other c11ents may be relatlvely skillful and reasonably perceptlve _

\

but ent1re1y oversensltlve to the'evaluatlons)of others. They may be too
dependent upon tﬁe good will of everyone they meet or may take to heart the

reactions of oth%;s to whom they should be indifferent. Other eldients may
- ] . . - . -

. enjoy favorable feactions from others but be plagued by unrealistically high
personal_standards which doom them to disappointment. In either of these

cases, an'attempt to change the irrational belief system which snpports the_

.

-
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social -anxiety is, indicated. Co .. o
. ™S : / . . 4., -y
- Finally, c11ents may fear for thelr suc ¢ s§ because of unce: tainty with _. .

-.p " -
regard to how they should behavef They.may have ‘an adequate repertoire of

social skills and be confident in their use, but- lack the sensitivity that

.
'

- might allow them to qulckly Judge the norms and expectatlons of an audlenbe
g g . | 2. e
which bhOuld gulde the1r behaV1or. A training program in sens1t1v;ty toward

y -

- \

* . social cues might be efficacious here.
. : o < . _
Thus, an:impression management approacH,considers a brdaﬁer array of

. possible antecedents of.s\flal anx1ety than any other model but 1mportant1y,

-

- N - - ‘ 3 3 QQ -
is not 1ncompat1ble with any other approach. Instead by fOcusing'our atten—

"
- - . 2 -— v .

tion on the concern for one' s\selfwlmage that crea;egusocwal anx1ety, the

e
o."'

1mpress10n management perspectlve provides an integrative hase, for comblnlng

'2ll that we know about the problem. It 1links togethi;-as a single psycho-“
. w . ty . ‘:.. .
~logical phenomenon several experiences that researchers have treditionally

treated as separate problems. It emphasizes both persomal and situational

_facto;s that contribute*to our social woes, And finally, it strgsses that
selectlon of a therapy . should be Eeared to the preclse self~presentationai
problem\that troublesa particular client, and'that there is no one'therapyA
-that is always the'tre:tment of choice. To the extent, that such a

perspective helps us to more easily benefitiothers, I daresay it's

worthy .of note.’
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TABLE 1

. - i Classifying Social Anxieties

Type of Interaction

Contingent : Noncontingent
 Has a predicament ' shyness . .. stage fright .
e oceurred? - . NO dating anxiety speech anxiety
' interaction anxiety . audience anxiety
heterosocial anxiety communication apprehension
YES embarrassment embarrassment
shame : shame
loss of face loss of face

| T
)
4




