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CLIENT USE OF IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT IN COUNSELING
Abstract

Analoguc studics have demonstrated that "clients" who have been instructed 1o
try to dcliberatcly produce ccrtain impressions in their "counsclors" are ablc
to creatc thosc impressions reliably and 1o affect the "counselors'™ cvaluations
of the "clicnts" (Schwartz, et al. 1986). 1t has not becen demonstrated, however,
that actual clicnts cngage in stratcgic sclf-prescntation with their counselors.
The present study tested this proposition.  Forty-eight malc and 65 femalc
(N=113) high school juniors and scniors were divided into four groups; all
completed an adjcctive checklist which was designed for this study and which
consisted of three scits of adjectives (scales) which were developed to detect the
sclf-prescntation  strategics of supplication, intimidation, and scif-promotion.
Ss in threcc of the groups were led to anticipalc mecting with a counsclor (a
malc, a female, or scx unspecified). These Ss also completed the CRF-S
(Corrigan & Schmidt, 1983) in anticipation of meeting the counsclor. The
fourth group was not told that they would meet with a counsclor. Differences
in the sclf-presentations among the groups were tested using MANOVA
proccdures.  In gencral, Ss who anticipated meccting with a counsclor did not
sclf-present differently from those who would not be meceting with a
counsclor. However, among Ss who did expect to mcet with a counsclor, Ss
cxpecting to meet with a female counsclor, presented themsclves as less sclf-
promoting and intimidating. No diffcrences among Ss' CRF-S ratings
(attractiveness, trustworthiness, cxpertness) of their anticipated counsclor

were  found. .
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CLIENT USE OF IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT IN COUNSELING

Introduction

Within counscling and psychotherapy litcrature there has appcared an
incrcasing interest in conceptualizing the therapcutic cncounter as onc which
involves social influence in gencral, and impression management in particular
(Friedlander & Schwanz, 1985; Strong, 1982; Strong & Claiborn, 1982). While carly
thcorizing recgarding the social influence in counscling rcflected a unidircctional
focus with regard to  influence processes--addressing rather cxclusively the role of
the counsclor in influcncing the client and the thcrapeutic process, morc rccent
writing in the arca of social influence has rccognized and focused upon the
bidircctional or reciprocal nature  of influence within the social intcraction
processes (Claiborn & Lichtenberg, 1989; Strong, 1982; Strong & Claiborn, 1982).

In this rcgard, the substantal findings of counsclor influcnce on the counscling
process (scec Corrigan, Dell, Lewis & Schmidi, 1980; Heppner & Claiborn, 1989;
Heppner & Dixon, 1981) notwithstanding, Friedlander and Schwartz (1985) have
asscricd that clients (as do counsclors) use strategic sell-presentations 1o influence
and control the counsclor and the counscling rclationship.

In a bidircctional model of social interaction and influcnce, both the
counsclor and client arc scen as simultancously attempting to influence cach other.
The thcory proposed by Strong (1982) argucs that counsclors and clients are, like
anyonc clse, proactive agents who scck their maintenance and growth through
actively controlling others in interpersonal rclationships--to control and
manipulate the cnvironment to render it to their own purposcs.  This is not to say
that cither counselc~ or clients are sclf-serving in an underhanded way, but rather
simply that individuals scck to maximize positive outcome for themsclves through
their intcractions with others.

Although much has been written about how counsclors influence clients (cf.
Corrigan, ct al, 1980; Hcppner & Claiborn, 1989), much less has been written about
the mcans by which clients scck to influcnce and control counsclors.  Strong (1982)
has contended that clients' cfforts to control the counscling rclationship arc
instanccs of “sclf-prescntational” bchaviors or "imprcssion management” tactics and

strategics.  Impression management here refers 1o atiecmpts, conscious or
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unconscious, to project in a controlled manner, the images or impressions others
form in social intcractions. A large body of rescarch supports the contention that
pcoplc manage the impression that others form about their personal characteristics
and about their causes of their behavior (Gaces, Kalle, & Tedeschi, 1978; Gaes &
Tedeschi, 1978; Kanc, Joscph, & Tedeschi, 1976; Rivera & Tedeschi, 1976; Tedeschi,
Horai, Lindskold, & Faley, 1970; Tedeschi, Schlenker, & Bonoma, 1971), and that
obscrvers arc recadily influcnced by actor's self-prescntations (Carlston & Shova,
1983; Tetlock, 1980; Ward, Friedlandcer, Schocn, & Klcin, 1985).

It has becen argued that symptomatic bechaviors presented by clicnts in
counscling can bc interpreted as maladaptive strategics for interpersonal control
(Haley, 1963; Strong & Claiborn, 1982; Claiborn & Lichtenberg, 1989), and that it is the
rolec of the counsclor to circumvent their clicnts' strategics and 1o alter thesc
maladaptive bchavioral styles. Halcy (1963) and Kiesler (1981) have argued that if
this does not occur, the counscling interac n will simply maintain client symptoms.
Therefore, it is critical for counsclors to recognize the symptomatic sclf-presentation
and impression management stratcgics their clicnts use and to avoid and thwart their
clicnts' symptomatic control strategics through the usc of therapeutic impression
management  strategies of their own.

Borrowing impression management constructs from Jones and Pittman
(1982), Fricdlander and Schwartz arguc that sclf-promotion, intimidation. and
supplication arc threce impression management strategics used by clients 1o

influence their counsclors.  Sclf-promotion is used to create the impression of

competence, wherecas ntimidation is used 10 convince the counsclors that the
intimidator is dangerous and to be feared. Supplication is used to create the
impression of helplessness and  weakness, and secks to clicit nurturance from the
counsclor.

In their study of impression management in counscling, Schwartz,
Fricdlander and Tedeschi (1986) used a counscling analoguc design to study the
cffects of client sclf-presentations on counsclor impressions of their clients.  Using
audio tapes of role played clients, the rescarchers demonstrated that counselors'

impressions of their clients could be manipulatcd and managed by the modifying the

clicnis' sclf-presentations. Although Braginski and his collcagucs (Braginski,
Grosse, & King, 1966; Braginski & Braginski, 1967) and Fontana and his collcagucs
(Fontana & Klcin, 1968; Fontana, Klein, Lewis, & Levine, 1968) have provided some

cvidence of impression management among mental patients, it has remained 1o be
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tested whether clients in counscling actually modecrate their scif-prescntations in an
attempt to influence their counselor through impression management.

In light of the above, thc purposc of this study was to expcrimentally test this
assumption which is so central to the thcory of strategic sclf-presentation as applied
to thcrapy. Basically, the study cxtended the counscling analoguc of Schwartz et al.
(1986) and addressed thc question of whether clients actually do =xhibit impression
management strategics in counscling.  Morc specifically, the study addressed the
question of whether clients, as a function of their sex and thecir knowledge of the sex
of their futurc counsclor, would vary the way they present themsclves via sclf-
descriptive adjectives, which ostensibly would be reviewed by their assigned
counsclor prior to the beginning of their counscling. A sccondary purpose of this
study was 1o investigate the possible relationship between clients' ratings of their
anticipated therapists' cxpertness, trustworthiness and  attractiveness and  their usc

of impfession management.

Mcthod
Subjects .
Forty-cight male and 65 female midwest high school students (N=113), enrolled
in junior- and scnior-level sociology classes participated in the study. They ranged
in age from 15-20 yecars, and had a mean age ol 17.22 (SD=.97).

Instruments

Impression Management  Scale (IMS).  This 73-item scale was developed in a
pilot study using the 300 items of the Adjective Checklist (ACL: Gough & Heilbrun,
1965). Using 10 graduatc students in psychology, the ACL was administcred under
three different scts of instructions.  Specifically, these students were asked to
identify the items from the ACL which would reflect their behavior, thoughts or
feclings if they themsclves were trying to create the impression of (1) supplication,
(2) intimidation, and (3) sclf-promotion. ltems judged by at lcast 2/3 of the students
as rcflective of a particular sclf-presentation construct were included in the subscale
for that construct. This resulted in a 16-item supplication subscale, a 21-item
intimidation subscale, and a 36-item sclf-promotion subscale. The iuternal
consistency of the full IMS (=.92) was cstimated using Cronbach's alpha. The intcrnal
consistency cocfficicnts of the individual subscales were: sclf-promotion (.92),
intimidation (.82), and supplication (.63). A subjcct's scorc on cach subscale was the

number of adjcctives cendorsed on that scale.  The presence of impression
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management was dctermined on the basis of diffcrences in subscale scorcs across
cxpcrimental conditions (scc Proccdure bcelow).

Standard Counscling  Rescarch Form (SCRF). This form consisted of two parts:

The first scction gathered gencral demographic information on cach subjecct (age,
grade, scx, ctc.). It also included a manipulation check item, which asked subjects to
identify the sex of their assigned counsclor (malc, female, unknown, not applicablc).
This latter piece of information was usc to verify that the subjects had received the
experimental manipulation (i.c., type of information about their counsclor; sce
Proccdure bclow).

Counsclor Rating Form-Short (CRF-S; Corrigan & Schmidt, 1983). Thc CRF-S

generally has been used 10 assess clients' post-interview perceptions of  their
counsclors in terms of expertness, trustworthiness and attractivencss. Corrigan and
Schmidt (1983) rcport CRF-S subscale reliabilitics ranging from .82 to .93. Higher
scores on the scales suggest greater perceived levels of counsclor attributes of
cxpertness, trustworthiness and  attractivencss. In the present study, Ss ratings were
obtained prior to their expected mecting with a counsclor and were intended to

rcflecct subjects’  expectancics about their assigned counsclor.

Statc-Trait _Anxicty Inventory--Statc _Form (STAI-S: Specilberger, Gorsuch &
Lushene, 1970). The STAI-S is a 20 itcm instrument presented using a 4-point Likert
format. [t measurcs gencral state or situational anxicty. Reliability and validity of
the STAI-S have been adequately demonstratcd (Dreger & Katkin, 1978; Spcilberger,
Gorsuch & Lushene, 1968, 1970). Friedlander and Schwartz (1985) and Dcaux and
Major (1987) have hypothesized that strategic sclf-presentations arc more likely to
be invoked under conditions of novelty and/or conflict and anxiclty. In this regard,
the STAI-S was used to investigatc the possible rclationship between anxicty and the
Ss usc of impression management.

Dcsign _and Procedure

The study used a 2x4 factorial design.  The first factor was subject sex (male,
fcmale). The sccond factor was the four levels of the cxperimental manipulation: (1)
In the "male counsclor” condition, Ss (N=32; 12 males. 20 females) were presented
with a written description (a “"biographical skctch”) of their counsclor as male. (2)
In the "fecmaic counsclor” condition, Ss (N=24; 10 males, 14 fcmales) were presented
with the identical written description, cxcept that the personal pronouns uscd in
dcscribing the counsclor were changed from masculine pronouns (he, him) to

fcmininc pronouns (she. her).  (3) In the “scx unspecified” condition, the samc
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counsclor description was provided to Ss (N=31; 16 malcs, 15 females) but without
gender reference.  (4) Finally, in the "no counsclor" (control) condition, Ss ('N=26; 10
males, 16 fcmales) were provided with no information about a counsclor; and these Ss
were not led to believe they would be meccting with a counselor.

Ss were assigned to one of the four cxperimental conditions by class section in
order to minimize the chances that they would compromisc the study by passing on
information about thc study (csp. "counseclor" secx) to others in their school. Ss were
provided with a cover letter with instructions, a consent form, and a brief
biographical shect on "Dr. Walker," their assigned "counselor. (NOTE: No counselor
was actually assigned to the subjects for purposes of the study. This was instead a
deception which was a deliberatc part of the study.) The cover letter for the "no
counselor” condition was identical to that in the other three conditions except that
reference to meeting with a counsclor was dclcted, and no biographical shcet on the
"counsclor” was provided.

The cover letter, consent form, and (except for the "no counsclor” condition)
the biographical sketch were read to the student Ss in their respective class scctions
{i.c., trcatment conditions) to assurc their attention to the fact that (a) they were (or
were not) to be mecting with a counsclor, and (b) if mecting with a counsclor, that
they knew the counsclor's sex. Upon their completion of the consent {orm, Ss in the
three counsclor-present  conditions were asked to sign-up for an appointment time
with the counsclor.  All Ss were then asked to complete the IMS, SCRF, STAI-S and CRF
instruments.  The Ss were told (and it appearcd in their written materials) that their
counsclor would be reviewing their responses on the instruments prior 1o meeting
with the student.  Upon completing the forms, Ss were debriefed about the study.

With regard 10 the IMS, it was hypothesized that Ss would present themselves
differently when cxpecting a counsclor as opposed 10 not cxpecting onc.  That is, the
expectation of a counsclor would render salicnt the need 1o strategically sclf-present
in order to control the cnsuing counscling relationship (Strong & Claiborn, 1982):
but when a counsclor was not cxpected, the need to manage impression should not
arisc because there is no relationship to control. 1t was also hypothesized that the sex
of the anticipated counsclor would affect Ss' sclf-presentation-- specifically that Ss
would indicaic morc supplication with a fecmalc counsclor.  Further, it was
hypothesized that scx of the subject would affect sclf-prescntation--with male Ss
rcporting greater intimidation and sclf-promotion, and less supplication than femalce

Ss. Finally, it was hypothesized that there would be a significant subject x counsclor
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gender interaction cffect, with male and female Ss describing themselves differently
under the male and female counsclor conditions.

With regard to the CRF-S, it was hypothesized that counsclors whose gender
was not specified would receive different ratings from those whosc  gender was
specificd.  When analyzing only those Ss for whom counselor gender was specified, it
was hypothesized that anticipated male and female counselors would rececive
different ratings by the Ss, and that male and female Ss would differ in their rating
of their counsclors (regardless of counsclor gender), and that there would be an
intcraction effecct between subject gender and the gender of the anticipated
counsclor on the CRF-S ratings.

Although intended only as an cxploratory analysis, it was hypothesized that Ss
who cxpected 1o sece a counselor would cvidence more statc anxicty on the STAI than
those in the no-counsclor control condition.

Results
Table 1 summarizes the Ss mecans and standard deviations on the IMS subscales

by cxperimental condition.

Insert Table 1 about here

Because Ss could manage impressions cither by cndorsement or non-
cndorsement of IMS items (which would result in impression management being
cvidenced by scores which could be either higher or low than those in the control
[no-counsclor] condition), the first hypothesis was tested using the full 2 x 4 design.
The results of the 2 (sex of subject) x 4 (cxperimental condition) MANOVA on the
supplication, sclf-promotion and intimidation subscales of the IMS revealed a
significant main cffect for trecatment condition, F (9,305) = 1.87, p<.05. No main cffcct
was found for sex of subject, nor was their there a significant sex x counsclor
intcraction cffect.  Post hoc analyses revealed that Ss who anticipated meeting with a
fcmalc counsclor presented differently from those in the male counsclor, gender
unspecified, and no counsclor conditions.  Univariate analyses revealed a significant
trecatment condition cffect for the IMS scales of self-promotion, F (1,112) = 4.77, p<.05,

and intimidation, F (1,112) = 3.06, p<.05. For both of these scales, Ss appearcd to

cngage in significantly less scl-promotion and intimidation when cxpecting to meet

with a female counsclor.
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The data were rcanalyzed using a 2 (scx of subject) x 2 (counsclor vs no-
counsclor experimental condition, collapsing across the previous three counselor
conditions), in order 1o investigate whether Ss' who anticipated sccing a counselor
would differ in their sclf-prescntations from thosc who did not anticipalc meeting
with a counsclor., No cvidence was found for Ss using impression management when
anticipating that they would mcct with a counsclor, F (3, 107) = 2.15, NS. Neither was
an cffect found for sex of subjcct; nor was an interaction effect (sex of subject x
trcatment condition) found.

Table 2 summarizes the Ss results on the CRF-S subscales by cxperimental

condition.

Insert Table 2 about here

The results of the 2 (sex of subject) x 3 (counsclor male/female/unspecified
cxperimental condition) MANOVA on the trustworthiness, attractivencss and
cxpertness subscales of the CRF-S revealed a non-significant main cffect for
trcatment condition, F (6, 154) = 0.25, NS; nor was there a significant main cffect for
sex of subject, F (3, 78) = 0.96. NS. A significant interaction cffect was found,
however, F (6, 154) = 3.04, p<.Gl. Follow-up ANOVAs revealed significant (sex of
subject by experimental condition) interaction cffects for trustworthiness, F (1, 85) =
3.08, p<.05. and for autractiveness. F (1. 85) = 8.10, p<.05, but not for expertness.

A Lcast Squarcs Difference post hoc analysis clarified the significant subject x
counsclor interaction.  The results of this analysis showed that (a) female Ss in the
male counsclor condition cndorsed (rustworthy and attractive items significantly
more than males in the male counsclor condition, (b) female Ss in the male counsclor
condition cndorsed trustworthy and attractive items significantly more that females
in the counsclor gender unspecified condition; (c) males in the niale counsclor
condition rated their anticipated male counsclor as being less attractive than did (he
males in the gender unspecificd condition, (d) males in the gender unspecified
condition rated their counselor as more attractive than did the females in the same
condition, and (c) females in the malec counsclor condition rated their anticipated

counsclor as more attractive than did females in the female counsclor condition (sce

Figures 1 and 2).
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Inscrt Figurc land 2 about hcre

Tablc 3 summarized the rcsults of the STAI-S by subjcct gender and expectation
condition (cxpect 10 scc a counselor vs not cxpect 1o sec a counselor). Analysis of the
STAI-S using a 2 (subject gender) x 2 (cxpcctation condition) ANOVA revealed no
significant main effccts for sex of subjecct or for cxpectation of secing a counselor:

nor was there a significant subject by cxpcctation condition intcraction effect.

Insert Tablc 3 about hcere

Discussion

The theory of stratcgic sclf-presentation described by Fricdlander and
Schwartz (1985; also sce Strong. 1982 and Strong & Claiborn, 1982) is grounded on the
assumption that clients, in an attempt to control the counscling relationship 1o their
liking, will usc impression management tactics (e.g., sclf-promotion, intimidation,
supplication) and “stratcgically"” present themselves to counsclers in order 10
achicve pcrsonally desired rcactions/responses  from  counsclors. Prcvious ‘recsearch
(c.g., Schwartz, ct al., 1986) suggests that counsclors’ impressions of clicnts can be
influenced by client scif-presentation strategics.  The present study differed (rom
previous studics which have been cited as substantiation of impression management
in counscling (c.g., Schwartz ct al., 1986; Ward et al., 1985; Beck & Strong. 1982) in
that in these previous studies actual client sclf-presentations have not been
investigated: rather, the cffect of simulated or contrived sclf-prescentation on
counsclor impressions have been the focus of study.  Although the notion of
mutually contingent and reciprocal influence nceds 10 have a starting point for
investigation, to datc rescarchers have chosen not to focus on clients' actual
bechavicr, but rather on counsclors' responscs to possible alternative client sclf-
prescntations.  Building on this background, the present study sought 10 investigate
the assumption that clicnts actually do usc impression management in an attempt 10
influcnce their counsclors’ perceptions of them.

T}% results of the study, although mixed, gencrally suggest (a) that clients

indced may alter their scif-presentations  (sclf-descriptions) in order to manipulate
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their counsclors' impressions of them as clients, and (b) that such strategic sclf-
prescntation may be driven by clients’ knowledge of their counselors’ sex.  Although
Ss' sclf-descriptions did not appcar to differ between any of the counsclor cenditions
and the no-counsclor condition, clicnts did appecar 1o alter their sclf-descriptions
depending on whether the counsclor they were cxpecting to mect was male or
femalc.  Specifically, Ss (regardless of their scx) appecared to cngage in significantly
less sclf-promotion and intimidation when .cxpecting to meet with a female
counsclor.  Although it had been hypothesized that we would find differences in the
sclf-presentations of Ss which were dependent on the gender of anticipated
counsclor (sec Dcaux, 1977), it was the supplication scale of thc IMS on which
diffcrences were expected; no hypotheses were offered regarding the scif-promotion
and intimidation scales. The notion was that the Ss, tailoring their self-presentations
1o a stercotypic view of women as being more nuturant than men (Broverman, Vogel,
Broverman, Clarkson, & Rosenkrantz, 1972), would describe themsclves as more
supplicant--complementing a view of a female counsclor as more nurturant than a
malc counsclor.  Although still conforming to certain social stercotypes. the study
found instcad that the Ss presented themsglves as less intimidating and  self-
promoting o0 the anticipated female counsclor than to the male counsclor.
Regardless, it appears that the sex of one's counsclor may be of rather immediaic
concern for clients--at least initally, as it is evidently powerful enough (o influence
how clicnts present themselves.  Practitioners may do well 1o consider this finding
during  initial diagnostic phases of counscling.

That impression management was a function of counsclor gender but it was
not a function of whether or not the Ss were to meet (or not meet) with a counsclor
was an interesting finding.  Clearly in this study, with whom the subjects were to
mecct was more salient and powerful than whether or not they were 0 mecet with a
counselor at all.  This finding may be undersiood with reference to the findings on
the STAI-S. Following the theorizing of Friedlander and Schwartz (1985) and of Dcaux
and Major (1987) (i.e., that strategic sclf-presentation would be more likely under
conditions of novclty, anxicty or conflict), it was suspected that the anticipation of
mccting with an unknown counsclor would be sufficiently novel 10 gencrate subject
anxicty and thus to cvoke impression management.  Analysis of the STAI-S scores,
however, revealed no differences in the Ss' level of state anxiety as a function of
whether or not they were to meet with a counsclor.  Although it cannot be said that

this finding supports the vicw of Fricdlander and Schwartz (1985) and of Dcaux and
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Major (1987), it certainly appcars to conform with it; and these views may help
explain the absence of a differeace in Ss' sclf-prescentations between the treatment
conditions.

Rescarch using the CRF-S has been inconsistent with regard to the importance
of client and counselor gender (sce Corrigan, ct. al, 1980; Heppner & Dixon, 1981).
More resent research (sce Heppner & Claiborn, 1989) has not found a rclationship
between counsclor gender and CRF-S ratings. In the present study, the CRF-S was
completed by Ss prior to an anticipated meccting with a counsclor. In this instance,
subjcct and counselor sex did affect initial/anticipatory ratings of the counsclor.

Two general findings may be extracted” from the results of analysis on the CRF-
S. First, Ss were more likely to give higher (or morc favorable) ratings to counsclors
of the opposite sex. More specifically, Ss rated the counseclor of their own gender as
less trustworthy and less attractive.  Sccond, female subjects were more likely to give
higher ratings Lo counsclors whose gender was specified (male or female), whercas
males gave higher ratings to counsclors whose gender was unspecified.  That is (o
say, the female subjects responded more fav.erably than males when provided with
morc information about the gender of their .ounsclor.  That these differences in
CRF-S ratings corresponded with the use of mmpression management (as mcasured by
the IMS), may suggest that impression maswgzment may have influenced (and thus
confounded) Ss' CRF-S ratings. Even though L. were told that their CRF-S ratings (in
contrast to their IMS ratings) were not to be recad by their counsclor, it is conceivable
that Ss may have belicved otherwise and thus may have manipulated their ratings to
create the impression that they viewed their anticipated counselor as trustworthy
and attractive. Although in the present study the CRF-S was completed prior to
mccting with a counsclor, the possible role of counsclor gender as a stimulus cvoking
impression management on the CRF-S and thus possibly confounding results using

that instrument deserves consideration.
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Tablc 3

STAI-S Mcans and Standard Deviations by Subject Gender and Counselor Expectation

Condition

Subject Gender

Expcctation Condition Malc Femalc

N M SD N M SD
Counsclor 38 37.99 9.37 49 39.78 11.95
No Counsclor 10 36.90 6.32 16 38.00 7.21
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o Mean CRF-S Attractivenss Ratings
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Mecans CRFE-S Trustworthiness Ratings
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