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Abstract

Social desirability (specifically, impression management) scales are widely used by researchers and practitioners to screen
individuals who bias self-reports in a self-favoring manner. These scales also serve to identify individuals at risk for psychological
and health problems. The present review explores the evidence with regard to the ability of these scales to achieve these objec-
tives. In the first part of the review, | present six criteria to evaluate impression management scales and conclude that they are
unsatisfactory as measures of response style. Next, | explore what individual differences in impression management scores actu-
ally do measure. | compare two approaches: a defensiveness approach, which argues that these scales measure defensiveness that
stems from vulnerable self-esteem, and an adjustment approach, which suggests that impression management is associated with
personal well-being and interpersonal adjustment. Data from a wide variety of fields including social behavior, affect and well-
being, health, and job performance tend to favor the adjustment approach. Finally, | argue that scales measuring impression man-
agement should be redefined as measures of interpersonally oriented self-control that identify individuals who demonstrate high

levels of self-control, especially in social contexts.

Keywords

interpersonally oriented self-control, social desirability, impression management, defensiveness, validity scales

Social desirability has long attracted the attention of
researchers and practitioners alike. However, there is ongoing
debate regarding the nature of this construct. Neither its theo-
retical meaning (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960; McCrae & Costa,
1983) nor its practical usage (J. Hogan, Barrett, & Hogan,
2007; Ones, Viswesvaran, & Reiss, 1996) has achieved consen-
sual agreement. In this review, I survey the evidence in an
attempt to formulate a broad and up-to-date definition of this
construct. I focus on the most challenging facet of social desir-
ability (to scale developers and users), which is often referred
to as impression management (IM), other-deception, lie scales,
or, neutrally, as the Gamma factor. I first tackle one of the most
ingrained beliefs about this construct; namely, that it is a valid
measure of a biasing response style. After presenting evidence
to the contrary, I survey self-reports, informant reports, physio-
logical evidence, and behavioral responses in the laboratory
and in real life to better determine what individual differences
on scales designed to measure IM actually measure. Data are
examined from a wide range of fields that exemplify the applic-
ability of this construct to a broad array of phenomena beyond
personality measurement (including interpersonal behavior,

affect and well-being, health, and job performance). In the
conclusion, a new frame for scales of IM is put forward.

The Concept
A Brief Historical Overview

Researchers and practitioners who rely on self-reports
(typically about personality) are often concerned that
respondents tend not to answer honestly, but rather respond
in accordance with predetermined response sets and styles.
Social desirability represents one potential bias and refers to
a tendency by respondents to portray an overly positive image
of their true selves.

Interest in the measurement of the social desirability bias
initially gained momentum following work by Edwards
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(1953, 1957), who popularized an individual difference tool
constructed from 39 items of the Minnesota Multiphasic
Personality Inventory (MMPI). By the early 1960s, more than
a dozen scales had been developed to measure social desirabil-
ity (Wiggins, 1964). One scale has proven to be highly influen-
tial to this day: the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale
(MCSDS). Crowne and Marlowe (1960, 1964) were critical of
the strong (negative) correlation of the Edwards scale with the
MMPI psychopathology scales. They argued that the scale did
not differentiate between individuals who truly lack psycho-
pathological symptoms and those who deny the symptoms
because of social desirability concerns. To correct for this
shortcoming, they developed an alternative scale with two
types of items that were free of pathology-relevant content:
infrequent but socially approved behaviors (e.g., “I always try
to practice what I preach”) and frequent but socially disap-
proved behaviors (e.g., “I like to gossip at times””). People who
depict themselves as scoring high on the approved behaviors
and low on the disapproved behaviors are considered to display
a high social desirability bias.

The MCSDS has become the most frequently cited instru-
ment for assessing biased responding to questionnaires
(Furnham, 1986). Nonetheless, the scale is not without its
share of shortcomings. Researchers have criticized the scale’s
ambiguous factorial structure (Leite & Beretvas, 2005;
Paulhus, 1984), low reliability (Barger, 2002; Beretvas,
Meyers, & Leite, 2002), and, importantly, its validity as a fake
detector (Bradburn et al., 1979; McCrae & Costa, 1983). In
addition, the scale’s length and outdated wording put its prac-
ticality in doubt (Stober, 2001).

The lack of clear dimensionality in social desirability scales
has been a concern since the early days of social desirability
measurement. Wiggins (1964) factor analyzed social desirabil-
ity scales and found that they converged to two major factors,
which he called Alpha and Gamma. The Edwards’ social desir-
ability scale, which mainly contains anxiety items, was a typi-
cal marker of the Alpha factor, whereas the MCSDS had a high
loading on the Gamma factor, which was labeled “social desir-
ability role playing.” The MCSDS had a comparable loading
on another factor, which was labeled “cautious, controlled
good-impression,” and covered individuals who present them-
selves as calm and controlled.

Articulating the dimensions of socially desirable responding
was a central theme in the next milestone in the history of
social desirability. Following Wiggins’s pioneering analyses
and the scales developed by Sackeim and Gur (1978), Paulhus
(1984, 2002) identified and labeled two largely orthogonal
dimensions of socially desirable responding: impression man-
agement and self-deception. According to Paulhus, the IM
dimension represents respondents’ conscious efforts at decep-
tion, whereas the self-deception dimension reflects respon-
dents’ actual beliefs concerning their positive qualities. These
two scales jointly make up the Balanced Inventory of Desirable
Responding (BIDR). The IM scale asks about overt behaviors,
and as such, their true nature is (arguably) accessible to the
respondent, who has the choice of whether to lie about

them or not. The self-deception scale asks about potentially
psychologically threatening thoughts and feelings, which are
(arguably) less accessible to the conscious mind; thus, denial
is interpreted as unconscious defensiveness. Paulhus (1984)
showed that only the IM factor is sensitive to changes in social
settings and that the mean IM score is higher in a public social
context than it is when measured anonymously.

Most researchers in the field have adopted a two-
dimensional factorial structure of measures of social desira-
bility. A survey of the literature reflects this consensus and
reveals a distinction between social desirability scales that
measure IM (Wiggins’s Gamma factor) and scales that measure
self-deception (Wiggins’s Alpha factor; cf., Millham, 1974;
Paulhus, 1984, 2002; Rutledge, 2006; Sackeim & Gur, 1979;
Wiggins, 1964). Some of the scales that fit into the first group
include the MMPI Lie scale (Meehl & Hathaway, 1946), the
Eysenck Personality Questionnaire—Revised (EPQ-R) Lie scale
(S.B.G. Eysenck, Eysenck, & Barrett, 1985), Wiggins Social
Desirability scale (Wiggins, 1959), the interpersonal sensitivity
subscale (Holden & Fekken, 1989), the Other-Deception Ques-
tionnaire (Sackeim & Gur, 1978), and the impression manage-
ment subscale of the BIDR (Paulhus, 1984). The MCSDS
(Crowne & Marlowe, 1960) is also a stronger marker of this
factor than of any other. The second group includes the MMPI
K scale (Meehl & Hathaway, 1946), the Edwards Social Desir-
ability scale (Edwards, 1957), the Repression-Sensitization
scale (Byrne, 1961), the sense of own general capability sub-
scale (Holden & Fekken, 1989), the Self-Deception Question-
naire (Sackeim & Gur, 1978), and the self-deception subscale
of the BIDR (Paulhus, 1984).

Scope of the Present Review

Part of the confusion among researchers and practitioners who
use social desirability scales comes from the fact that the gen-
eral label “social desirability” is used interchangeably to refer
to scales tapping both these orthogonal factors. However, for
all practical purposes, social desirability is a source of bias only
to the extent that it represents respondents’ conscious deception
efforts. This accounts for the frequent recommendation to cor-
rect only for IM scores (Paulhus, 1984, 2002; Zerbe & Paulhus,
1987). Therefore, although the self-deception factor is in itself
a fascinating research topic, this review only assesses social
desirability scales that aim to measure conscious lying and
other-deception. For conceptual clarity, these scales will col-
lectively be referred to as IM scales.

In the first part of this review, I examine whether IM
scales reliably measure socially desirable response style.
I then explore whether these scales measure a substantive
personality predisposition, and if so, what this predisposition
represents. In the process, two opposing approaches on the
nature of individual differences in IM will be contrasted: a
defensiveness approach, which suggests that individual dif-
ferences in IM reflect defensive and avoidance-based self-
presentation and an adjustment approach, which suggests
that individual differences in IM reflect varying levels of
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psychological adjustment, well-being, and approach-based
social behavior.

What Impression Management Scales Do
Not Measure: Style (Vs. Substance)

If the definition of IM scales was based on most popular use,
treatment of these scales as markers of response style (vs. a
substantive personality trait) would win by a landslide. Scale
developers correlate their questionnaires with an IM scale as
an integral part of the scale validation process (e.g., the implicit
theories measures; Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995; the relational-
interdependent self-construal scale; Cross, Bacon, & Morris,
2000; the self-regulation questionnaire; Carey, Neal, & Collins,
2004). The procedure often involves demonstrating that the
newly developed scale has a nonsignificant correlation with
an IM scale (and therefore is free from response bias) or that
it predicts external criteria after the variance attributed to IM
(i.e., beyond the variance attributed to response bias) is
deducted. IM scales are also a key component in practi-
tioners’ toolkits. A recent survey found that social desirability
corrections are the most frequently used response bias
control technique among human resource managers (Goffin &
Christiansen, 2003)

Considering their popularity, one might assume that there is
ample convincing evidence for IM scales as measures of bias.
In fact, although the utility of IM scales as markers of response
style has been put to multiple tests, the data fall short of the the-
oretical claims.

One way to test the utility of IM scales as validity scales is
by comparing self-reports with informant reports. To the extent
that IM measures a tendency to deceive in self-reports, it
should contribute erroneous variance only to reports by the self.
IM would thus act as a suppressor of the actual correlation
between self and informant reports. Statistical control of the
variance associated with IM should subsequently reveal a
stronger and more truthful self-informant correlation. This
rationale guided McCrae and Costa (1983), who correlated self
and spouse reports on traits from the NEO inventory and then
controlled for IM scores. Their results showed that IM did not
suppress the correlations. In fact, controlling for IM actually
often decreased self-informant correlations, indicating that
IM was measuring some true (i.e., substantial) variance. The
role of IM scales as suppressors or moderators of the correla-
tion between self and informant reports have been put to test
several times over the years by using different scales and types
of self-informant relationships. All these tests have failed to
find statistical effects that would support the interpretation of
IM scales as reliable validity scales (Borkenau & Ostendorf,
1992; Borkenau & Zaltauskas, 2009; Diener, Sandvik, Pavot,
& Gallagher, 1991; Hunsley, Vito, Pinsent, James, & Lefebvre,
1996; Kozma & Stones, 1987; Pauls & Stemmler, 2003; Pied-
mont, McCrae, Riemann, & Angleitner, 2000).

A second way to assess the utility of IM scales is to evaluate
the extent to which these scales moderate the predictive valid-
ity of other personality scales. Much of the work in this area has

been in the context of personnel selection. If IM predicts posi-
tively biased self-reports, the correlation between any given
trait (e.g., conscientiousness) and external criteria (e.g., job
performance) should be stronger among individuals with a low
IM score than among individuals with a high IM score (because
the latter’s self-reported personality ratings are contaminated).
This issue has been tested in a large number of studies and sub-
sequently summarized in meta-analyses. These show unani-
mously that IM scales fail to moderate criterion-related
validities of personality scales (Li & Bagger, 2006; Ones &
Viswesvaran, 1998; Ones et al., 1996). Ones et al.’s (1996)
finding that partialing out IM has no effect on the criterion-
related validities of the Big Five traits led them to conclude that
the use of IM scales in personnel selection is a red herring. Li
and Bagger (2006) came to the same conclusion in their sepa-
rate meta-analyses of the IM and self-deception dimensions of
the BIDR: “partialing out impression management or self-
deception from personality measures did not substantially
change the criterion validity of personality variables” (p.
138). Here again, IM scales fail to detect biased reporting.

A third way to test the utility of IM scales as validity scales
is to explore the extent to which they affect the factor structure
of personality scales. If a high IM score indicates biased
responding, then the implication is that respondents who score
high do not attend to the content of the items but base their
responses on a unidimensional desirability criterion instead.
This should lead to a normal factorial structure for personality
scales for individuals with a low IM score and a narrow and dis-
torted factorial structure for individuals with a high IM score.
Ellingson, Sackett, and Hough (1999) showed experimentally
that instructions to respond in a socially desirable manner bring
about the expected distortion. However, IM scales were not
associated with the same distortion. Comprehensive analyses
of four large data sets led to the conclusion that “social desir-
ability had little influence on the higher order factor structures
that characterized the relationships among the scales of the
personality measures” (Ellingson, Smith, & Sackett, 2001,
p. 122). The same conclusion was reported with respect to the
factorial structure of the Chinese version of the 16PF (Fan,
Wong, Carroll, & Lopez, 2008). This study found that the fac-
torial structure remained invariant across groups of participants
scoring high and low on the BIDR IM scale. Thus, IM scales
apparently fail this test as well.

Another logical way to show that IM scales measure biased
responding is by comparing explicit and implicit responses on
sensitive topics. If a high IM score indicates that a person is
prone to lie on delicate issues such as level of anxiety, there
should be a difference between that person’s self-reported anxi-
ety and a measured level of implicit anxiety (which is con-
sciously inaccessible and presumably bias-free). Egloff and
Schmukle (2003) tested this conjecture in two studies. Their
results indicate that IM does not moderate the relationship
between explicit and implicit anxiety. Notwithstanding, it
could be argued that the bias associated with IM does not affect
underclaiming of negative attributes and only contributes to
overclaiming of positive attributes. A study by Riketta (2005)
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found the same pattern of results when IM was tested as a mod-
erator of the relationship between implicit and explicit self-
esteem, a trait with an obviously favorable connotation (IM had
a weak and nonsignificant correlation with both, » <.18). Simi-
larly, Holtgraves (2004) found no indication that the IM scale is
involved in editing self-descriptions as measured by the length
of time it took to produce responses under stressful conditions.
Hence IM scales have failed again.

A fifth way to show that IM scales systematically distort
self-reports is by demonstrating malleability in self-
descriptions. If individuals who score high on IM scales want
to create a favorable impression, it is likely that IM would be
associated with different sets of values in cultures that priori-
tize different values. This question was explored by Schwartz,
Verkasalo, Antonovsky, and Sagiv (1997), who compared the
value priorities of an Israeli sample and a Finnish sample. Their
results were again disappointing for proponents of the idea that
IM is a measure of response style. Despite the marked cultural
differences between the two samples, IM predicted roughly the
same constellation of value priorities in both cultures (see also
Lonngvist, Verkasalo, & Bezmenova, 2007). (Note that these
results do not mean that the average level of IM was equal
across cultures. In fact, evidence indicates that cultures differ
in their average level of IM in a way that reflects the emphasis
that the culture places on collectivism vs. individualism; e.g.,
Lalwani, Shavitt, & Johnson, 2006.)

Last, an approach researchers have frequently used to
demonstrate that IM scales are valid measures of deception is
the ““fake-good” manipulation (e.g., Ellingson et al., 1999;
Holden & Evoy, 2005; Paulhus, Bruce, & Trapnell, 1995;
Viswesvaran & Ones, 1999). The procedure involves emulat-
ing a “high-demand” situation by instructing participants to
fake their responses to give a good impression. The mean level
on an IM scale is then compared with a control group who took
the questionnaire under normal (“low-demand”) conditions. A
difference between the groups is interpreted as showing that the
IM scale is sensitive to faking. Several studies have demon-
strated that this manipulation affects the mean level of IM,
implying that these scales successfully detect socially desirable
response set (i.e., momentary and contextually dependent moti-
vation to form an overly positive impression; Blake, Valdiserri,
Neuendorf, & Nemeth, 2006; Holden, 2007; Paulhus et al.,
1995; Stober, 2001; but see Dunnett, Koun, & Barber, 1981).

Unfortunately, the utility of this procedure as a method for
demonstrating the bias-detection sensitivity of IM scales is
undermined by several issues. First, evidence suggests that fak-
ing on personality questionnaires is a minor problem in real
world settings (J. Hogan et al., 2007; Hough, Eaton, Dunnette,
Kamp, & McCloy, 1990). That is, asking participants to exag-
gerate their ratings bears little resemblance to typical condi-
tions for IM testing. Second, the fake-good instructional
scheme has been criticized for creating a demand that elevates
scores specifically on IM-type scales. Under slightly different
fake-good instructions, the observed changes are modified or
even nullified (Holden & Evoy, 2005; Lonnqvist, Verkasalo,
& Bezmenova, 2007; Paulhus, 2002; Pauls & Crost, 2004),

implying that any bias detection sensitivity of these scales is
bounded by a (yet undefined) subset of contexts. Furthermore,
when more subtle but also more ecologically valid changes
take place in settings where people are asked about their per-
sonality (e.g., filling out a questionnaire vs. being interviewed),
IM has little or no effect on criterion-related validity (Dwight &
Feigelson, 2000). Third, fake-good instructions apparently
cause changes in other personality scales (e.g., measures of
neuroticism, conscientiousness) that, at times, are larger and
more significant than the changes found in the IM scores
(Farley & Goh, 1976; Holden, 2007; Konstabel, Aavik, &
Allik, 2006; Paulhus et al., 1995; Stober, 2001). This means
that IM scales are not as uniquely sensitive to changes in the
demand for self-presentation as previously assumed. Fourth,
mean scores on IM scales are of little practical or academic use,
as the rank order of the respondents is the critical criterion
(McCrae & Costa, 1983). The evidence indicates that the rank
order on IM scales is generally not affected by faking instruc-
tions or faking incentives (Ellingson et al., 2001; Lonnqvist,
Paunonen, Tuulio-Henriksson, Lonnqvist, & Verkasalo,
2007). That is, any bias component that accompanies IM scores
under high-demand situations maintains the same rank order
that exists among IM scorers under low-demand conditions.
Therefore, statistical control for IM scores in these situations
removes substantial trait variance (responsible for IM scores
under low-demand conditions) rather than unwanted error var-
iance. This comes down to throwing out the baby instead of the
bath water.

Actual behavior and real life correlates are also informative
as to whether or not IM scales are indicators of a self-favoring
bias. For example, if a person is willing to cheat when describ-
ing his/her personality there is reason to believe that s/he would
also cheat in a self-favoring manner on other issues as well
(Paulhus, 2002). Evidence on the extent to which IM is associ-
ated with cheating is equivocal at best. Although there are stud-
ies that associate IM with cheating (Lobel & Levanon, 1988;
Millham, 1974), there appears to be stronger evidence that an
IM-cheating link is either negative (Kashy & DePaulo, 1996;
Lanyon & Drotar, 1968) or simply nonexistent (Eid & Diener,
2006; Jacobson, Berger, & Millham, 1970; Schmitt et al., 2003;
H.L. Smith, 1997). For example, H.L. Smith (1997) compared
self-reports on a range of topics (e.g., GPA, weight, height)
with objective criteria without prior knowledge by the respon-
dents that such comparisons would take place. The results
showed no evidence for an IM—cheating association.

Also informative concerning the issue at hand are the (null)
correlations of IM with scales measuring favorable qualities and
behaviors. IM is not correlated with clearly favorable attributes
such as being excited or interested in things in life (Bradburn
et al., 1979), forgiveness (Maltby, Macaskill, & Day, 2001), or
with (fewer) reports of negative life events (Lakey & Heller,
1985). It is also not associated with excessive self-
enhancement (Taylor, Lerner, Sherman, Sage, & McDowell,
2003) or with self-reported self-esteem (e.g., Paulhus & Reid,
1991; Riketta, 2005; by contrast, measures of social desirability
that tap self-deception often show substantial positive
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correlation with self-esteem). Finally, IM is not associated with
the ultimate socially desirable behavior of helping a person in
distress (Darely & Latane, 1968; Hansen, Vandenberg, &
Patterson, 1995).

Furthermore, if IM indeed detects deception tendencies,
some of its real life correlates are quite alarming. For exam-
ple, IM is positively correlated with religiosity (e.g., Gillings
& Joseph, 1996; Leak & Fish, 1989; P.J. Watson, Morris, Fos-
ter, & Hood, 1986); it is higher among older people (Bradburn
et al., 1979; Ray, 1988); and it characterizes married people
more than unmarried people (Bradburn et al., 1979; Harker
& Keltner, 2001). The mere existence of real life correlates
to a scale that aims at measuring response style is unexpected
(by definition, these scales should reflect error or ungrounded
personal ascriptions that characterize people’s questionnaire
response style), as is the direction of the correlations men-
tioned above.

To be sure, there is evidence that IM scales successfully
detect biased responding from time to time (e.g., Rosse,
Stecher, Miller, & Levin, 1998). But rather than supporting the
argument that IM scales are valid measures of bias, these stud-
ies often accomplish the opposite by restricting their applicabil-
ity to a distinctively narrow range of circumstances, rendering
them impractical (e.g., in screening job applicants, conditions
must allow for very low selection ratios, the personality scales
that are relevant for the job must fit a narrow set of traits that
are related to changes in IM scores, and, importantly, one must
accept the risk that satisfactory candidates may be erroneously
rejected because of overcorrection).

The unavoidable conclusion that arises from the bulk of
research is that IM scales are less-than-perfect measures of
response set. More crucially for the present context (with refer-
ence to the typical use of these scales in the literature), these
scales are not successful in measuring response style most of
the time and for most people. To reiterate, IM scales are not
fairly good measures of response style that on occasion experi-
ence a glitch; they are largely ineffective measures that at times
get lucky. The next section concentrates on individual differ-
ences in IM as reflecting substantial trait variance.

What Impression Management Scales
Measure: Theoretical Perspectives

IM scales do not seem to be reliable measures of socially
desirable response style. But rather than dismissing them alto-
gether, they may be of much use as measures of personality
predispositions. The evidence indicates that IM acts very much
like any other trait: it shows internal consistency (e.g., Crowne
& Marlowe, 1960; S.B.G. Eysenck et al., 1985; Paulhus, 1984),
consistency across situations (Ellingson et al., 2001; Lonnqvist,
Paunonen, et al., 2007), and stability over time (Paulhus &
Reynolds, 1995) and across different cultures (e.g., Barrett,
Petrides, Eysenck, & Eysenck, 1998); it predicts real life
behaviors (e.g., Bradburn et al., 1979); and it even has an iden-
tifiable genetic profile (Gillespie et al., 2008). Notwithstanding

these features, there is major disagreement as to the nature
of this trait.

The mystery that surrounds the IM construct is most likely
related to the items that make up the scales. An observation
made by Furnham more than 20 years ago succinctly describes
this state of affairs: “It is not clear that those researchers who
have devised lie/social desirability scales had a clear idea of the
trait that they were measuring.” (Furnham, 1986, p. 395). Spe-
cifically, the instruments that serve to measure IM (e.g., the
MCSDS, the EPQ-R Lie scale, and the IM scale of the BIDR)
diverge from conventional self-report instruments that measure
traits by their indirect approach, seeking to uncover hidden
motivations (Paulhus & Vazire, 2007). Researchers have no
special interest in whether a person is in fact a good listener
or if all one’s habits are desirable (as some of the common
items on these scales ask). The assumption behind the construc-
tion of the scales was that the different items capture a single
underlying motivation (e.g., need for approval). The nature
of this motivation is at the heart of the theoretical debate on
IM. Researchers need to decide whether to accept respondents’
ratings at face value, or, if not (as was originally suggested),
decipher the motivation that brought about such responses.

It comes therefore as no surprise that over the years different
meanings have been assigned to individual differences on IM
scales. The different interpretations fall into two contrasting
approaches, one of which (the defensiveness approach) empha-
sizes socially undesirable qualities, whereas the other (the
adjustment approach) emphasizes desirable qualities. These
approaches are described next.

The Defensiveness Approach

Probably the first researchers to formulate a full-fledged
theoretical argument about the nature of individual differences
in IM were Crowne and Marlowe (1964). They argued that
styles of responses to questionnaires are simply expressions
of behavior derived from a deeper approval motive. Situations
involving social evaluation elicit this motive and enhance the
tendency to adopt conformist, obedient, and socially approved
behaviors and to avoid socially undesirable behaviors. Ironi-
cally (given their wish to avoid undesirable behaviors), to win
the approval of others, individuals with a high score on an IM
scale are willing to bias and even lie in self-descriptions.

In a later account, Crowne (1979) assigned a somewhat dif-
ferent meaning to IM: defensiveness of the self. Defensive-
ness is expressed in distortions of thoughts and feelings
associated with social rejection, or with a negative change
in self-evaluation, and with the avoidance of threatening
situations. That is, the motivation that drives individuals with
a high IM score is not social approval, but rather the avoid-
ance of social disapproval, which in itself serves a more basic
goal of protecting a vulnerable (i.e., low and insecure) self-
esteem. Such vulnerability leads to cognitively depleting
anxiety in social contexts, which carries myriad negative
implications, such as inadequate problem solving, poor school
achievement, and low intelligence.
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The concept of defensiveness was an integral part of an
influential description by Weinberger, Schwartz, and Davidson
(1979) of the repressive personality type. In a study on
responses to stress, the authors described a personality type that
exhibited marked inconsistencies between (benign) self-
reported and (intense) physiological and behavioral reactions
of stress. These individuals scored high on an IM scale and
low on a trait anxiety scale. According to Weinberger et al.
(1979), their self-reported low anxiety is an expression of a
defensive repression, which is essentially a type of deception.
Weinberger (1990; Weinberger & Davidson, 1994) later sug-
gested additional characteristics of repressors. Repressors were
said to be engaged in proving to others and to themselves that
they are not prone to negative affect. This process leads to
selectiveness in the allocation of attention and the retrieval of
memories and to the activation of perceptual defenses, intellec-
tualizations, and attribution biases.

Additional defensive-based meanings that were assigned to
IM include status seeking (R. Hogan, 1983) and overcontrol of
needs and impulses (Gough, 1987). Furthermore, as described
above, Paulhus (1984) derived the concept of IM from the
Other-Deception scale (Sackeim & Gur, 1978). According to
Paulhus (2002) the change in the name of the scale highlights
the trait-like nature of a habitual tendency to present oneself
to others in an overly positive fashion.

The thread that binds these descriptions is the argument that
individuals who score high on IM scales experience life on the
defensive, avoidant, and behaviorally inhibited side. They will
tend to spend much of their time shielding their vulnerable self-
esteem and protecting themselves from social rejection. To
achieve their interpersonal goals, they will not refrain from
biasing information and deceiving and manipulating their sur-
roundings. They are likely to pay a toll for doing so by being
anxious, stressed, emotionally drained, cognitively (pre)occu-
pied, and, in the long run, socially maladjusted.

The Adjustment Approach

In the early 1980s, researchers have suggested an alternative
meaning for IM. This approach derives many of its claims from
a bottom-up negation of the defensiveness approach. Overall,
however, proponents of this approach appear to be making a
complete counterargument in favor of IM as a basis for con-
structive personal and interpersonal qualities.

A mild version of this approach can be found in a suggestion
by D. Watson and Clark (1984) that IM is associated with low
negative affectivity that may reflect healthy defensiveness.
Similarly, Lane, Merikangas, Schwartz, Huang, and Prusoff
(1990) took the stance that IM promotes emotional stability.
Focusing on the social aspects of IM, H.J. Eysenck and
Eysenck (1975) argued that IM connotes a sort of social naiveté
and ingenuousness. Schwartz et al. (1997) suggested that high
scores on IM characterize individuals who emphasize social
harmony. In the same vein, Tangney, Baumeister, and Boone
(2004) described IM as an ability to override selfish interests
in order to do what is best for the entire community, and Marsh,

Antill, and Cunningham (1987) saw IM as inherently more
feminine than masculine, implying that it is associated with
selflessness in interpersonal relations.

Additional arguments have been made for an even more
dynamic and socially active meaning of IM. Holden and
Fekken (1989) associated social desirability with interpersonal
sensitivity. McCrae and Costa (1983) suggested that IM repre-
sents friendliness, emotional stability, and self-control (see also
Pauls & Stemmler, 2003; Piedmont et al., 2000). Others have
argued that IM reflects high levels of self-esteem (Borkenau
& Ostendorf, 1992) and a trait that contributes to happiness and
enhances well-being (Diener et al., 1991). Furthermore, on
more than one occasion, IM has been described as a source
of approach tendencies in various social contexts (e.g., Kline,
Blackhart, & Joiner, 2002).

Thus there are two opposing views with regard to individual
differences in IM. The defensiveness view associates IM with
deceptiveness, repression, and vulnerable self-esteem, whereas
the adjustment view associates IM with emotional stability,
friendliness, and enhanced well-being. The two approaches,
however, are not in complete disagreement. They concur that
IM reflects interpersonal sensitivity of some sort, such that the
behavior of individuals with a high score on IM scales changes
in social contexts. The main area of dissention is the control and
competence that these individuals bring with them to these situa-
tions. The defensiveness approach endorses a high-motivation/
low-competence model (expressed in high stress in social con-
texts alongside a defensive behavioral pattern), whereas the
adjustment approach argues in favor of a high-motivation/
high-competence model (expressed in low stress in social con-
texts alongside an approach behavioral pattern). The question
is therefore whether individuals with a high IM score behave
in social contexts in a way that reflects low or high levels of con-
trol and competence. The next section explores the empirical
evidence. Much attention will be devoted to interpersonal beha-
vior, followed by a review of the effects of IM on affect, health
outcomes, and job performance. Throughout, attempts will be
made to crossvalidate self-report data with objective criteria.

What Impression Management Scales
Measure: Empirical Evidence

Interpersonal Behavior

According to the defensiveness approach, IM is associated with
excessive defensiveness that should lead high scorers to be
inhibited and deceptive in social contexts. In contrast, the
adjustment approach argues that public settings are an opportu-
nity for individuals with a high score on IM scales to express
their friendly nature. Exploring interpersonal behavior is thus
an important test to determine which approach has the upper
hand. Various forms of interpersonal orientation including pre-
dispositions, long-term relationships, and short-term reactions
in social contexts are examined below.

Predispositions. The broadest and most stable aspect of our
interpersonal orientation can be found in our predispositions.
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What do we know about the association of IM with interperson-
ally related traits? A relatively large number of studies have
reported correlations between IM scales and traits from the
Big Five model (e.g., Barrick & Mount, 1996; Borkenau &
Ostendorf, 1992; Crant, 1995; DeYoung, Peterson, & Higgins,
2002; S.B.G. Eysenck et al., 1985; Graziano & Tobin, 2002; J.
Hogan et al., 2007; Konstabel et al., 2006; Kurtz, Tarquini, &
Iobst, 2008; Li & Bagger, 2006; Lonnqvist, Paunonen, et al.,
2007; Maltby et al., 2001; McCrae, 1986; McCrae & Costa
1983; McKelvie, 2004; Ones et al., 1996; Paulhus, 1998;
Paulhus & Reid, 1991; Pauls & Crost, 2004; Pauls & Stemmler,
2003; D.B. Smith & Ellingson, 2002; H.L. Smith, 1997).l For
the two interpersonally oriented traits—agreeableness and
extraversion—these studies report correlations that range
between —.08 and .58 with agreeableness (over 80% of the cor-
relations were above .10) and correlations that range between
—.30 and .20 with extraversion (over 70% of the correlations
were under .10). It is interesting to note that IM has a weak and
often negative correlation with extraversion, which is a highly
desirable trait (Funder & Dobroth, 1987).

Arguably, though, there are reasons to distrust self-reports
by individuals with a high IM score. Several studies have there-
fore utilized alternative methods to evaluate the personality
correlates of IM, mostly relying on informants’ reports (peers
or family members; Borkenau & Ostendorf, 1992; Konstabel
et al., 2006; Kurtz et al., 2008; Lonnqvist, Paunonen, et al.,
2007; McCrae, 1986; McCrae & Costa 1983; Ones et al.,
1996; Paulhus, 1998; Pauls & Stemmler, 2003)1. These results
are generally consistent with the self-report data: the magnitude
of the correlations ranged from —.08 to .60 for agreeableness
and from —.14 to .16 for extraversion. Although individuals
with a high IM score in several studies rated themselves as
more agreeable than how others rated them, in most cases IM
correlated positively with agreeableness in informants’ reports
as well.

This personality profile is in line with conclusions derived
from other sources of information. For example, as mentioned
earlier, IM was found to be associated with prioritizing commu-
nal values and social harmony (e.g., benevolence, tradition, and
conformity) over agentic values (e.g., Lonnqvist, Verkasalo,
et al., 2007), and IM is negatively correlated with (extraverted)
social activities that, at times, may disturb social order, such as
drinking alcohol or partying (Bradburn et al., 1979).

Taken together, the pattern of predispositions depicted
above is consistent with the arguments of the adjustment
approach, demonstrating that individuals with a high IM score
are as harmony-seeking and agreeable as they claim to be.

Long-term relationships, friendships, and deviant social behavior.
This section explores the association of IM with maintenance
of long-term relationships, friendship formation, and general
social adjustment. Several studies have explored the contribu-
tion of IM to marital life. Their results show, first, that IM is
positively correlated with having a lifetime partner. IM was
positively associated with chances of getting married and stay-
ing married across different age groups (Bradburn et al., 1979).
Although this finding was based on a cross-sectional survey, a

longitudinal study showed the same trend over 30 years
(Harker & Keltner, 2001). IM at the age of 21 was positively
(though not significantly, » = .12) associated with getting
married by the age of 27 and negatively (again, not signifi-
cantly, » = —.10) with remaining single. Twenge and Im
(2007) provided a different perspective on this issue by analyz-
ing social trends associated with aggregated (cohort-level)
changes in IM across more than 40 years. Their results showed
that the divorce rate was lower during periods in which IM was
higher in American society.

Getting married is a distal indicator of one’s interpersonal
behavior. Staying married is a less distal indicator. IM appears
to predict both. However, data on the quality of the dyadic rela-
tionship are the most informative. Harker and Keltner (2001)
found that IM at the age of 21 was positively (but not signifi-
cantly, » = .19) associated with satisfaction with one’s marital
life at a later age. Cross-sectional data from married couples
indicate that IM is positively correlated with relationship satis-
faction (Fowers, Lyons, & Montel, 1996), sometimes only
among men (Hunsley et al., 1996), but it does so even after con-
sidering and statistically ruling out the possibility that this asso-
ciation reflects response bias (Russell & Wells, 1992).
Furthermore, among married couples, women’s IM score pre-
dicted a high level of trust in their husbands, and, importantly,
it also predicted being considered more trustworthy by their
husbands (the relationships in the other direction were not sta-
tistically significant; Buss & Shackelford, 1997).

Studies mentioned earlier in the context of informants’
reports are also informative. Some of these studies asked
spouses to describe the characteristics of their life partners
(Diener et al., 1991; Kozma & Stones, 1987; McCrae & Costa,
1983). These studies consistently show that spouses attributed
positive traits (e.g., emotional stability, agreeableness) and
desirable qualities (e.g., happiness) to partners who score high
on IM scales. This indirect evidence indicates that spouses who
score high on IM scales are as honest and behaviorally lucid as
those who have low IM scores and also that they are judged
positively as having a favorable personality, which again is
indicative of a good relationship (the implied assumption is that
conflictual relationship would prompt couples to report incon-
sistent and nondesirable attributes about each other).

Finally, IM is negatively associated with destructive forms
of marriage: It was negatively correlated with possessive and
dependent love styles (Davies, 2001), and in a meta-analysis
it had a negative correlation with intimate violence, based on
reports by offenders and victims (Sugarman & Hotaling,
1997). In sum, in the domain of marital life, IM appears to
be a constructive trait.

What about friendships and less intimate interpersonal rela-
tionships? Starting with peers’ reports about personality traits
and general well-being, the evidence shows that acquaintances
of individuals with a high IM score think highly of them, attri-
buting to them the same emotionally stable, agreeable, con-
scientious, and happy nature that they attribute to themselves
(Borkenau & Ostendorf, 1992; Konstabel et al., 2006; McCrae,
1986; Pauls & Stemmler, 2003; H.L. Smith, 1997). Even peers
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with short (e.g., 1 week) periods of acquaintanceship (and
therefore little incentive to present the target favorably) tend
to attribute constructive traits to individuals with a high IM
score (Kurtz et al., 2008; Paulhus, 1998). Moreover, high
IM appears to be associated with fewer social problems in col-
lege (Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003) and with greater general
social integration (P.J. Watson, Milliron, & Morris, 1995).
A study conducted in a natural setting supports these conclu-
sions based on a sample of 12th grade students. According to
teachers’ evaluations, repressors were found to exhibit better
social skills, be less shy and withdrawn, have better frustra-
tion tolerance, better grades, and also, in self-reports, to have
a greater sense of global self-worth than nonrepressors
(Bybee, Kramer, & Zigler, 1997).

Nevertheless not all the data indicate that IM is as construc-
tive for interpersonal relationships as the above sources would
have us believe. In two studies, IM was actually associated with
difficulties in forming good relationships. Both studies focused
on the early (though not immediate; i.e., a few weeks and up to
3 months) period of relationship formation under the relatively
stressful (and externally enforced) reality of roommating.
Joiner, Vohs, Katz, Kwon, and Kline (2003) found that a high
IM score predicted less favorable evaluation among male
roommates (but the opposite outcome was found among female
roommates). A recent longitudinal study found that after 3
months of sharing a room, roommates of individuals with a
high IM score liked them less and personally experienced
reduced levels of well-being in comparison with their state at
the relationship onset (Uziel, Sagiv, & Roccas, 2008).

Taken together, IM appears to predict successful first
impressions and maintenance of interpersonal relationships
(once a relationship has been established) of different kinds
(friends and spouses). However, they find it a rocky road at
times, especially when intimate relationships are enforced upon
them by circumstances.

The two approaches to IM also make different arguments
about its contribution to deviant social behavior. The defen-
siveness approach predicts that IM will be associated with
social maladjustment, whereas the adjustment approach argues
that IM will be associated with social adjustment. The evidence
is almost unanimously supportive of the adjustment approach.
As described earlier, IM is not associated with cheating, it is
negatively correlated with drug abuse and alcoholism
(Bradburn et al., 1979; Lane et al., 1990; Luhtanen & Crocker,
2005), it is associated with fewer social problems at the society
level (e.g., crime level; Twenge & Im, 2007), it correlates nega-
tively with workplace bullying (Parkins, Fishbein, & Ritchey,
20006), it predicts having fewer socially disapproved habits
(Joubert, 1995) and a low tendency toward risk taking
(Agarwal, 1977; Glicksohn, Ben-Shalom, & Lazar, 2004), and,
finally, it is negatively associated with repetitive criminal beha-
vior (recidivism; Mills & Kroner, 2005; Tan & Grace, 2008).

To summarize, individual differences in IM are associated
with an ability to build a lasting and mutually satisfying marital
life, to form and maintain friendships, and to successfully inte-
grate into society and avoid unaccepted social outcomes. Some

of these outcomes appear to be consistent with a view that
emphasizes a need for approval as the motivation that directs
the behavior of individuals high in IM (Crowne & Marlowe,
1964). However, this approach emphasizes the need, not its
successful fulfillment. Theoretically, the stronger the need, the
more challenging it is to fulfill. That is, high need for approval
may mask the absence of actual competence. Therefore, these
data fit the more parsimonious account better, which is that IM
contributes to social adjustment.

Short-term reactions to social stimuli. Thus far, we have
reviewed predispositions and real life correlates of IM. How-
ever, much can be learned about the true nature of this trait
from controlled experiments. An experimental paradigm is
especially informative in the present context for two reasons:
It is a high-demand situation similar and, at times, more intense
than other testing contexts, which give rise to motivation to
make a positive impression. Thus, any potential biases that are
associated with IM should be fully activated in this context.
The second advantage of experiments is that the controlled
environment makes it simpler to tap behavioral, cognitive,
affective, and physiological responses without the need to rely
on verbal self-reports. Thus, they can separate response bias
from actual ability.

There is clear evidence that IM reflects sensitivity to
changes in social conditions. For example, the transition from
a private to a public context brings about marked changes in
mean scores on IM scales (e.g., Paulhus, 1984), implying that
interpersonal sensitivity is a central motivator of this trait. This
idea has been theoretically and empirically developed mostly
under the umbrella of the defensiveness approach, and it draws
in particular on Weinberger et al.’s (1979) description of
repressors’ responses to stressful conditions. Therefore, the
bulk of the experiments involving IM have studied reactions
to anxiety-provoking social situations.

With some detail, Newton and Contrada (1992) suggested
that evaluative social contexts promote a repressive coping style
among repressors. Female participants were asked to discuss the
most undesirable aspects of their personality under a private
(one person) or a public (three people) condition. The hypo-
thesis was partially supported; there was a greater increase in
heart rate than in self-reported negative affect among repressors
in the public condition. However, comparable changes were not
found in blood pressure or in measures of behavior (analyses of
verbal productivity; IM main effects were not reported).

Changes in heart rate under stressful social conditions were
also the focus of another study that asked participants to speak
publicly about their personality (Experiment 1) or about a sub-
ject in psychology (Experiment 2; Derakshan & Eysenck,
1997). Participants’ self-reports about their level of anxiety
in these situations were compared with judges’ evaluations.
In Experiment 1, there was no difference in self-reported anxi-
ety between individuals high and low in IM, nor was there a
main effect associated with IM in the evaluations of anxiety
made by the judges. Still, analyses of the discrepancy (in
self-other reports of anxiety) revealed an effect whereby indi-
viduals with a high IM score judged their level of anxiety as
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lower than the judgment made by others. Experiment 2 followed
a similar procedure with the inclusion of measures of heart rate.
Results were reported only for repressors (and not for IM as a
continuous factor) and revealed a faster heart rate in this group
of participants than was found in low-anxiety/low-IM partici-
pants. When asked about their physiological response, repressors
rejected an interpretation that associated it with stress and pre-
ferred to associate it with an increased sense of challenge.

Although this pattern of results may imply that repressors
have an interpretive bias that directs them away from (true yet
unpleasant) threatening information (cf. Derakshan, Eysenck,
& Myers, 2007), changes in heart rate under public conditions
are not solely indicative of a sense of threat—they can also
reflect a feeling of being challenged (Blascovich, Mendes,
Hunter, & Salomon, 1999). Therefore, participants’ account
of their physiological reaction as reflecting challenge rather
than threat cannot be ruled out completely. Some data actually
favor the challenge interpretation. In a related study, Schwerdt-
feger (2002) explored participants’ heart rate reaction patterns
(along with additional physiological indices) while participants
were working on a stressful task in the presence of an experi-
menter. The results indicated that IM was associated with a
response pattern reflecting behavioral activation rather than
defensive inhibition.

The argument that changes in heart rate are not indicative of
a clear psychological reaction prompted researchers to study
other ways of measuring physiological responses to threatening
social contexts. Barger, Kircher, and Croyle (1997) measured
electrodermal activity (in addition to measurement of heart rate
and self-reports) while following a procedure similar to that of
Newton and Contrada (1992). The results revealed that IM was
positively associated with self-reported negative affect in the
alone condition but negatively related to negative affect in the
public condition. Unlike some of the above results, IM was not
associated with a change in heart rate or in skin conductance
response between the conditions. Analyses of the content of
speeches revealed that speeches by individuals high in IM were
not less private or more desirable than those of individuals low
in IM in any of the conditions.

In another experiment, researchers focused on blood pres-
sure reactivity in addition to heart rate changes under stressful
social conditions (Westmaas & Jamner, 2006). Female partici-
pants were asked to deliver a speech under one of three condi-
tions: alone, with a neutral confederate, or with a supportive
(but not familiar) confederate. The results revealed no interac-
tion between social context and IM in affecting heart rate reac-
tivity. Similarly, no interaction was found for blood pressure
reactivity when the alone and neutral conditions were consid-
ered. It is interesting to note that IM predicted elevated blood
pressure only in the supportive confederate condition. This
reaction did not affect actual behavior in terms of the quality
of the speech. Although the general pattern of results showed
no special response to stressful social situations by individuals
with a high IM score, the change in blood pressure level in the
supportive condition resonates with findings reported earlier
concerning IM under forced intimacy (e.g., dormitory

roommates; Uziel et al., 2008). Considered together, they
imply that individuals with a high IM score appreciate their
autonomy and may react negatively to uninvited intrusions into
their personal space. Even if this is the case, there is still a con-
siderable difference between such a profile (actually typical of
introverted people) and defensiveness or low and insecure self-
esteem, especially when considering the general profile of
reactions by individuals with a high IM score.

A somewhat different procedure to explore physiological
reactions (heart rate, blood pressure, facial activity) among
females high in IM was applied in an experiment that manipu-
lated interpersonal fear (about giving a speech on a complex
issue) and anger (with an agitating experimenter; Pauls &
Stemmler, 2003). During the fear manipulation, there was no
main effect, indicating no increased reactivity among individ-
uals high in IM on any of the physiological indices (at times,
significant results were reported for repressors, but they clearly
differed from the main effects of IM). During anger, IM was
positively associated with diastolic blood pressure reactivity
but not with systolic blood pressure reactivity. There was also
a positive correlation with m. zygomaticus activity (facial activ-
ity associated with smiling) but not with m. corrugator activity
(facial activity associated with anger). Again, there was no con-
sistent evidence connecting IM to a defensive reaction under
social threat.

One of the most stressful social situations occurs when one
is rejected by peers. A recent study manipulated this situation
and explored the role of IM in modulating the stress reaction
(Blackhart, Eckel, & Tice, 2007). The results showed that, as
expected, rejected participants exhibited significantly higher
salivary cortisol level (a measure of psychological distress)
than did control participants. However, IM moderated the
effect, such that rejected participants who were high in IM
showed significantly lower cortisol level than did rejected par-
ticipants who were low in IM. That is, IM acted as a buffer
against socially induced stress.

Taken together, the above studies examined physiological
(mostly cardiovascular) reactions of individuals with a high
IM score to threatening interpersonal situations. Most studies
showed that IM is not associated with excessive reactivity
under these conditions. This outcome is inconsistent with the
tenets of the defensiveness approach, which posits that these
individuals are highly defensively reactive in threatening social
contexts. Furthermore, there was no reduction in performance
(e.g., speech quality) when behavioral outputs were measured.
That is, individuals with a high IM score did not compromise
their self-control even under such extreme conditions.

A different physiological approach to this issue was taken in
studies that analyze brain activity. Research using this metho-
dology consistently documents brain activity indicative of
behavioral approach tendencies among individuals with a high
IM score. Tomarken and Davidson (1994) first reported that IM
contributes to frontal asymmetry. They found that IM was asso-
ciated with relatively stronger left-frontal activity, which has
been connected with an approach tendency and protection
against depression and distress. Similarly, Kline et al. (2002)
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found that in the presence of an opposite sex experimenter, IM
was a predictor of greater relative left-frontal activation. This
link between IM and left-frontal activation has since been
documented in a number of studies (Blackhart & Kline,
2005; Kline & Allen, 2008; Pauls, Wacker, & Crost, 2005).
Even under conditions of social threat, IM was associated with
greater left-frontal reactivity, reflecting an approach motiva-
tion (rather than defensive avoidance; Crost, Pauls, & Wacker,
2008). In sum, this line of research provides convincing support
for the adjustment approach.

Another body of research concentrates on exploring beha-
vioral responses under various social conditions. Again, a good
number of studies have focused on situations involving social
threat. In a study of attentional biases, individuals high in IM
avoided threatening words, especially if they were related to
social threat: Individuals high in IM were faster in color-
naming a social threat than in color-naming neutral words in
a modified Stroop task, and they were (nonsignificantly) faster
in detecting probes that replaced neutral rather than social
threat words in a dot probe task (Mogg et al., 2000). However,
avoidance of social threat is not the only or even the default
strategy among individuals high in IM. At least as often they
choose to confront and actively cope with the situation. For
example, when exposed to negative written feedback, repres-
sors spent more time reading when feedback was received pub-
licly than they did when it was received privately (Baumeister
& Cairns, 1992). An additional outcome of this study revealed
superior recall of the feedback under the public condition. That
is, repressors appeared to be actively engaged in countering and
confronting the threatening situation (main effects for IM were
not reported).

An even more compelling example of an active coping
strategy was presented in an experiment that confronted
participants with unpleasant emotional materials (Boden &
Baumesiter, 1997). In response to this disturbing situation,
individuals high in IM engaged in boosting pleasant thoughts.
It is interesting to note that the same coping approach was
found among individuals high in self-esteem under similar
circumstances (S.M. Smith & Petty, 1995). Further evidence
indicates that individuals high in IM are not overwhelmed
by emotionally stressing materials. Participants who were
exposed to slides of disturbing pictures were able to articulate
better in this situation than were participants low in IM,
demonstrating that they were able to maintain their self-
control even under stressful social conditions (Tolkmitt &
Scherer, 1986). Individuals high in IM responded to social
threat not only by modulating their emotional reactions, but
also by (literally) seeking consultation. In an experiment that
involved success or failure manipulations, individuals high in
IM more often sought to consult a psychologist about their
performance after failing a task than did participants low in
IM (Shulman & Silverman, 1974).

Not all experiments have manipulated threatening social
situations. Studies that have focused on behavior under rela-
tively neutral social settings show that individual differences
in IM are associated with agreeable and likeable behavior. One

study found that IM was associated with a tendency to match
another person’s speech behavior (Natale, 1975). Another
study reported an inverse relationship between IM and the fre-
quency of engaged speech interruptions during a standardized
interview (Natale, 1976). IM was found to be a source of inter-
personal optimism in another experiment: when participants
viewed a video clip of a second “participant” (a confederate)
expressing some supportive and some opposing attitudes to
theirs, the participant’s IM level was associated with finding
the confederate more attractive and with perceiving a stronger
similarity between their mutual attitudes (Johnson & Gormly,
1975). Additional evidence indicates that individuals high in
IM are able to overcome natural inhibitions in social settings
in order to be at their best. In group discussions, when openness
was valued, participants high in IM managed to show increas-
ing levels of openness (McLaughlin & Hewitt, 1972), and in
another experiment, participants high in IM were more talka-
tive, more intimate, and more revealing (including negative
self-references) in a public condition (where their comments
were going to be cited in lectures or a book) than in a private
condition (a conversation with a confederate), demonstrating
again a nondefensive pattern of behavior in social settings.

Little research has directly addressed changes in the avail-
ability of affective, cognitive, and self-control resources among
individuals high in IM under neutral public conditions. To
address this issue, I have conducted two studies in which
I manipulated the social context such that participants in the
control group worked alone and participants in the experimen-
tal group worked in the mere presence of an observer (Uziel,
2010). In both studies, participants engaged in a series of tasks
that measured creativity (e.g., in a “use of objects” task) and
implicit affective responses (e.g., by analyzing the emotional
content of stories written in response to a picture from the
Thematic Apperception Test). The results from the two studies
were consistent: In both studies, IM was positively associated
with creativity and with pleasant implicit affect only in the
social presence condition (a pattern consistent with having a
positive interpersonal orientation; cf. Uziel, 2007). Further
analyses revealed that expressing pleasant emotions (a socially
desirable act) did not impinge on cognitive and creative
proficiency.

A second series of studies addressed the contribution of IM
to self-control in public social context (Uziel & Baumeister,
2009). In two studies, participants were asked to perform a sim-
ple (nondepleting) task while being videotaped. Then, in the
second phase of the experiment, their level of self-control was
measured while working alone (with no camcorder in the
room). In both studies, early exposure to the public social con-
text was associated with greater self-control on the subsequent
task (for comparison, opposite effects were found among indi-
viduals high in neuroticism). In a third study, public social con-
text was associated with ego replenishment (i.e., restoration of
depleted self-control resources) only among individuals high in
IM. These studies directly demonstrate that IM contributes to
interpersonally oriented self-control. That is, they show that
IM contributes to having more self-control especially in social
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contexts. Thus, individuals high in IM apparently not only want
to act “cool and collected” in public settings, they actually
have the capacity to do so.

The literature indicates that there is much in common
between IM and self-control. Among the various traits that
have been studied as potential correlates of IM (e.g., Big Five
traits, self-esteem, trait anxiety), trait self-control appears to
share one of the largest proportions of variance. In one study,
the correlation between a self-control scale and various IM
scales ranged from .54 to .60 (Tangney et al., 2004; see also
Courey, Feuerstein, & Bush, 1982). IM is also correlated
with the strongest marker of self-control among the Big Five
traits; namely, conscientiousness. A large number of studies
have found a positive and often substantial correlation based
on self-reports (range = .08 to .46) and informants’ reports
(range = .10 to .59; for references, see Footnote 1).

In line with the above experimental evidence, correlational
data indicate that the association between IM and self-control is
particularly pronounced in social contexts. In the Tangney et al.
(2004) analysis of the correlates of trait self-control, statisti-
cally partialing out IM scores from self-control scores attenu-
ated the relations of self-control with a cluster of constructs
(attitudes, affect, and traits) that have marked interpersonal
components. For example, partialing out IM attenuated the cor-
relation of self-control with agreeableness (from » = .29 to r =
—.05) but not with neuroticism or openness to experience.
Other examples include affecting self-control correlations with
social perfectionism (but not general perfectionism), attach-
ment, empathy, willingness to forgive others, as well as shame
and guilt proneness. At the same time, IM had little role in
affecting the self-control association with general depression,
alcoholism, GPA, and additional constructs that have no domi-
nant interpersonal component to them.

IM is also strongly associated with scales and behaviors that
are exemplars of interpersonally oriented self-control, most
notably with anger and aggression: IM predicts low levels of
trait anger, anger-related expressions, and aggression (Becker,
2007; Dahlen & Martin, 2005; Fishman, 1965; Kneip et al.,
1993; Kuppens, 2005; Sinha & Watson, 1997; Sugarman &
Hotaling, 1997; Tangney et al., 2004).

Summary. When the effect of individual differences in IM on
interpersonal behavior is judged from a broad perspective, the
evidence agrees more with the adjustment approach than with
the defensiveness approach. IM was found to be associated with
an agreeable and somewhat introverted nature, it was associated
with successful marital life and sound friendships, and it was
predictive of physiological and behavioral reactions in social
contexts that reflected high levels of self-control rather than
anxiety and defense. To better capture the scope of IM, the next
sections review its role in shaping affect and well-being, health
outcomes, job performance, and educational achievement.

Affect and Well-Being

Are individuals high in IM happy and content in their lives—as
the adjustment approach argues—or are they fearful, anxious,

and depressed as claimed by the defensiveness approach?
Several studies have disconfirmed Weinberger’s (1990) notion
that individuals high in IM (specifically, repressors) avoid
negative feelings and do not admit having such feelings under
any circumstances (e.g., Egloff & Krohne, 1996; Egloff &
Schmukle, 2003; Pauls & Stemmler, 2003). This does not
imply that IM is frequently associated with negative feelings.
The evidence more often implies the opposite—namely, that
IM is associated with reduced levels of negative emotions.

As described above, individuals high in IM experience rel-
atively low levels of anger and aggression than do individuals
low in IM. Other studies report negative associations between
IM and anxiety and negative affect (Clark, Crewdson, &
Purdon, 1998; Contrada, Czarnecki, & Li-Chem Pan, 1997;
Derakshan & Eysenck, 1997; M.W. Eysenck & van Berkum,
1992; Martin, 1982; Mogg et al., 2000; Thomsen, Jergensen,
Mehlsen, & Zachariae, 2004; D. Watson & Clark, 1984). At
the trait level as well, IM is negatively associated with neuro-
ticism, based on self-report data (range = —.49 to .13, with
over 80% of the correlations with a negative sign) and on data
from informants (range = —.31 to .12, with over 80% of the
correlations with a negative sign; for references, see Footnote
1). Nevertheless, these correlations (reflecting the IM facet of
social desirability) are substantially smaller than those
reported between self-deception and anxiety, which are often
stronger than —.50.

Another form of negative emotion is depression. Self-report
data show that IM is associated with reduced levels (and fewer
instances) of emotions from this group (e.g., Brewin,
Firth-Cozens, Furnham, & McManus, 1992; Clark et al., 1998;
Sabourin et al., 1989; H.L. Smith, Robinson, & Young, 2007).

Taken together, IM appears to moderate the experience of
negative feelings. What about the positive spectrum of emo-
tion? Research indicates that individuals high in IM are also
truly more satisfied with their lives than those scoring low on
this scale. In a meta-analysis, IM was among the strongest cor-
relates of happiness out of 137 different traits (weighted r =
23, k=21, N> 2500; DeNeve & Cooper, 1998). This conclu-
sion was further supported in studies that utilized informants’
reports (Diener et al., 1991; Kozma & Stones, 1987; McCrae,
1986; H.L. Smith, 1997). They all concluded that IM, even
in the eyes of others, is associated with greater subjective
well-being (note that the overlap between IM and subjec-
tive well-being is substantial but not extremely strong, with
r = ~ .30—strong correlations with subjective well-being
were only reported for scales that measure self-deception;
e.g., Carstensen & Cone 1983).

It could be argued that part of the association between IM and
well-being results from the tendency among individuals high in
IM to engage in exaggerated self-enhancement, positive illu-
sions, and unrealistic optimism (cf. Taylor & Brown, 1988).
Research, however, tends to suggest the contrary: IM is associ-
ated with realistic expectations (e.g., Petzel, 1972). It is also
associated with optimism and constructive thinking (Park,
Moore, Turner, & Adler, 1997), but it is not associated with
unrealistic self-enhancement tendencies (which are substantially
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correlated with self-deception; Paulhus, 2002; Taylor et al.,
2003). This potential confound can, therefore, be ruled out.

Note that the correlation between IM and subjective well-
being is linked to a higher global satisfaction with life in IM
individuals but not to greater positive affect. IM is generally
not correlated with positive affect (e.g., Cheng & Furnham,
2003; Diener & Larsen, 1984; Schimmack & Hartmann,
1997; Steel, Schmidt, & Schultz, 2008).

In sum, the emotional and the well-being profile described
in this article fit the adjustment approach better than the defen-
siveness approach to IM. Individuals high in IM experience
negative feelings from time to time, but in general they tend not
to feel stressed, anxious, or depressed. This is not to say that
they are joyful or exuberant much of the time. However, even
in the absence of frequent positive elation, they are satisfied
with their lives. It is interesting to note that these individuals
need not excessively enhance their self-image or engage in pos-
itive illusions to achieve their high level of well-being. They
are simply content with what their lot in life.

Health

The defensiveness approach to IM argues that individuals high
in IM compromise their health in their effort to save face, espe-
cially with respect to stress-related outcomes (e.g., cardiovas-
cular health, immune system). The adjustment approach
argues that IM is not a risk factor in health problems and may
even contribute to improved health outcomes. The evidence is
examined below.

A number of studies have explored physiological reactions
in individuals high in IM under stress. Contrada et al. (1997)
placed participants under pressure by asking them to work on
a stressful arithmetic task. The results showed no physiological
response indicative of stress among individuals high in IM.
According to the authors “The MCSDS appears to identify
individuals who, when confronted by stressors, show signs of
self-control” (p. 455). Similarly, Brody, Veit, and Rau
(1997) found that IM was inversely related to the heart rate
change elicited by a mental stressor. Other studies have also
found negative, null, or ambiguous (i.e., negative or null on
some but not all indices) physiological stress reactions (heart
rate, cortisol level, skin conductance reactivity) among individ-
uals high in IM under stress manipulations (Blackhart et al.,
2007; Feldman, Lehrer, Hochron, & Schwartz, 2002; Mente
& Helmers, 1999; Movius & Allen, 2005; Najstrom & Jansson,
2006; Pauls & Stemmler, 2003; Tomaka, Blascovich, &
Kelsey, 1992). Fewer studies have reported that IM was posi-
tively associated with stress reactions (King, Taylor, Albright,
& Haskell, 1990; Nyklicek, Vingerhoets, Van Heck, & Van
Limpt, 1998; Warrenburg et al.,1989).

If there are stress-related health costs to social desirability,
they appear to be confined to scales that measure self-
deception rather than to the IM scales, which are the focus of
the present review. A recent comprehensive review of the
effect of social desirability on cardiovascular health confirms
some of the predictions of the defensiveness approach but only

with regard to self-deception (Rutledge, 2006). Self-deceiving
individuals were found to be at risk for elevated blood pressure,
increased cardiovascular reactivity to mental stress, and
poorer cardiovascular disease outcomes. It is important to note
that none of these effects was associated with the IM facet of
social desirability (see also Tomaka et al., 1992). For example,
in a 3-year prospective study of ambulatory blood pressure lev-
els in healthy adults, self-deception predicted elevated diastolic
and systolic blood pressure changes whereas IM did not.
Furthermore, in a 12-week follow-up of the treatment outcomes
among ischemic heart disease patients, self-deception but not
IM was associated with poorer outcomes (Rutledge, Linden,
& Davies, 2000).

Another health risk that is often associated with social desir-
ability is reduced resistance to infectious and neoplastic dis-
eases. According to the opioid peptide hypothesis (Jamner &
Schwartz, 1986; Jamner, Schwartz, & Leigh, 1988), high levels
of defensiveness are associated with increased numbers of opi-
ate receptors, which contribute to impaired immune function
(they also purportedly contribute to low psychological distress
and high pain tolerance). However, the theory also relates to
self-deception and not to the IM facet of social desirability, for
which no such findings have been found (e.g., Jamner & Leigh,
1999). Accordingly, a recent study that utilized a relatively
pure measure of IM (EPQ Lie scale) found no association
between this scale and early manifestations of cancer
(Augustine, Larsen, Walker, & Fisher, 2008).

An important aspect of general health is mental health.
Several findings indicate that IM is associated with enhanced
mental health. Among hospitalized and chronically ill patients,
IM is associated with fewer health complaints and more reports
of greater relative health (Bradwell, Ancoli-Israel, & Dimsdale,
2001; Deshields, Mannen, Tait, & Bajaj, 1997; Gravdal &
Sandal, 2006). More generally, as reviewed earlier, individuals
high in IM enjoy enhanced personal well-being, they are less
prone to feeling anxious, distressed, or depressed, and they
typically show brain activity patterns indicative of reduced risk
for psychopathology. In self-reports, IM was positively associ-
ated with scales of mental health (e.g., Lu & Shih, 1997;
Sabourin et al., 1989; D. Watson & Clark, 1984). The same
conclusion was drawn when more restrictive tests were
applied; one such study included interviews with normal and
depressed participants as well as with their first-degree rela-
tives on manifestations of any form of psychiatric disorder
(Lane et al., 1990). The results showed that in normal and, to
a greater extent, in depressed participants, IM was negatively
correlated with instances of psychiatric disorders. The authors
concluded that that IM reflects a “method of self-regulation
that promotes emotional stability” (p. 576).

Finally, individuals high in IM are, statistically, at low risk for
health problems considering their relatively conservative way of
life, which includes low levels of alcoholism, criminal behavior,
risk taking, impulsivity, and interpersonal problems, amongst
others (e.g., Bradburn et al., 1979; Furnham, Petrides, Sisterson,
& Baluch, 2003). These factors may contribute directly and
indirectly to better health outcomes and greater life expectancy.
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To summarize, IM is not related to increased risk of health
problems, and it has positive effects on mental health. The data,
therefore, are more conducive to the adjustment approach.
However the defensiveness approach can point to abundant
supportive evidence to its claims, provided these are confined
to measures of self-deception, which, as mentioned earlier,
share little variance with IM scales.

Intelligence, Academic Achievement, and Job
Performance

To provide another perspective on individual differences in IM,
this section explores the research on the role of this construct
in intelligence, academic achievement, and job performance.
Neither the defensiveness approach nor the adjustment
approach formulates specific hypotheses as to the relationship
between IM and cognitive abilities. With regard to job perfor-
mance, the defensiveness approach that IM reflects a tendency
to bias self-reports and, more broadly, is a potential source of
social maladjustment implies that this trait should predict poor
job performance outcomes. The adjustment approach argument
is that IM will generally contribute to good job performance
outcomes, in light of the many good qualities with which this
trait has been associated.

With regard to intelligence and academic achievement, per-
haps to their dismay, individuals high in IM are not smarter or
better achievers than the average person. Although no study has
been designed to explore these issues directly or with detailed
attention to specific aspects of cognitive ability, quite a few
studies have included measures of GPA or IQ. Typically, these
studies show no significant correlations between IM and GPA
or school success (Bartels & Magun-Jackson, 2009; Crocker &
Luhtanen, 2003; Ones et al., 1996; Peterson, Casillas, & Rob-
bins, 2006; H.L. Smith, 1997) and between IM and 1Q (Crant,
1995; Dijkstra, Smit, & Comijs, 2001; Furnham et al., 2003;
Ones et al., 1996; H.L. Smith, 1997). In several studies,
researchers found that IM has a mildly negative correlation
with years of education (e.g., Bradburn et al., 1979); however,
this effect is most likely accounted for by a positive correlation
of IM with age.

In addition, IM is typically not correlated with the most
intellect-oriented of the Big Five traits—namely, Openness
to Experience. This conclusion is derived from self-reports
(range = —.16 to .39, with over 75% of the correlations not
significantly different from 0), and from informant reports
(range: —.25 to .15, with over 75% of the correlations not sig-
nificantly different from 0; for references, see Footnote 1).

Turning to job performance, it is clear that IM does not con-
tribute to performance by virtue of intelligence, but is this trait
associated with performance outcomes nonetheless? A large
number of studies have measured IM in the context of person-
nel selection, and a few incorporated indices of job perfor-
mance. The results have been summarized in meta-analyses
(Li & Bagger, 2006; Moorman & Podsakoff, 1992; Ones
et al.,, 1996; Ones & Viswesvaran 1998). These meta-
analyses show that IM is either not correlated with job

performance or that it is mildly positively correlated. For
example, Moorman and Podsakoff (1992) found a near-zero
average correlation (» = .01) in their meta-analysis (k = 7,
N = 2392); Ones et al. (1996) had a larger sample of studies
(k = 14, N = 9966) and their conclusion was identical (r =
.01); more recently, Li and Bagger (2006) found a positive cor-
relation (r = .10; 95% CI = .05-.15) between job performance
and social desirability across eight studies (N = 1244) once it
was specifically defined in terms of the BIDR IM subscale.
Taken together, the results are more consistent with the argu-
ments of the adjustment approach than with those of the defen-
siveness approach.

The average correlation coefficients reported in meta-
analyses cover a wide spectrum of performance indices across
different tasks and professions. As such, they represent a molar
perspective on any potential contribution of this trait to perfor-
mance. Like most traits, the contribution of IM to performance
is probably essential for some types of work but is completely
irrelevant for others. Unfortunately, studies have not addressed
this issue systematically, and there is much room for future
research in this direction. A sense of the type of tasks that are
affected by IM can be gleaned from a meta-analytic finding
that IM made a positive contribution to training performance
(Ones et al., 1996). Trainings often include social-evaluative
settings. Under these conditions, individuals with high interper-
sonally oriented self-control may be at their best. IM may thus
contribute to performance on tasks that require interpersonal
competence but not technical competence, such as customer
service (see also Viswesvaran, Ones, & Hough, 2001).

Finally, IM could contribute or harm an organization through
other forms of behavior in addition to direct effects on job per-
formance. Ones et al. (1996) found that IM was not associated
with counterproductive behaviors. It is also important to note
that Moorman and Podsakoff (1992) found that IM was asso-
ciated with greater job satisfaction and organizational commit-
ment, as well as with reduced role conflict and role ambiguity.
IM thus poses no threat to organizational success.

Summary and Concluding Points

Over 2,500 published studies include scales of IM. The lion’s
share treats these scales as a measure of socially desirable
response style and uses them to validate self-report tools. The
present review questioned the utility of this practice. The abil-
ity of IM scales to detect deception has been tested over the
years, and the scales have mostly failed to produce. Even if this
were not the case, and IM scales had succeeded in detecting
deception on some of these tests, their status as integral part
of the questionnaire validation process should have been
debated. The argument here is not that people do not overclaim
or that there are no biases in self-reports. There is little reason
to believe in such an ideal world (although some evidence
implies that the situation is not as bad as typically assumed).
However, the way to correct for socially desirable response
bias in self-reports is probably not by statistically controlling
for results on another self-report measure (cf. Paulhus &
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Vazire, 2007). In spite of its intuitive appeal, at present, such a
procedure does more harm than good in removing valid
variance of unknown magnitude.

When the “validity tool” halo fades away, one finds much
substance in IM scales. From the 1960s onward, researchers
have been suggesting that these scales measure stable and
substantial trait variance. The present review identified two
overarching approaches to the nature of this trait—the first
being a defensiveness approach, which associates IM with
need for approval, defensiveness, vulnerable self-esteem, and
repressiveness. Its counterpart is the adjustment approach,
which suggests that IM represents an agreeable, emotionally
stable, and interpersonally adjusted personality profile.
Although both approaches agree that IM is associated with
interpersonal sensitivity, they hold contrasting views on
whether this sensitivity is accompanied by a low or a high
level of competence and control.

In an attempt to assess these two approaches, this review
explored the role of individual differences in IM as it affects a
myriad of life domains. In terms of interpersonal behavior, indi-
viduals high in IM were found to score relatively high on agree-
ableness and to be slightly introverted. IM had mostly
constructive effects on marital life and on the maintenance of
interpersonal relationships. In the lab, individuals high in IM did
not show excessive physiological reactivity in stressful social
contexts, and their performance was not impaired. Under rela-
tively neutral conditions, there were mostly approach-related
physiological and behavioral correlates to a high IM score.
These effects are consistent with the adjustment approach.

The social behavior of individuals with a high IM score
seems to reflect a high level of self-control. This capacity is
accompanied by a universal need to belong (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995), which appears to be somewhat more active
among high IM scorers than among low IM scorers, but not
to the extreme of making them act deceitfully. I labeled this
profile as “interpersonally oriented self-control” in this article.
What differentiates the present framing of the construct from
many early views on IM is that the emphasis here is on self-
regulatory capacity as the core characteristic of the construct
rather than on emphasizing impression management or a need
for social approval (i.e., the emphasis is on self-control over
social dependence, or more broadly, on ability over motiva-
tion). Individuals high in interpersonally oriented self-control
are first and foremost successful self-regulators. They demon-
strate this capacity especially in social contexts (where it is
highly rewarded) by showing agreeable, conscientious, and non
impulsive behavioral patterns. Therefore, when an individual
with a high IM score does the “appropriate” thing in a social
context, the present perspective suggests that it stems not from
a position of dependence on the approval of others, but from a
self-regulatory capacity that allows him/her to do the right
thing (which is often a socially desirable act). This profile can
be contrasted with extraverts’ agentic interpersonal orientation,
which is not accompanied by high levels of self-control, and
also with the chameleon-like and somewhat manipulative
behavior that characterizes high self-monitors.

The effects of IM on outcomes in other domains have also
been reviewed, and they support the assertion that this con-
struct has implications that extend beyond social behavior and
reflect a general high self-regulatory capacity. The results in
these additional domains are consistent with the arguments of
the adjustment approach, and even more strikingly, they are
inconsistent with the defensiveness approach: IM predicts
reduced negative affect and greater satisfaction with life, it has
no adverse health consequences, and it has some helpful and no
noticeable deleterious effects on job performance.

In the process of researching this article, I was drawn to two
issues that characterize the treatment of social desirability in
the literature. The first is that social desirability is one of the
most versatile constructs in psychology, relevant to clinical,
social, personality, and organizational approaches. Alas,
researchers with different interests who often use the same
instruments (notably the MCSDS) apply different labels to
them (e.g., need for approval, defensiveness, repressiveness,
impression management), thus making it difficult to bridge the
interdisciplinary gap. The second feature is the reigning confu-
sion between social desirability scales. Earlier, I mentioned the
orthogonal relationship between social desirability scales that
reflect the Gamma factor (the IM facet at the core of the
present work) and scales reflecting the Alpha factor. Through-
out this review, the difference between these constructs
emerged in a variety of outcomes. A related distinction exists
between IM and the repressive personality type. It is now
apparent that in most contexts, repressors’ behavior is more
similar to self-deception than to the IM facet of social desirabil-
ity (e.g., Asendorpf & Scherer, 1983; Weinberger & Davidson,
1994; Westmaas & Jamner, 2006). Therefore, research on IM
can gain much needed coherence from utilization of pure
measures.

In closing, it is perhaps appropriate to recall Kurt Lewin’s
famous aphorism that “If you want truly to understand some-
thing, try to change it.” Much of the research on IM has been
guided by the belief that this concept represents a stylistic
response bias to questionnaires. This article has shown that
IM has substantial effects on interpersonal behavior, personal
well-being, and behavior in organizations. Furthermore, much
of the accumulated evidence indicates that IM may promote
adaptive responses across many settings. Thus, to paraphrase
Lewin’s words, researchers should be encouraged to change
their frame of mind concerning IM and develop a structured
and balanced research agenda on the pros and cons of individ-
ual differences in interpersonally oriented self-control.

Notes

1. This group of studies served as a reference for the correlation of IM
with all the Big Five traits mentioned throughout the text (reflect-
ing self reports and informants’ reports). To save space, they are
only specified once.

2. These conclusions are based on studies that have reported main
effects for IM. They exclude studies that only compared repressors
to non-repressors. As Furnham et al. (2003) noted, the importance
of IM in the definition of the repressive coping style in this context
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is “rather limited” (see Furnham et al., 2003, for a review of the
repressive personality type).
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