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In a study on self-presentation in everyday social encounters, 100 undergraduate
students described their social interactions for two weeks using a variant of the
Rochester Interaction Record. For each interaction, participants described their selfpresentational goals and perceived success in achieving these goals. A series of
multilevel random coeﬃcient modeling analyses found that wanting to be liked was a
particularly important goal. Moreover, goals and perceived success depended
strongly on the type of situation people were in. For example, people wanted to
appear competent during work-related interactions but interesting and attractive
during romantic interactions. Overall, participants were relatively satisﬁed with
their self-presentations. Self-presentational goals were more important in interactions with close others (family and friends) than with strangers or acquaintances.
Furthermore, interactions with close others were considered especially successful.
Participants felt least successful about their self-presentational performance during
work related interactions and most successful about their performance during
romantic interactions. Overall, social goals were more important than performance
goals, and more of the variance in aspirations and perceived success was withinperson (i.e., across interactions) than between-persons.

When interacting with others, people are concerned with the impressions others have
of them, and such concerns are often referred to as either self-presentation or
impression management. As noted by Schlenker (2002), ‘‘Research on selfpresentation has exploded in the past 25 years’’ (p. 492). Despite this increased
attention, we believe that research on self-presentation has two important
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limitations. First, the bulk of it has been conducted in laboratory settings and,
frequently, participants in such studies are relative (if not total) strangers, and it cannot
be assumed that the self-presentational processes found in such studies generalize to
self-presentation in everyday life. Second, the bulk of research has focused on selfpresentational motives, concerns, or goals. Very little research has concerned selfpresentational success (i.e., how well people convey desired impressions).
The present study was designed in part to extend the work of Leary et al. (1994),
the only study (to our knowledge) on self-presentation in naturally occurring social
interaction. For two weeks, participants in the present study maintained a variant of
the Rochester Interaction Record (RIR; Wheeler & Nezlek, 1977). For each social
interaction participants described their self-presentational goals and how successful
they thought they had been in creating desired impressions, and they described their
reactions to the interactions. In addition, they described what they were doing during
the interaction and with whom they were interacting. These data allowed us to
examine how self-presentation varied across diﬀerent types of interactions and
across interactions with diﬀerent people and to examine relationships between selfpresentational success and reactions to interactions.
We expected that self-presentational goals and perceived success would vary as a
function of what people were doing during an interaction, the people with whom
they were interacting, and the domain of presentation being considered. For most
domains, we expected that goals would be more important and perceived success
would be greater in interactions with close others (family and friends) than in
interactions with others. We expected that people would be more successful in these
types of interactions because people have more experience interacting with close
others and therefore know more about how to present themselves successfully. We
expected that self-presentational goals would be more important in interactions with
close others because people want close others to value and appreciate them.
For performance domains (e.g., competence) we expected that goals and success
would be higher in performance-related activities (e.g., work) than in other activities.
Overall, we expected that self-perceived success in self-presentation would be
positively related to other reactions to interactions. We expected this relationship for
both more intrapersonally focused reactions (e.g., enjoyment) and for more
interpersonally focused reactions (e.g., feeling liked by others).
As in Leary et al. (1994), participants maintained a variant of the RIR, and they
described their self-presentational motives. Leary et al. focused on diﬀerences in
these motives as a function of the gender similarity and degree of familiarity of the
people who were present in an interaction (e.g., close same-sex friends vs. close
opposite-sex friends). Despite its strengths, Leary et al.’s work has some important
limitations. First, the study did not concern self-presentational success. Second, the
sample studied, undergraduates at Wake Forest University, had a relatively narrow
range of interactional partners. Similar to most students at most American
residential colleges, the overwhelming majority of their interactions were with peers
(i.e., other students) and occurred on and around (Wake Forest) campus. Finally,
Leary et al. did not examine how self-presentational goals varied as a function of the
nature of the interaction (i.e., diﬀerent activities). The present study addressed each
of these concerns. First, self-presentational success was measured. Second, although
the sample consisted of undergraduates, they were not students at a residential
college, and they interacted with a wider variety of partners, including family
members. Third, analyses of the present data explicitly took into account the nature
of the interaction.
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Self-presentational behaviors in daily life were examined also by Vonk (2001).
Participants responded to a survey published in the Dutch journal Psychology. Vonk
found that the self-presentational strategies people used depended on the kind of
person with whom they were interacting and the goal they were pursuing. Vonk’s
results suggest that the target (and by implication the nature of a social interaction)
inﬂuences both self-presentational goals and the self-presentations people make.
Unfortunately, Vonk did not measure self-presentational success (as deﬁned by
either the presenter or the target), and it is not clear how accurate the reports she
obtained were. One-time, single assessments that ask people to retrospect over an
extended (or indeﬁnite) period of time are prone to biases such as selective recall,
disproportionate inﬂuence of unusual events, and so forth (e.g., Reis & Gable, 2000).
Understanding how self-presentation varies across diﬀerent situations has also
been studied in the laboratory. In such research, situations have typically been deﬁned
in terms of characteristics of the target of the self-presentation. For example, Tice,
Butler, Muraven, and Stilwell (1995) compared self-presentation towards friends and
strangers, and Doherty and Schlenker (1991) compared the self-presentations made
to people who were more or less familiar with the self-presenter’s previous
performance. Such distinctions are similar to those we make in the present study.
Drawing broad conclusions from the existing research on situational inﬂuences is
diﬃcult, in part because there is no well-established taxonomy of situations or
situational variables that can be used to organize these ﬁndings. Nevertheless, some
preliminary conclusions are possible. People seem to be more concerned about their
self-presentation when interacting with desirable audiences (Mori, Chaiken, &
Pliner, 1987) and when they want to appear consistent with audiences’ previous
knowledge (Tice et al., 1995).
Despite its volume, research on situational inﬂuences on self-presentation suﬀers
from two important limitations. First, most studies have examined only a limited
number of variations of situational characteristics, the ubiquitous ‘‘two by two’’ of
social psychology. This limit, in combination with the lack of consistency across
studies in both the dependent and independent variables that have been used, makes
it diﬃcult to understand how self-presentation varies across the broad range of
situations that constitute people’s lives. For example, if one study compares friends
and strangers and another compares friends and romantic partners, it is diﬃcult to
know how self-presentation diﬀers between strangers and romantic partners or how
the three would diﬀer when examined together.
Second, little attention has been paid to how self-presentation varies as a function
of what people are doing while they are self-presenting. For example, people’s selfpresentational concerns might vary considerably as a function of whether they are
playing golf or eating dinner. Of course, there are some unavoidable confounds
between audience and activity in such analyses. For example, people tend to have sex
with opposite-sex romantic partners, not with family members or same-sex friends.
Therefore, examining the self-presentational concerns people have during sex
confounds activity and audience. Nevertheless, there are many activities that do not
necessarily confound audience and activity. For example, people may eat dinner with
friends, family, romantic partners, and so forth. Therefore, we thought it would be
informative to examine how self-presentation varied as a function of what people
were doing while they were presenting.
Self-presentation also represents an attempt to manipulate and control one’s
environment. To the extent that people believe they have been successful at
conveying desired images and so forth, they have controlled their environments.
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A large body of research and theory (e.g., Deci, 1980) suggests that control over
one’s environment is rewarding, and so people should feel better about interactions
in which they have self-presented successfully than they feel about interactions in
which they have not been successful.
The present study was intended to extend existing laboratory and ﬁeld research on
self-presentation by examining self-presentational motivation and success in everyday
social interaction. We expected that self-presentational goals and success could be
classiﬁed in terms of two broad categories, corresponding roughly to interpersonal
and status focus, and that self-presentational concerns in these domains would vary as
a function of the demands of the situation. We also expected that self-presentational
goals (particularly in the interpersonal domain) would be more important when
people were interacting with close others than when they were interacting with nonintimates. Finally, on an exploratory basis, we examined sex diﬀerences in selfpresentational motives, goals, and success, in part because of previous research on sex
diﬀerences in social interaction (e.g., Nezlek, Wheeler, & Reis, 1983).

Method
Participants
One hundred six undergraduate students, enrolled at Chemnitz University of
Technology, participated in this study, receiving course credit for participation.
Following inspection of their data, six participants were excluded from the analyses
because of missing data. Of the remaining 100 participants, 86% were women and
98% were Caucasian. Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 36 years, with a mean of
22.4 (SD ¼ 3.2).
Procedure
The procedures for the study closely followed those introduced by Wheeler and
Nezlek (1977). During an introductory session, participants were told that the diary
study concerned patterns of social interaction and that they would use a structured
questionnaire to describe their interactions. They were told to describe every social
interaction that had lasted 10 minutes or longer. An interaction was deﬁned as any
encounter with one or more other people in which the participants attended to one
another and adjusted their behavior in response to one another. We provided
examples to clarify what was an interaction (e.g., a conversation) and what was not
(e.g., sitting silently with another person watching TV). Participants were told to
describe only face-to-face interactions. Telephone and Internet conversations were
excluded because we believe that the self-presentational aspects of such interactions
are diﬀerent from those of face-to-face interactions. Participants were told how to
access the website that was used to record their data. All instructions were available
on this website, and participants were encouraged to contact the experimenters by
e-mail if they had any problems.
For 14 days, participants described their social interactions using a variant of the
RIR (Wheeler & Nezlek, 1977). They reported the individuals with whom they
interacted (using unique initials for each person) as well as the sex of each person, up
to three people. Participants also described the relationship they had with each
interaction partner: acquaintance, friend, romantic partner, family member, or
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other. For interactions with more than three others, they indicated how many men
and women were present instead of recording individual initials. They also described
the nature of the interaction: eating, going out, work, hobbies and relaxation, sex
and physical aﬀection, or other.
To assess participants’ impression-management goals and the impressions they
thought they had made upon others, they were asked: ‘‘How important was it for
you to leave the following impressions with your interaction partner(s)?’’ and ‘‘How
do you think your interaction partner(s) perceived you?’’ Participants answered these
questions along seven dimensions: friendly, likable, competent, intelligent, interesting, honest, and attractive. These dimensions tapped Jones and Pittman’s (1982)
positive self-presentation categories of ingratiation, self-promotion, and exempliﬁcation, which proved to be relevant to college students’ interactions in previous
research (Leary et al., 1994). We also included ratings referring to physical
appearance because it is an important dimension for interactions among college
students (e.g., Leary et al., 1994; Schütz & Tice, 1997). Participants also rated each
interaction along nine dimensions: enjoyment, interest, intimacy, dominance, and
feeling calm, safe, wanted, important, and respected. All responses were made using
9-point scales for which 1 represented less and 9 represented more of the construct
being rated.
The response categories were discussed until participants understood the
deﬁnitions, forms, and procedure. They were asked to complete an interaction
record as soon as possible after each interaction, or at least once a day. Special forms
were made available to participants in case they had no access to the Internet for a
whole day (e.g., over a weekend). At the end of the study, participants answered
questions about how they had maintained the diary (e.g., the accuracy of the diary,
the reactivity of the procedure, and technical problems). Their answers and the
analysis of the log-in data suggested that participants followed instructions and that
their diaries accurately represented their social interactions.
The 100 participants whose data were retained for analysis described 4587
interactions, across an average of 11.8 days (SD ¼ 1.99). The average number of
interactions recorded per day was 3.92 (SD ¼ 1.35), a ﬁgure comparable to previous
RIR diary research (e.g., Leary et al., 1994).

Results
Overview of Analyses
The data collected in this study constituted what is called a hierarchical or nested
data structure. That is, interactions were nested within participants. Accordingly, the
data were analyzed with a random coeﬃcient modeling technique known as
hierarchical linear modeling (HLM; Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, & Congdon, 2000),
a technique designed to analyze nested data structures. Discussions of using
multilevel random coeﬃcient modeling to analyze social interaction diary data can
be found in Nezlek (2001, 2003).
One set of analyses examined diﬀerences in self-presentational goals and success
as a function of the nature of the interaction, i.e., what was going on during the
interaction (eating, going out, work, hobbies and relaxation, sex and physical
aﬀection, and other behaviors). A second set of analyses examined diﬀerences in
goals and success as a function of the relationships participants had with the others
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present (acquaintance, friend, romantic partner, family member, or other). A third
set of analyses examined relationships between success and reactions to interactions
(enjoyment, interest, intimacy, dominance, and feeling calm, safe, wanted,
important, and respected).
Although desirable, it was not possible to conduct analyses that examined the
joint eﬀect of relational status and nature of an interaction. Conceptually, this was
not possible because some combinations of status and nature would not be expected
to occur within this sample (e.g., family members and sex). Practically, it was not
possible because many combinations that might be expected to occur did not occur
frequently enough across all participants to provide a basis for estimating
parameters. It was also not possible to examine how relationships between selfpresentational success and reactions to interactions varied as a function of relational
status or nature of event because there were not enough interactions of each type
across all participants to provide a basis for estimating parameters for each type of
relationship or activity.
In these analyses, interaction level phenomena were modeled at what is called
level 1 in multilevel terminology, and interactions were units of analysis at level 1.
Coeﬃcients were estimated for each participant that represented within-person
means or contrasts of interaction variables and within-person relationships between
self-presentational success and reactions to interactions. Models and equations are
described using the nomenclature that is standard for multilevel random coeﬃcient
modeling.
Descriptive Statistics for Self-presentational Goals and Success
To provide a better context for understanding the results of the primary analyses,
descriptive statistics for the measures of self-presentational goals and success will be
described before the primary analyses are presented. Descriptive statistics were taken
from a series of ‘‘totally unconditional models,’’ models in which there were no
predictors at either the interaction level (level 1) or the person level (level 2) of the
model. These analyses provided estimates of the mean for each measure, and, more
importantly, they provided estimates of the within-subject (level 1, the interaction
level) and between-subject (level 2) variances. These descriptive statistics are
presented in Table 1.

TABLE 1

Descriptive Statistics for Self-presentational Motives and Success
Motives

Domain
Friendly
Liked
Competent
Intelligent
Interesting
Honest
Attractive

Intercept Between
7.56
7.52
6.43
6.45
6.53
7.65
5.36

.61
.60
1.34
1.30
.99
1.25
1.03

(28)
(27)
(39)
(40)
(30)
(48)
(22)

Success
Within
1.55
1.62
2.08
1.97
2.28
1.33
3.64

(72)
(73)
(61)
(60)
(70)
(52)
(78)

Intercept Between
7.28
7.27
6.19
6.30
6.27
7.51
5.42

.50
.54
1.14
1.13
.87
1.15
1.96

(21)
(23)
(39)
(42)
(30)
(46)
(45)

Within
1.84
1.77
1.78
1.54
2.07
1.33
2.83

(79)
(77)
(61)
(58)
(70)
(54)
(55)

Corr.
.72
.73
.68
.70
.72
.67
.83

Note: Numbers in parentheses represent the percent of total variance at each level of
analysis.
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These data suggest that across all interactions and all participants, goals to appear
friendly, likable, and honest were more important than goals to appear competent,
intelligent, interesting, and attractive. Moreover, the goal to appear attractive
seemed to be the least important of all. Unfortunately, means based on single-item
measures such as those used in this study cannot be compared statistically with the
multilevel models we used. To examine the diﬀerences and similarities of goals
statistically, repeated measures analyses of variance of means aggregated within each
participant were conducted because it was not possible to compare these means with
the multilevel procedures we used. The results of these analyses clearly supported the
conclusions stated above (all ps 5 .001 for comparisons of means that were described
as diﬀerent).
The decomposition of the variances of self-presentational goals was also
revealing. For all goals except honesty, at least 60% of the total variance (between
plus within) was within persons (or between interactions), whereas for honesty, only
51% of the total variance was at the interaction level. This suggests that goals to be
honest varied less across interactions than other goals varied, although it should be
noted that there was still meaningful variability at the interaction (within-person)
level in the goal to appear honest.
A parallel series of analyses of perceived self-presentational success found similar
results. Overall, participants felt that they were perceived as more friendly, likable,
and honest than they were perceived as competent, intelligent, interesting, and
attractive, with attractive having the lowest mean (all ps 5 .001 for comparisons of
means that were described as diﬀerent). The decomposition of the variance of selfpresentational success also suggested that the bulk of the total variance for most
measures was at the interaction rather than at the person level.
The similarities of the two sets of results suggested that the importance of goals
and success might be positively related, and this possibility was examined by
estimating within-person correlations between self-presentational motivation and
success. Following procedures outlined by Bryk and Raudenbush (1992, pp. 65 – 70)
and discussed by Nezlek (2001, 2003), the variance shared between goals and success
in the same domain was estimated by comparing the residual level 1 variances from
two models. The ﬁrst was a totally unconditional model of success, and the second
was a model in which success was predicted by goal, with goal group-mean centered.
yij ¼ b0j þ rij
yij ¼ b0j þ b1j ðGoalÞ þ rij
The correlation was estimated by taking the square root of the percent of variance
shared by success and goal (i.e., the percent reduction in the level 1 residual variance
from the ﬁrst to the second model). These estimated correlations are presented in
Table 1, and as can be seen from the table, most of the correlations were
approximately .70, except for attractiveness, which was .83. It should be noted that
these estimated correlations take into account between-person diﬀerences in both
success and goal. These correlations suggest that across all interactions, selfpresentational goals and success covaried closely. Although in a strict sense this was
true, as will be seen in the next sets of analyses, this covariation was due in part to
the fact that the importance of goals and success rose and fell together as a
function of the nature of the event and the absence or presence of diﬀerent relational
partners.
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Self-presentation and the Nature of Interactions
Participants described each interaction as being one of six types: eating, going out,
work, hobbies and relaxation, sex and physical aﬀection, and other behaviors. Such
a typology represents a mutually exclusive system—a single interaction was
described as belonging to only one of these six categories. For example, participants
could not describe an interaction as both work and going out. The percent of
interactions that fell into each of these categories was examined using multilevel
techniques appropriate for categorical data (Nezlek, 2003). These analyses estimated
the following percents: eating (16), going out (08), work (16), hobbies and relaxation
(18), sex and physical aﬀection (04), and other behaviors (37).
As discussed by Nezlek (2001, 2003), social interaction diary data that can be
classiﬁed with a mutually exclusive system can be analyzed with models in which a
dependent measure is predicted by a series of dummy-coded variables, one variable
for each category in the system. For example, for interactions that were described as
a meal (eating), the Eating variable was set to 1, and the other variables were set to 0.
Self-presentational goals and successes were analyzed with the following zerointercept level 1 (interaction level) model:
yij ¼ b1j ðEatingÞ þ b2j ðGo OutÞ þ b3j ðWorkÞ
þ b4j ðRelaxÞ þ b5j ðSexÞ þ b6j ðOtherÞ þ rij :
Deleting the intercept meant that each coeﬃcient represented the mean of the
dependent variables for interactions of each type. The Eating coeﬃcient represented
the mean for interactions that occurred during a meal, and so forth.
Diﬀerences in the importance of goals and successes across diﬀerent types of
interactions were examined with a series of multiparameter tests of ﬁxed eﬀects
(Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992, pp. 48 – 56; Nezlek, 2003). Such tests work by testing to
see if a constraint leads to a poorer ﬁt of a model. For example, does constraining the
diﬀerence between two parameters, such as the mean concern for being attractive to
others when at work and sex, to 0 lead to a poorer ﬁt? In the case of constraining the
diﬀerence between two means to be 0, a signiﬁcant chi-square means that the means
are signiﬁcantly diﬀerent. The results of these analyses are summarized in Table 2.
Diﬀerences in the importance of self-presentational goals can be summarized by
describing a few patterns. First, during sexual encounters, compared to other types

TABLE 2
Domain
Friendly
Liked
Competent
Intelligent
Interesting
Honest
Attractive

Self-presentational Motives Across Diﬀerent Activities
Eat

Going Out

Work

Relax

Sex

Other

7.61bc
7.54c
6.17c
6.28c
6.38d
7.67ab
5.30d

7.85a
7.90a
6.45b
6.60b
7.18b
7.68ab
6.40b

7.51bc
7.46c
7.10a
7.06a
6.45d
7.52bc
4.83f

7.72ab
7.68b
6.41b
6.44b
6.72c
7.71a
5.74c

7.32c
7.38c
5.92c
5.37d
7.82a
7.63abc
7.95a

7.45c
7.40c
6.31b
6.36c
6.29d
7.66ab
5.00e

Note: Within rows, means sharing a subscript were not signiﬁcantly diﬀerent at p 5 .05.
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of interactions, participants were the most concerned about appearing attractive and
being interesting, and they were the least concerned about appearing competent and
intelligent. In contrast, at work, compared to other types of interactions, participants
were the most concerned about appearing intelligent and competent, and they were
the least concerned about appearing attractive and interesting. When going out,
compared to other types of interactions, participants tended to be more concerned
about being friendly and liked. As suggested by the unconditional models used to
generate the descriptive statistics, there was relatively less variability across diﬀerent
types of interactions in the importance of the goal to appear honest than there was
for other goals. In contrast, there was considerable variability across diﬀerent types
of interactions in the importance of the goal to appear attractive. In fact, all six types
of interactions were signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from each other in terms of how important
it was to be attractive.
As would be expected from the positive correlations between goal importance and
success, diﬀerences across types of interactions in perceived self-presentational
success were somewhat similar to diﬀerences in the importance of self-presentational
goals (see Table 3). For example, there was relatively little variability across types of
interactions in how honestly participants believed they were perceived, whereas there
was considerable variability in how attractive they believed they were perceived.
Participants believed that they were seen as more attractive and interesting in
interactions involving sex than in other types of interactions. For other domains,
diﬀerences in success were not quite as sharp as diﬀerences in motives. For example,
success in appearing to be competent and intelligent were highest at work, but work
and going out interactions did not diﬀer on these two ratings, whereas in the analyses
of motives, work and going out did diﬀer.
Self-presentation and Relationships with Others
Participants described up to three diﬀerent individuals for each interaction, and these
descriptions included the nature of the relationship they had with the other people
present. To provide a sense of the frequency with which diﬀerent types of
interactional partners appeared, a series of analyses were done to estimate the
percent of interactions involving each type of partner. These analyses produced the
following estimates: romantic (26), friend (36), family (20), acquaintance (27), other
(11). It should also be noted that approximately 59% of interactions were dyads.
In contrast to the mutually exclusive system provided by descriptions of the
nature of interactions, these descriptions of relationships produced a non-exclusive
TABLE 3
Domain
Friendly
Liked
Competent
Intelligent
Interesting
Honest
Attractive

Diﬀerences in Self-presentational Success Across Diﬀerent Activities
Eat

Going out

Work

Relax

Sex

Other

7.37b
7.32b
6.17bc
6.30bc
6.19d
7.52a
5.43d

7.58a
7.54a
6.29ab
6.48ab
6.79b
7.54a
6.26b

7.12c
7.12c
6.39a
6.52a
6.07d
7.38b
4.85f

7.45ab
7.43ab
6.21b
6.33bc
6.46c
7.57a
5.78c

7.39abc
7.47ab
6.03c
5.67d
7.45a
7.63a
7.65a

7.15c
7.12c
6.12bc
6.25c
6.10d
7.52a
5.16e

Note: Means sharing a subscript were not signiﬁcantly diﬀerent at p 5 .05.
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(overlapping) categorical system. That is, a single interaction could involve people
with up to three diﬀerent types of relationships. This ruled out using the zerointercept, dummy-coded model used for the analyses of nature. Instead, selfpresentational motives and successes were analyzed with a series of models that
contained contrast coded predictors representing the presence or absence of each
type of relationship (1 ¼ relationship present, 71 ¼ relationship not present). These
predictors were entered uncentered.
yij ¼ b0j þ b1j ðRomanticÞ þ b2j ðFriendÞ þ b3j ðFamilyÞ
þ b4j ðAcquaintanceÞ þ b5j ðOtherÞ þ rij :
This meant that each coeﬃcient represented the eﬀect of the presence of each type of
relational partner, adjusted for the presence of other relational partners (Nezlek,
2003). Interactions in which no relationships were described (i.e., most group
interactions) were excluded from these analyses, leaving a sample of 4514
interactions. The results of these analyses of self-presentational motives and success
are summarized in Tables 4 and 5, respectively.
When interacting with romantic partners, participants were more concerned
about being liked, interesting, and attractive, and they felt that they were more liked

TABLE 4 Coeﬃcients Representing the Eﬀects of the Presence of Diﬀerent
Interaction Partners on Self-presentational Motives
Domain
Friendly
Liked
Competent
Intelligent
Interesting
Honest
Attractive

Romantic

Friend

Family

Acquaint

Other

.06{
.10**
7.04
7.04
.28**
.10*
.94**

.09**
.13**
7.02
.05
.10**
.05
.09

.05
7.03
7.01
.04
7.25**
7.02
7.42**

.00
7.02
.13**
.17**
.02
7.14**
.00

.03
.03
.21**
.27**
.00
7.13**
7.04

Note: *Signiﬁcant at p 5 .05 or beyond; **signiﬁcant at p 5 .01 or beyond; {signiﬁcant
at p 5 .10.

TABLE 5 Coeﬃcients Representing the Eﬀects of the Presence of Diﬀerent
Interaction Partners on Self-presentational Success
Domain
Friendly
Liked
Competent
Intelligent
Interesting
Honest
Attractive

Romantic

Friend

Family

Acquaint

Other

.05
.09*
7.05
7.03
.20**
.06a
.78**

.05
.07*
7.06
.00
.02
.00
7.01

7.02
7.02
.03
.08*
7.19**
7.07*
7.35**

7.01
7.06a
.00
.02
7.09*
7.17**
7.10*

7.07a
7.08*
7.05
7.02
7.17**
7.22**
7.12*

Note: *Signiﬁcant at p 5 .05 or beyond; **signiﬁcant at p 5 .01 or beyond.
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and were seen as more interesting and attractive than when a romantic partner was
not present. In contrast, when interacting with family members, participants were
less concerned about being interesting and attractive and felt that they were seen as
less interesting and attractive than when a family member was not present. When
interacting with acquaintances or others, participants were more concerned about
appearing competent and intelligent, and less concerned about appearing honest.
Interestingly, there were no eﬀects for the presence of acquaintances or others in
the analyses of success at being perceived as competent or intelligent, although
participants did feel that they were perceived as less honest when acquaintances or
others were present than when they were not. Finally, when a friend was present,
participants were more concerned about being liked and being seen as friendly and
interesting than when a friend was not present, although in the analyses of success,
the presence of a friend was associated only with being seen as more liked.
Relationships between Self-presentational Success and Reactions to Interactions
In addition to descriptions of self-presentational goals and success, participants also
rated each interaction on nine dimensions: enjoyment, interest, intimacy, dominance/
control, and feeling calm/relaxed, safe/secure, liked, important, and respected. One
of our primary concerns was to examine how people’s reactions to interactions
varied as a function of their self-presentational success. Such relationships were
examined with a series of models in which reactions to interactions were predicted by
self-presentational success across the seven domains participants described.
yij ¼ b0j þ b1j ðFriendlyÞ þ b2j ðLikedÞ þ b3j ðCompetentÞ þ b4j ðIntelligentÞ
þ b5j ðInterestingÞ þ b6j ðHonestÞ þ b7j ðAttractiveÞ þ rij :
These models were used to estimate sets of coeﬃcients representing the relationship
between successes and outcomes for each participant. The predictors were entered
group mean centered, which meant that individual diﬀerences in the predictors
did not contribute to parameter estimates (Nezlek, 2001, 2003). These coeﬃcients
are conceptually similar to within-person regression coeﬃcients, although they
were more accurate than within-person regression coeﬃcients would have been
(e.g., Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992). The results of these analyses are summarized
in Table 6.
Overall, these analyses suggested that self-presentational success was associated
with more positive and rewarding interactions. Being perceived as friendly and
likable seemed to be the most reliable and strongest predictors of positive experiences
in social interaction, whereas being perceived as competent and attractive were the
weakest and most inconsistent predictors. Enjoyment was most strongly associated
with being liked and friendly (p 5 .01); whereas intimacy and being respected were
most strongly associated with being perceived as likable and honest (ps 5 .01).
Some of the most striking results were the consistent negative relationships
between success at appearing intelligent and reactions to interactions (enjoyment,
intimacy, being liked, feeling secure, and feeling respected). At face value, these
relationships may seem a bit unusual; however, to an extent, these diﬀerences may
have reﬂected diﬀerences in reactions and success across diﬀerent types of activities.
As demonstrated above, participants felt that they had been seen as more intelligent
at work, and additional analyses found that they enjoyed work interactions less,
found them less intimate, and so forth, compared to other types of interactions.

7.06
6.77
7.64
6.86
7.28
7.08
5.37
7.40
6.53

Enjoy
Intimacy
Liked
Relaxed
Secure
Interested
Control
Respected
Important

.38
.14
.06x
.30
.14
.13
7.02x
.10
.07

Friendly
.24
.29
.27
.18
.21
.13
.00x
.24
.06x

Likable
.14
.14
.11
7.03x
.12
.21
.07
.08
.18

Interesting
.06
7.03x
.03x
.07
.09
.04x
.16
.06
.07

Competent
7.12
7.13
7.09
.01x
7.08
7.03x
.03x
7.04
.05x

Intelligent

Note: All slopes except those marked with ‘‘x’’ were signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from 0 at p 5 .05.

Intercept

Self-presentational Success as a Predictor of Interaction Outcomes

Outcome

TABLE 6

.09
.27
.16
.06x
.18
.19
7.04x
.18
.13

Honest

.07
.13
.06
7.05x
.00x
.03
.00x
.03x
.09

Attractive

41
37
39
26
32
32
21
41
33

Shared variance
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In this instance, type of interaction served as a sort of ‘‘third variable’’ that could
explain the bivariate relationships between success at being intelligent and reactions
to interactions.
Examining these results in terms of reactions (i.e., rows in Table 6) suggested that
self-presentational success was least strongly related to feeling in control (ﬁve
coeﬃcients were not signiﬁcant) and feeling relaxed (four coeﬃcients were not
signiﬁcant). Such a diﬀerence was also suggested by examining the reduction in
residual variance in outcomes that could be attributed to success. (See Nezlek, 2001,
for a discussion of the possible limitations of this procedure.) This was done by
comparing the level-1 (interaction level) residual variance from the analyses
described above with the residual level-1 variance from a totally unconditional
model, i.e., a model in which there were no predictors. These results are presented in
the last column of Table 6. As can be seen from these data, diﬀerences across
reactions in the percent of variance shared by the reactions and success were
consistent with diﬀerences in the number of signiﬁcant predictors described above.
The residual error variance was reduced only 26% for control and 21% for relaxed,
whereas for all the other measures the reduction was greater than 30%.
Sex Diﬀerences
As noted in the introduction, sex diﬀerences were examined on an exploratory basis.
There was insuﬃcient theory and research to justify ﬁrm hypotheses; nevertheless,
given the prominence of sex diﬀerences in other studies of naturally occurring social
interaction, we thought it was appropriate to examine them. Sex diﬀerences were
examined by including a contrast coded variable representing participant’s sex in the
level-2 equation of the analyses examining diﬀerences in self-presentational goals
and success as a function of activity and interaction partner.
Although there were no consistent sex diﬀerences, there were some patterns. For
women, compared to men, it was more important (all ps 5 .05) to appear friendly,
liked, interesting, and attractive during relaxation (e.g., informal social events), and
correspondingly, women felt more successful in being friendly, liked, and attractive
in relaxation than men (all ps 5 .05). Moreover, women felt more successful than
men at being physically attractive when eating, relaxing, and in miscellaneous (other)
interactions. There were very few signiﬁcant sex diﬀerences in terms of the impact of
the presence of certain relational partners. The only somewhat consistent ﬁnding was
that men felt that they had been more successful than women in appearing
interesting when with friends, family members, acquaintances, and others, although
not with romantic partners.

Discussion
When he introduced the study of impression management several decades ago,
Erving Goﬀman (1959) suggested that self-presentation should be studied in
everyday encounters. For whatever set of reasons, this advice was not heeded, and
the present study was designed to complement the host of laboratory studies on selfpresentation and to provide some insight into self-presentation in day-to-day
interactions. Our results suggested that self-presentational goals and successes
systematically covary with activities and interaction partners. Self-reported goals
were especially high in interactions with close others, and self-perceived success was
also high in such interactions.
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Starting at a broad level, across all interactions, some goals were more important
than others. People were more concerned about appearing friendly, likable, and
honest, and they were less concerned about appearing competent, intelligent,
interesting, and attractive. Although more research is needed to determine why this
occurred, these diﬀerences may reﬂect diﬀerent domains for which the two groups of
characteristics are relevant. Being perceived as friendly, likable, and honest clearly
make someone a more desirable partner for socializing. In contrast, being perceived
as competent, intelligent, and attractive are characteristics that refer more to an
individual’s personal attributes (or individual social value) than to how they interact
with others. Although more competent and attractive people may be more sought
after as interaction partners than less competent and attractive people, friendliness,
likeability, and honesty are characteristics that are explicitly embedded in a social
context. Such a diﬀerence is consistent with the growing body of research that
indicates that being accepted by a group is a powerful motive that may have its roots
in our evolutionary past (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). People want to be accepted, and
they are motivated to present themselves in ways that make acceptance more likely.
A distinction between two broad classes of self-presentational goals, those focused
on ensuring good relations and those focused on ensuring a good reputation, recall
various distinctions between social/aﬀective and task/instrumental aspects of
interaction. Such distinctions have a long history, ranging from Freud’s ‘‘Arbeit
und Liebe’’ (Work and Love) to Bales’ (1950) work on group processes to work on
leadership (e.g., Katz & Kahn, 1978) to work on interpersonal styles (e.g., Spence,
1984). In terms of naturally occurring social interaction, Nezlek and Reis (1999),
found that socioemotional and instrumental reactions to interactions formed
separate factors that were related in diﬀerent ways to psychological well-being. A
similar distinction has been invoked by evolutionary psychologists who have
suggested that depression (as a manifestation of rejection) has two distinct sources
(e.g., Gilbert, 1988). One source reﬂects insecurity in one’s social ranking (e.g.,
competence), and the other reﬂects insecurity in one’s attachments (e.g., being liked).
The possibility that two such dimensions underlie social interaction and by
implication, self-presentation, is consistent with the suggestion of Schlenker (1980),
and it suggests that the motivational basis for self-presentation introduced over 20
years ago by Jones and Pittman (1982) needs to be re-evaluated. Although their
typology has proved valuable, it may be useful to consider other bases as a means of
understanding the motives underlying people’s self-presentations. Such a reevaluation may not lead to a discarding of Jones and Pittman’s typology; rather,
it may lead to a change in the number of motives and strategies, a change reﬂecting
the recognition of diﬀerent motivational bases.
In general, self-presentational success covaried with self-presentational goals.
That is, people were usually more successful in interactions in which they had higher
goals. On the one hand this may reﬂect a general relation between goals and
performance. People tend to expend more eﬀort when they have goals. On the other
hand, these relationships may reﬂect people’s attempt to be consistent. Participants
reported interactions once a day and retrospectively described goals and successes
simultaneously. This may have lead people to make their goals and successes
consistent, even in the absence of an audience, and their reports of their success may
have reﬂected such a bias. This bias might be reduced if people provided reports
during or immediately after events, such as occurs during ‘‘beeper’’ studies, in which
people provide data when signaled. See Wheeler and Reis (1991) for a discussion of
the relative advantages of diﬀerent types of naturalistic data-recording techniques.
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In addition to these general trends, there were numerous ﬁndings that highlighted
the importance of distinguishing interactions in terms of activities and interactional
partners. As expected, when participants were working they were more concerned
with creating a positive impression in terms of task and instrumental dimensions
(intelligence, competence, etc.) than during other types of interactions. In contrast, in
more socially focused interactions (e.g., going out with friends), they were more
concerned with socioemotional dimensions (being liked and friendly) than in other
types of interactions. Interestingly, during sexual interactions, participants were
more concerned about what could be considered impressions concerning their social
value (e.g., being attractive and interesting) than they were in other types of
interactions, and follow-up analyses found no sex diﬀerences in these tendencies.
Although diﬀerences in motives as a function of the people present during an
interaction tended to parallel diﬀerences across activities, they also provided a
slightly diﬀerent perspective. For example, when with a romantic partner,
participants were concerned about being attractive and interesting—just as they
were during sexual interactions; however, when interacting with romantic partners
they were also concerned about being liked—a concern that was conspicuously
absent during sexual interactions, perhaps because participants assumed that they
were liked by their sexual partners. When with acquaintances or others (a catch-all
category representing no relationship), participants were concerned about status
issues, e.g., appearing competent and intelligent, a diﬀerence that corresponded to
concerns about work-related interactions. Family members were associated with
(sharply) diminished concerns about being seen as attractive and interesting, but,
curiously, there were no eﬀects on measures of other concerns. Families may not
provide the universal safe haven that many assume they do.
To our knowledge, the present study is the ﬁrst to examine relationships between
self-presentational success in interaction and reactions to interaction. Broadly
speaking, self-presentational success was associated with more positive reactions to
interactions, although these relationships varied somewhat as a joint function of the
nature of success and the reaction being considered. Being perceived as friendly,
liked, honest, and interesting was positively related to most of the outcomes we
measured (7 or 8 out of 9). These relationships suggest that for the types of
interactions participants had, which were primarily socially focused rather than task
focused, presenting one’s self in a way that enhances one’s social acceptance leads to
feeling more positive about one’s interactions and one’s self. Recall that some
reactions concerned more interpersonal aspects of the interaction (e.g., enjoyment,
intimacy), whereas other reactions concerned more intrapersonal reactions (e.g.,
feeling relaxed and secure).
Our results were not so clear when considering reactions that concerned more
status- or task-focused aspects. For example, perceived control over interactions was
related only to success in being perceived as competent and interesting; relationships
that are consistent with some of the previous ﬁndings. In contrast, being respected,
which would seem to be an explicitly status-focused reaction, was positively related
to success in all domains except being perceived as attractive. Perhaps most
interesting was the consistent negative relationships between being perceived as
intelligent and ﬁve of the nine reactions (the other four relationships were not
signiﬁcant). Intelligence is clearly a status-focused characteristic in contemporary
society, and these data suggest that being perceived as intelligent has its costs. To
complicate matters even further, in contrast to these results, being perceived as
competent (another seemingly status-focused outcome) was positively related to ﬁve
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out of nine reactions, reactions that included enjoyment (socioemotional) and
control (instrumental).
The relative lack of clarity of our results concerning self-presentation in terms of
the status or instrumental domains of interaction may reﬂect the fact that the vast
majority of participants’ interactions were more socially focused and status concerns
are not that salient for social interaction. Only 15% of interactions were described as
work. It should be noted that although this percent may seem low due to the fact
that this was a collegiate sample, additional analyses of interactions of adults (data
originally presented in Reis, Lin, Bennett, & Nezlek, 1993) found that for adults, the
percent of work interactions was only 22. Moreover, it is possible (perhaps likely)
that many interactions that occur within the workplace are socially focused.
Studying status-focused aspects of interaction may require sampling procedures that
obtain more status-focused interactions than occur within the normal course of
people’s lives.
The multilevel analyses we used also allowed us to separate within- and betweenperson variances in self-presentational motives and successes—something that is not
possible within a single level data set in which motives are assessed only once or in
only one setting. For most goals, 30% or less of the total variance was at the person
level—for appearing intelligent it was 40% and for honesty it was approximately
50%. This suggests that relative importance of situational and personal factors in the
importance of self-presentational goals depends on the domain the self-presentation
concerns, with situational factors being more important than personal factors for
most of the motives we measured. This greater salience of situational over personal
factors is particularly noteworthy given the fact that only a small minority of
interactions were work focused, and as discussed above, self-presentational goals
during work interactions may be diﬀerent than those that are present during socially
focused interactions.
For appearing honest (and to a lesser extent appearing intelligent), the betweenperson variance was relatively greater than the within-person (situational) variance
for other measures, suggesting that these goals may be somewhat more ‘‘traited’’
than other goals. Given the lack of attention to the relative strength of personal vs.
situational inﬂuences on self-presentational motives, it is diﬃcult to speculate about
these diﬀerences. Moreover, there was meaningful between-person variance for the
importance of other goals, suggesting that there might be reliable individual
diﬀerences in these goals also. Examining individual diﬀerences in the importance of
these goals is the next logical step in investigating self-presentation in every-day
social interaction.
Limitations
Despite its strengths, the present study has important limitations. First and foremost
are the possible limitations associated with retrospective reports of intrapsychic
processes. Although previous studies have examined such processes in terms of selfpresentation (e.g., Leary et al. 1994) and social comparison (e.g., Wheeler & Miyake,
1992), one needs to be cautious when interpreting the results of such studies.
Moreover, it is likely that self-presentational goals ﬂuctuate during social
encounters, and event-level descriptions such as we collected cannot capture such
ﬂuctuations. Furthermore, for various reasons, the simultaneous collection of goals
and perceived success may have led to an increase in the strength of the relationship
(correspondence between) goals and perceived success compared to the relationships
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that would have been obtained from separate measures. Although it is diﬃcult to
imagine how self-presentational goals and perceived success in naturally occurring
social interaction could be measured in ways that avoid these problems, this does not
minimize the limitations inherent in the methods.
The nature of the sample and the types of social relationships that participants
had also limit the generalizability of the ﬁndings. For example, participants did not
provide suﬃcient data to distinguish self-presentation to mothers and fathers or to
sisters and brothers. Moreover, certain types of relationships (e.g., spouses) were not
studied at all, and given the importance and centrality of marriages to people’s lives,
it is quite possible that the self-presentational processes that occur with spouses are
diﬀerent from those that occur with other people.
Along similar lines, given the age of the sample, many of the relationships
participants had with peers had probably been established in the past few years. It is
quite possible that self-presentational processes vary as a function of how well
acquainted people are (i.e., how long they have known each other; Tice et al., 1995).
Also, most participants were in their late teens and early twenties and may have been
in the midst of resolving the types of psychosocial crises described by Erikson (1959),
either identity formation or making decisions about intimacy and isolation. People’s
status in terms of both of these domains would seem to be relevant to the selfpresentations they would want to make. Also, a large majority of the present sample
were women. Although analyses that took this into account found no sex diﬀerences
in the results we reported, this does not rule out the possibility that the sexual
composition of our sample inﬂuenced the results.
The present results suggest that self-presentational processes vary as a function of
what people are doing and with whom they are doing it—leading to the question of
which of these two is the more important consideration. Although it may be possible
to separate these two types of inﬂuences for some speciﬁc combinations (e.g.,
relaxing with close friends vs. working with close friends), it may not be possible to
isolate the relative contributions for others. For example, for many people sexual
activity is confounded with the presence of a romantic partner or someone of the
opposite sex. In such cases, determining the inﬂuence of each factor will need to be
guided by sound theory and the integration of research about other topics or
research from other domains.
Finally, in this study we measured how successfully people thought they had
created certain impressions, what is typically referred to as ‘‘metaperception.’’ For
present purposes, this was a valid and appropriate focus. In the types of everyday
social contacts we studied, it is probably uncommon for people to seek explicit
conﬁrmation of how successfully they have created certain impressions. They
probably assess situations and arrive at summary judgments based on a host of
factors, and these summary judgments serve as the basis for evaluating or reacting to
the interaction. Existing research on metaperception suggests that how accurately
people understand how others see them varies as a function of numerous factors,
including, but not limited to, the nature of the judgment being made (e.g., traits vs.
aﬀect; Kenny & DePaulo, 1993) and the speciﬁc relationship shared by the actor and
the target (e.g., Levesque, 1997). Most important, the present results need to be
complemented by studies in which self-perceptions of success are compared to the
perceptions of others. Although people’s beliefs about how successfully they have
created certain impressions are clearly important, such beliefs represent only part of
a complex social situation. Relationships between self- and other-perceptions of
impressions need to be examined explicitly in future research.
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Despite these limitations, we believe that the present study and results
meaningfully extend our understanding of self-presentation while they also challenge
us to consider new ways of thinking about and studying self-presentation. Existing
research about self-presentation consists primarily of laboratory-based studies, and
although this knowledge base has been and will remain valuable, it needs to be
complemented by more studies of the presentation of self in everyday life, the title of
the book that basically started it all. We envision an ebb and ﬂow of laboratory and
ﬁeld work regarding self-presentation. The results of studies using one approach
should serve as stimuli for studies using the other, and we hope that this study serves
that purpose.
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