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Abstract

How a person is perceived by others has a substantial impact on how he or she is treated.  A person who is perceived by others to be honest and responsible is trusted more and given greater responsibility than a person who is perceived to be dishonest and irresponsible.  A woman who is perceived as sexually promiscuous receives more sexual advances from men than a woman who is perceived as prudish.  Given that the way people are perceived affects how they are treated, it is no surprise that people are concerned with the image they project and how these images are perceived by others.  Impression management refers to the process of controlling the impressions that others form (Goffman, 1959; Leary, 1995; Schlenker, 1980). People carefully control and cultivate the image they convey to others.  By controlling the image they project, people can exercise some influence over how they are perceived by others and the way others respond to them.

The present chapter examines how attempts to procure or maintain certain images, while perhaps well-intended, can be maladaptive, having negative consequences for the person presenting the image.  Although people can often benefit by projecting a particular image, their attempts to create that image occasionally can be quite harmful to them.  Our central thesis is that a variety of emotional, behavioral, and interpersonal problems can arise as a result of people’s efforts to convey particular impressions of themselves to others.

We organize our discussion of maladaptive image maintenance around the two broad image goals:  competence and likeability.  While not exhaustive, the goals of competence and likeability capture much of the behavior directed toward image maintenance and provide excellent forums for discussing the pitfalls of pursuing desired images.  Within the topic of competence we discuss the goal of appearing competent and avoiding appearing incompetent.  We also note that people occasionally may convey an image of weakness and incompetence.  Within the topic of likeability we discuss two avenues to likeability  –  conformity and physical attractiveness  –  and describe how pursuit of each of these goals can be problematic. While we occasionally note some of the ways in which people’s efforts to appear competent and likable may backfire, creating something other than the intended image, our primary focus is on how pursuing the goals of competence and likeability can give rise to emotional, behavioral, and interpersonal problems.
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