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Introduction: Understanding Goffman's Concept of Impression Management

Sociologist Erving Goffman is renowned for his influential work in the field of social interaction and
human behavior. Among his many contributions, he introduced the concept of "impression
management" — a term that describes the deliberate behaviors individuals employ to influence how
others perceive them. This idea is rooted in his broader dramaturgical theory, where social life is
likened to a theatrical performance, and individuals are actors on a stage. In this context, the
behaviors we use to project our desired image are central to understanding social dynamics, identity
construction, and interpersonal relationships.

This article explores the origins of the term coined by Goffman, its significance in sociology, and how
it manifests in everyday life. Whether in personal interactions, professional settings, or digital
environments, impression management plays a vital role in shaping social realities.

The Origin of the Term: Goffman’s Dramaturgical Perspective
Who Was Erving Goffman?

Erving Goffman (1922-1982) was a Canadian-American sociologist whose work profoundly impacted
social theory. His studies focused on face-to-face interactions, social roles, and the subtle ways
individuals navigate social expectations. His book, "The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life" (1959),
is considered a foundational text in sociology, laying out his dramaturgical approach.

The Concept of Impression Management

While Goffman did not explicitly coin the phrase "impression management" in his early works, the
term has since been popularized to summarize his ideas. He described how individuals engage in
"performance" to control the impressions others form of them. This involves conscious or unconscious
behaviors designed to:

- Highlight desirable qualities

- Conceal undesirable traits

- Maintain social roles and expectations

The Term in Context

In essence, "impression management" refers to the strategic actions individuals undertake to project



a particular image aligned with their personal goals, social norms, or situational demands. It
encompasses a wide range of behaviors, from verbal communication to non-verbal cues, attire, and
even digital footprints.

Key Components of Impression Management

1. Self-Presentation Strategies

Individuals employ various tactics to shape perceptions, including:

- Ingratiation: Flattering or conforming to gain favor.

- Intimidation: Displaying power or authority.

- Exemplification: Demonstrating dedication or morality.

- Supplication: Appearing vulnerable to solicit help.

- Self-Promotion: Highlighting achievements and competencies.

2. Front Stage and Back Stage Behavior

Goffman distinguished between:

- Front Stage: Public settings where individuals perform for an audience, consciously managing
impressions.

- Back Stage: Private settings where individuals relax and are less concerned about image, revealing
their true selves.

3. Audience Segregation

People often adjust their behaviors based on different audiences, a phenomenon known as "audience
segregation." For example, someone might act professionally at work but casually with friends.

Manifestations of Impression Management in Daily Life

Personal Relationships

- First Impressions: The initial behaviors that influence future interactions.

- Online Profiles: Curating social media content to showcase desired qualities.

- Conflict Resolution: Presenting oneself as calm and reasonable to maintain harmony.
Workplace Dynamics

- Professional Image: Dressing appropriately and demonstrating competence.

- Networking: Highlighting skills and achievements to attract opportunities.

- Performance Management: Adjusting behaviors to align with organizational culture.

Media and Public Persona

- Celebrity Image: Managing public perception through interviews, social media, and appearances.



- Political Campaigns: Crafting messages to appeal to voters.

Digital and Social Media

With the rise of digital platforms, impression management has expanded into the online realm:
- Profile Curation: Selecting photos and posts that reflect desired traits.

- Content Sharing: Posting content that aligns with personal or brand identity.
- Online Etiquette: Using language and gestures to project politeness or authority.

The Importance of Impression Management in Society
Building Social Capital

Effective impression management can lead to increased social capital, trust, and influence. It helps
individuals:

- Gain acceptance within groups
- Achieve professional success
- Foster meaningful relationships

Navigating Social Norms

Impression management ensures individuals adhere to social norms and expectations, facilitating
smoother interactions and societal cohesion.

Challenges and Ethical Considerations

While impression management can be beneficial, it also raises questions about authenticity and
manipulation:

- Authenticity vs. Facades: Are individuals truly representing themselves?

- Deception Risks: Overly crafted images may lead to mistrust.
- Mental Health: Constant self-monitoring can cause stress or identity confusion.

Theoretical Significance and Critiques

Goffman’s Dramaturgical Theory

Goffman’s analogy of life as a theatrical performance emphasizes that:
- Social interactions are performances.

- Individuals are actors with roles to play.

- Success depends on managing the audience's perceptions.

Criticisms of Impression Management



Some sociologists argue that:
- It can lead to inauthentic interactions.

- Overemphasis on performance diminishes genuine connection.
- It may reinforce social inequalities by enabling certain groups to better manipulate impressions.

Practical Tips for Effective Impression Management
Be Authentic

While strategic presentation is important, authenticity fosters trust. Strive for a balance between
projecting desired qualities and staying true to yourself.

Pay Attention to Non-Verbal Cues

Body language, facial expressions, and tone of voice significantly influence perceptions.
Adapt to Context

Adjust behaviors according to the setting and audience to ensure appropriateness.
Maintain Consistency

Consistent behavior across different situations strengthens credibility.

Use Digital Tools Wisely

Curate online profiles thoughtfully, and be mindful of digital footprints.

Conclusion: The Power and Responsibility of Impression Management

Erving Goffman’s concept of impression management reveals that much of our social life involves
strategic performances aimed at shaping how others see us. Recognizing this can lead to greater self-
awareness and more intentional interactions. Whether in personal relationships, professional
environments, or digital spaces, understanding the behaviors we use to project our desired image
empowers us to navigate social landscapes effectively while maintaining authenticity and integrity.

References

- Goffman, Erving. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Anchor Books, 1959.

- Goffman, Erving. Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior. Pantheon Books, 1967.

- Hogan, Robert. "Impression Management." In Encyclopedia of Social Psychology, 2007.

- Leary, Mark R., and Robin M. Kowalski. "Impression Management: A Literature Review and Two-
Component Model." Psychological Bulletin, 1990.



This comprehensive article provides insight into Erving Goffman’s concept of impression
management, its significance in sociology, and its manifestations in everyday life, offering readers a
deeper understanding of how we craft and control the images we project.

Frequently Asked Questions

What term did Erving Goffman coin to describe the behaviors
we use to project our desired self?

Goffman coined the term 'impression management' to describe the behaviors we use to project our
desired self.

How does Goffman's concept of 'impression management'
relate to everyday social interactions?

It explains how individuals perform certain roles and behaviors to influence how others perceive them
in various social contexts.

In Goffman's theory, what metaphor does he use to illustrate
social interaction and identity presentation?

He uses the metaphor of a theatrical performance, where individuals are actors on a stage presenting
different roles.

Why is the concept of 'impression management' considered
relevant in today's social media environment?

Because people carefully curate their online personas and behaviors to project desired images to their
audiences, similar to Goffman's ideas.

What are some examples of behaviors that fall under
Goffman's 'impression management'?

Examples include maintaining a professional appearance at work, curating a social media profile, or
acting politely in unfamiliar social settings.

How did Erving Goffman's work influence the study of social
behavior and identity?

His work provided a framework for understanding the performative nature of social interactions and
the importance of self-presentation in constructing identity.



Can Goffman's concept of 'impression management' explain
why people sometimes act differently in various social
situations?

Yes, it explains that individuals adapt their behaviors to fit different audiences and contexts to control
how they are perceived.

Additional Resources

Impression Management: The Sociologist Erving Goffman Coined The Term To Describe The Behaviors
We Use To Project Our Desired Selves

Introduction

In the realm of sociology and social psychology, few concepts have had as profound an impact as
impression management. Coined by the influential sociologist Erving Goffman, this term encapsulates
the nuanced ways individuals consciously and unconsciously shape the image they present to others.
Goffman’s exploration into human behavior reveals that our social interactions are often theatrical
performances, where we act out roles, craft appearances, and manipulate contexts to achieve desired
perceptions. This article provides a comprehensive examination of impression management, delving
into its origins, mechanisms, and implications, with the aim of understanding how humans navigate
the complex social stage.

Who Was Erving Goffman? A Brief Background

Before exploring the concept itself, it's essential to understand the thinker behind it. Erving Goffman
(1922-1982) was a Canadian-American sociologist renowned for his work on symbolic interactionism
and microsociology. His groundbreaking book, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959),
introduced the idea that social life resembles a theatrical performance, with individuals playing roles
based on social expectations.

Goffman’s approach was unique in that he focused on the micro-level of social interaction, analyzing
how people manage impressions to maintain face, credibility, and social cohesion. His insights laid the
groundwork for numerous fields, including sociology, psychology, communication studies, and even
management.

The Origin of the Term: From Social Interaction to Impression Management

Goffman’s concept of impression management emerged from his keen observation of everyday
interactions. He argued that individuals are constantly engaged in strategic behavior—adapting their
words, gestures, facial expressions, and overall appearance—to influence how others perceive them.
Essentially, impression management is the conscious or subconscious process through which people
control the image they project in social settings.



In his seminal work, Goffman depicts social life as a series of performances, where individuals are
actors on a stage, and the social world is their audience. This theatrical metaphor emphasizes that
our self-presentation is often tailored to fit particular social scripts, norms, and expectations.

Understanding Impression Management: Key Principles
1. Front Stage and Back Stage
Goffman distinguished between "front stage" and "back stage" behaviors:

- Front Stage: The public persona we present when interacting with others. Here, individuals adopt
behaviors, dress, and speech that align with societal expectations and the image they wish to project.

- Back Stage: The private space where individuals can relax, drop their performative roles, and
behave more authentically without concern for societal judgment.

This distinction highlights that impression management is most active in front-stage settings, where
maintaining face and social approval is paramount.

2. The Performative Self

According to Goffman, the self is not a fixed entity but a performance crafted to fit social contexts.
People often:

- Use props (clothing, accessories, grooming) to reinforce desired images.

- Engage in selective self-presentation to highlight strengths and hide flaws.

- Employ verbal and non-verbal cues to communicate competence, friendliness, authority, or other
traits.

3. The Role of Setting and Audience

Every social interaction involves a setting and an audience, which influence the impression
management strategies employed:

- Setting: Physical environment, ambiance, and context shape what behaviors are appropriate.
- Audience: The individuals present affect how one manages impressions—what is acceptable in a
professional setting differs from casual social gatherings.

4. Impression Management Strategies
Goffman identified several tactics individuals use to manage impressions:

| Strategy | Description | Example |

I | | |

| Ingratiation | Attempts to appear likable or attractive | Complimenting someone to gain favor |

| Self-Promotion | Highlighting one's skills or accomplishments | Mentioning a promotion during a
conversation |

| Aligning Actions | Justifying or explaining behaviors | Apologizing for being late to mitigate negative
perceptions |




| Exemplification | Demonstrating moral integrity or dedication | Volunteering for community service
publicly |

| Supplication | Presenting oneself as needy or vulnerable to garner sympathy | Sharing personal
struggles to evoke empathy |

The Mechanics of Impression Management
1. Cues and Signals

Impression management relies heavily on communication cues—verbal and non-verbal—that convey
intended images. These include:

- Facial expressions: Smiles, frowns, eye contact.

- Posture and gestures: Upright posture to indicate confidence.

- Tone of voice: Calm and assertive speech to project authority.

- Appearance: Clothing, grooming, and accessories aligned with desired identity.

2. Selective Presentation

Individuals curate their self-presentation by emphasizing certain traits and downplaying others, often
based on:

- Cultural norms
- Audience expectations

- Personal goals

For example, a job applicant might emphasize professionalism and competence during an interview
while relaxing their demeanor in casual settings.

3. Managing Discrepancies and Inconsistencies

Goffman acknowledged that discrepancies between the front stage and back stage can cause tension.
People may:

- Engage in "saving face": Strategies to prevent embarrassment.

- Use defensive routines: Excusing or rationalizing mistakes.
- Adjust performances: Modifying behavior based on feedback.

Implications of Impression Management in Modern Society
1. Social Media and Digital Self-Presentation

The advent of social media has revolutionized impression management, offering new platforms for
individuals to craft curated images:

- Profiles: Highlight achievements, hobbies, and personal interests.
- Photos and posts: Selectively shared to portray an idealized version of oneself.



- Interactions: Likes, comments, and shares serve as social signals reinforcing desired impressions.

This digital environment amplifies the importance of impression management, often leading to
phenomena like social comparison, persona crafting, and online reputation management.

2. Professional Contexts

In workplaces, impression management is a critical skill. Employees and leaders alike:
- Use polished communication to project competence.

- Employ strategic networking to enhance reputation.

- Manage perceptions during evaluations and public speaking.

Failure to manage impressions effectively can result in missed opportunities, misunderstandings, or
damaged credibility.

3. Cultural Variations
Different cultures emphasize various aspects of impression management. For example:

- In collectivist societies, maintaining harmony and face is paramount.
- In individualist cultures, authenticity and self-expression may be more valued.

Understanding these nuances is essential for effective cross-cultural communication.

Critiques and Limitations of Goffman’s Impression Management
While Goffman’s concept offers valuable insights, it is not without critiques:

- Overemphasis on performance: Some argue it underestimates genuine aspects of self that are less
controllable.

- Neglect of power dynamics: Impression management strategies are often influenced by social
hierarchies and inequalities.

- Cultural bias: The theatrical metaphor may not resonate equally across all cultures, especially those
emphasizing collective identity over individual performance.

Despite these criticisms, impression management remains a foundational concept for understanding
human social behavior.

Practical Applications and Takeaways
Understanding impression management equips individuals with valuable skills:

- Self-awareness: Recognize how you present yourself and the motives behind it.

- Authenticity balance: Strive for genuine interactions while being mindful of social expectations.
- Strategic communication: Use cues effectively to build rapport and credibility.

- Digital literacy: Manage your online presence thoughtfully.



In professional development, social navigation, and personal relationships, mastering impression
management fosters better connections and more authentic self-expression.

Conclusion

Erving Goffman’s pioneering work on impression management illuminates the intricate dance of
human interactions. Recognizing that much of our social life is performed—whether consciously or
unconsciously—allows us to better understand ourselves and others. This concept underscores the
importance of self-awareness, cultural sensitivity, and strategic communication in navigating the
social stage. As society evolves with technological advances, the principles of impression
management remain ever-relevant, shaping how we present ourselves in both physical and digital
worlds. Whether aiming to foster genuine relationships or craft compelling professional images,
understanding the mechanics of impression management offers invaluable insights into the art of
social performance.
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