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Abstract 

In the present research we investigate impression management (IM) as a substantive 

personality variable by linking it to differentiated achievement motivation constructs, namely 

achievement motives (workmastery, competitiveness, fear of failure) and achievement goals 

(mastery-approach, mastery-avoidance, performance-approach, performance-avoidance). Study 1 

revealed that IM was a positive predictor of workmastery and a negative predictor of 

competitiveness (with and without self-deceptive enhancement (SDE) controlled). Studies 2a and 

2b revealed that IM was a positive predictor of mastery-approach goals and mastery-avoidance 

goals (without and, in Study 2b, with SDE controlled). These findings highlight the value of 

conceptualizing and utilizing IM as a personality variable in its own right, and shed light on the 

nature of the achievement motive and achievement goal constructs. 

 

Keywords: impression management, achievement motivation, motives, goals, self-deceptive 

enhancement 
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 Personality researchers have long used measures of social desirability to assess and 

control for participants’ self-report biases. Over the past two decades, the most popular of these 

measures has been the impression management (IM) scale of the Balanced Inventory of 

Desirable Responding (BIDR; Paulhus, 1991), which was designed to assess excessively 

favorable self-reports motivated by a desire to impress others. Although this IM measure is 

commonly portrayed and utilized as an indicator of response bias alone, it has also been 

construed as capturing substantive, as well as extraneous, variation (Paulhus, 2002; Uziel, 2010). 

As such, it is important to investigate how IM scores are related to variation in other indicators of 

personality and psychological functioning. The investigation of such relations promises to not 

only yield a broader understanding of IM, but also a richer understanding of the other constructs 

to which IM is linked. 

A number of researchers and theorists over the years have described IM, and social 

desirability more generally, in substantive terms as well as response bias terms. Some have 

conceptualized IM as approval motivation (Crowne & Marlowe, 1964) and have emphasized the 

more defensive, self-protective aspects of this motivational tendency (see Crowne, 1979; 

Strickland, 1977). However, others have conceptualized IM in a more positive, adaptive manner, 

describing it as regulation aimed at maintaining social harmony (Schlenker & Britt, 2001), the 

ability to override one’s own interests for the betterment of others (Tangney, Baumeister, and 

Boone, 2004), and interpersonal sensitivity (Holden & Fekken, 1989). Uziel (2010; 2014) has 

persuasively argued that the available data on IM measures support the latter more than the 

former characterization. He posited that the substantive component of IM represents self-control 

aimed at social adaptation. From this perspective, IM scores reflect accurate reports of 

respondents’ self-regulation, specifically their actual behavior based on what they think is right 
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and good in the context of their relations with others and society in general.  

The extant research on IM and indicators of personality and psychological functioning 

has found links between IM and a variety of different dispositions (e.g, Big Five traits), 

behaviors (e.g., interpersonal behavior), processes (e.g., affective experience), and outcomes 

(e.g., job performance) from diverse areas. Achievement motivation is one such area that has 

received attention. Links between IM and two different achievement motivation constructs have 

been examined:
1
 need for achievement (an achievement motive; Uziel, 2014, Study 3; Moorman 

& Podsakoff, 1992, Study 2) and achievement striving (a facet of trait conscientiousness; Pauls, 

Wacker, & Crost, 2005). In both instances, null relations were observed. Based on these data, 

one might conclude that IM is unrelated to achievement motivation. It would be premature to 

draw this conclusion, however, because achievement motivation is conceptualized in other ways, 

besides unidimensional motives and traits.  

Indeed, three conceptual distinctions foundational to the achievement motivation 

literature may be considered with regard to the IM-achievement motivation relation. First, 

achievement motivation may be differentiated in terms of level of analysis -- motivational 

dispositions versus situation-specific goals (Dweck & Elliott, 1983). Second, achievement 

motivation may be differentiated in terms of how competence is defined -- a self-based standard 

versus an other-based standard. Thus, achievement motives can be represented as workmastery 

(desiring to do one’s best) or competiveness (desiring to beat others; Spence & Helmreich, 

1983), and achievement goals may be represented as mastery goals (focused on improvement) or 

performance goals (focused on normative rank; Ames, 1992). Third, achievement motivation 

may be differentiated in terms of how competence is valenced -- approaching success versus 

avoiding failure. Thus, achievement motives not only encompass workmastery and 
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competitiveness (approach motives), but also fear of failure (an avoidance motive representing 

the desire to avoid the shame of failure; Atkinson, 1957). Achievement goals not only encompass 

mastery-approach goals (trying to do better than before) and performance-approach goals (trying 

to do better than others), but also mastery-avoidance goals (trying to avoid doing worse than 

before) and performance-avoidance goals (trying to avoid doing worse than others; Elliot, 1999).  

 In the present research, we examined links between IM and each of the aforementioned, 

differentiated achievement motivation constructs, working from the assumption that IM is a 

substantive personality variable reflecting positive, proactive interpersonal regulation and social 

adjustment. From this standpoint, university students (the focus herein) high in IM should 

engage in achievement settings in a way that adapts to socially endorsed educational values and 

attends to interpersonal connections with classmates. Workmastery and mastery-approach goals 

are clearly encouraged at school and are conducive to social connection (Darnon, Dompnier, 

Delmas, Pulfrey, & Butera, 2009; Dompnier, Darnon, & Butera, 2009), whereas fear of failure 

tends to be discouraged at school and may interfere with secure attachments to others (Elliot & 

Reis, 2003; Elliot & Thrash, 2004). Accordingly, IM is likely to be positively related to 

workmastery and mastery-approach goals, and negatively related to fear of failure. The picture 

for competitiveness and performance-approach goals is less clear, as they are often both 

discouraged (explicitly) and encouraged (implicitly) at school (Dompnier et al., 2009), and can 

clearly interfere with peer relations (Deutsch, 1949; Nicholls, 1989). The picture for mastery-

avoidance and performance-avoidance goals is likewise mixed, as avoidance goals tend to be 

discouraged at school, yet they can positively communicate humility or modesty to peers 

(Darnon et al., 2009). Thus, it is difficult to anticipate, a priori, how IM will be linked to these 

variables.  
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 The self-deceptive enhancement (SDE) scale is a second component of the BIDR and it is 

used to assess exaggerated positive beliefs about oneself (Paulhus, 1991). Conceptually, SDE is 

viewed as a nonconsciously driven tendency to portray oneself in an overly positive manner 

(Paulhus, 1991). In the present research, our primary focus is on IM, because it has received the 

most conceptual and empirical attention, especially recently (Uziel, 2010; 2014), as a substantive 

variable. However, we included SDE in several studies as well, both for comparison sake (i.e., 

comparing correlates of IM with those of SDE) and for use as a control variable (i.e., examining 

IM associations with SDE variance held constant; see Uziel, 2014, for a rationale for this use of 

SDE). We had no a priori predictions regarding how SDE would fare in either of these uses. 

Study 1 

 In Study 1 we investigated relations between IM and differentiated achievement motives, 

namely workmastery, competitiveness, and fear of failure. We also examined SDE-achievement 

motive relations and the IM-achievement motive relations with SDE controlled. 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

 229 undergraduates (60.3% female, 0.4% unspecified) in a psychology class in the U.S. 

participated for extra course credit. The mean age of participants was 19.8 years old (range = 17-

55), and participant ethnicity was: 68.1% Caucasian, 5.7% African-American, 12.2% Asian, 

2.6% Hispanic, 11.3% “Other/unspecified”. Participants completed the IM and SDE 

questionnaires in a large group session during the first week of the semester, and completed 

achievement motivation measures in a take-home packet during the next five day period. 

 This and the following studies were a part of larger projects on motivation and 

personality; portions of the data from some of these larger projects have been published in prior 
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work (for Study 1: see Elliot & Thrash, 2002, Study 6; Thrash & Elliot, 2003, Study 1b; for 

Study 2b: see Weidman, Tracy, & Elliot, in press, Study 4), but none of the variables used herein 

have been used previously. In all studies, no manipulations and no data exclusions were used, 

and all variables that were analyzed for this research are reported. Sample sizes were based on 

the maximum number of participants that could be recruited during the predetermined period of 

data collection. 

Measures 

 Achievement motives. Spence and Helmreich’s (1983) Work and Family Orientation 

Scale was used to assess the two approach-oriented achievement motives, workmastery (14 

items: e.g., “There is satisfaction in a job well done”; α = .77) and competitiveness (5 items: e.g., 

“I feel that winning is important in work and games”; α = .79). Participants responded on a 1 

(Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree) scale.  

 The short form of Herman’s fear of failure measure (Thrash & Elliot, 2003) was used 

to assess the avoidance-oriented achievement motive, fear of failure (9 items: e.g., “I often 

avoid a task because I am afraid that I will make mistakes”; α = .77). Participants responded 

on a 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree) scale.  

 IM and SDE. Paulhus’ (1991) Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding (BIDR) was 

used to assess IM (20 items: e.g., “I never swear”; α = .80) and SDE (20 items: e.g., “I always 

know why I like things; α = .67). Participants responded on a 1 (Not True) to 5 (Very True) scale.  

Results and Discussion 

 We computed Pearson Product Moment Correlations to examine the relations between 

IM, SDE, and each of the achievement motive variables (see Table 1). The correlations revealed 

a statistically significant positive relation between IM and workmastery (r = .29, p < .001), a 
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statistically significant negative relation between IM and competitiveness (r = -.23, p < .001), 

and a marginally significant negative relation between IM and fear of failure (r = -.12, p = .083). 

The correlations also revealed a statistically significant positive relation between SDE and 

workmastery (r = .30, p < .001) and a statistically significant negative relation between SDE and  

fear of failure (r = -.49, p < .001). 

 

Table 1 

Impression management and achievement motives (Study 1). 

 M (SD) Correlation (r) Regression (β) 

Motives 
 

IM SDE IM SDE 

Workmastery      3.64 (0.45)         .29**     .30**     22**         .24** 

Competitiveness      3.18 (0.84)        -.23**     -.05    -.23**    .01 

Fear of failure      2.59 (0.64)        -.12
+
    -.49**      .02   -.49** 

 

Note: 
+
p < .10 *p < .05, **p < .01. IM = Impression Management (M = 3.62, SD = 0.87); SDE = 

Self-Deceptive Enhancement (M = 4.15, SD = 0.63). Coefficients in the correlation column are 

rs; coefficients in the regression column are βs. N = 229 for SDE and IM assessments, N = 218 

for motive assessments. 

 

 We conducted multiple regression analyses to examine IM and SDE as simultaneous 

predictors of each of the motive variables; this allowed an examination of IM relations with SDE 

variation controlled. IM was shown to be a statistically significant positive predictor of 

workmastery (β = .22, p < .001), as was SDE (β = .24, p < .001). IM was also a statistically 

significant negative predictor of competitiveness (β = -.23, p < .001), and SDE was also a 



                                                                                                           Impression Management   9 

 

statistically significant negative predictor of fear of failure (β = -.50, p < .001). 

 In sum, IM was shown to be positively related to workmastery and negatively related to 

competitiveness, both alone and with SDE controlled; IM was also shown to be (marginally) 

negatively related to fear of failure when tested alone, but not with SDE controlled. Thus, the 

link between IM and each of the approach motives appears to have a substantive basis, but the 

data are inconclusive regarding the link between IM and the avoidance motive. 

Studies 2a and 2b 

 In Studies 2a and 2b we investigated relations between IM and achievement goals, 

namely, the goals of the 2 x 2 achievement goal model. In Study 2a we investigated these 

relations only, whereas in Study 2b we also examined SDE-achievement goal relations and the 

IM-achievement goal relations with SDE controlled. Study 2a was conducted with 

undergraduates in Saudi Arabia, whereas Study 2b was conducted with undergraduates in the 

U.S. This allowed us to examine the presence of absence of cultural differences in the focal 

relations. 

Study 2a 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

 539 female undergraduates in psychology classes in Saudi Arabia participated for extra 

course credit. Male participants were not acquired in this study, because it is extremely difficult 

to recruit an adequate sampling of males in this cultural context. We had no sex-related 

hypotheses in the research, nor any clear reason to expect sex differences, hence we did not 

consider this an impediment to the work (ancillary analyses support this conclusion – see 

Footnote 3). The mean age of participants was 22.50 years old (range = 18-47), and participant 
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ethnicity was exclusively Saudi. All questionnaires were translated from English to Arabic 

(including back translation processes). Participants completed the IM questionnaire online during 

the first month of the semester, and completed the achievement goal measure online during the 

second month of the semester.  

Measures 

 Achievement goals. Elliot and Murayama’s (2008) Achievement Goal Questionnaire-

Revised (AGQ-R) was used to assess participants’ 2 x 2 achievement goals for their classes  (3 

items per goal: Mastery-approach (e.g., “My goal is to learn as much as possible;” α = .78), 

mastery-avoidance (e.g., “My goal is to avoid learning less than it is possible to learn”; α = 

.72), performance-approach (e.g., “My goal is to perform better than the other students”; α = 

.80), and performance-avoidance (e.g., “My goal is to avoid performing poorly compared to 

others”; α = .82). Participants responded on a 1 (not at all true for me) to 5 (extremely true for 

me) scale.
2 

 IM. The BIDR (Paulhus, 1991) was used to assess IM (α = .72); SDE was not assessed. 

Participants responded on a 1 (not at all true of me) to 5 (extremely true of me) scale.  

Results and Discussion 

 We computed Pearson Product Moment Correlations to examine the relations between 

IM and each of the achievement goals (see Table 2). The correlations revealed statistically 

significant positive relations between IM and both mastery-approach goals (r = .21, p < .001) 

and mastery-avoidance goals (r = .19, p < .001); no statistically significant relation was observed 

for the performance-based goals. In this study, SDE was not assessed and so could not be 

controlled; we attended to this limitation in Study 2b. 
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Table 2 

Impression management and achievement goals (Studies 2a / 2b). 

 
M (SD) Correlation (r) Regression (β) 

Goals 
 

IM SDE IM SDE 

Mastery-approach 3.92(0.84) / 5.67 (1.05) .21** /.21**  - / .21** - / .16**   - / .15** 

Mastery-avoidance 2.95(1.03) / 4.46 (1.48)  .19** / .09
+
 - / .00  - / .10+ - / -.04 

Performance-approach 3.13(1.01) / 5.31 (1.23)  .08 / .04 - / -.04 - / .06 - / -.06 

Performance-avoidance   3.39(1.05) / 4.82(1.55)  .04 / -.03 - / -.13* - / .02 - / -.13* 

Note: 
+
p < .10 *p < .05, **p < .01. IM = Impression Management (Study2a: M = 3.67, SD = 

0.46; Study2b: M = 3.88, SD = 0.80); SDE = Self-Deceptive Enhancement (Study 2b: M = 4.17, 

SD = 0.60). Study 2a variables used 5 point scales; Study 2b variables used 7 point scales. 

Coefficients in the correlation column are rs; coefficients in the regression column are βs. For all 

measures, coefficients before the slash represent Study 2a, coefficients after the slash represent 

Study 2b. N = 539 (Study 2a) and N = 400 (Study 2b) for SDE and IM assessments, N = 402 

(Study 2a) and N = 386 (Study 2b) for achievement goal assessments. 

 

 All but one of the aforementioned relations (the IM-fear of failure link), remained 

statistically significant when SDE was controlled. This suggests that IM scores carry substantive 
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variation, consistent with Uziel’s (2010) analysis. Achievement motives and goals may thus be 

added to the growing list of constructs to which IM appears to be systematically and 

substantively connected (see also Uziel, 2013). 

Study 2b 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

 400 undergraduates (65.0% female) in a psychology class in the U.S. participated for 

extra course credit. The mean age of participants was 19.4 years old (range = 17-32), and 

participant ethnicity: 56.3% Caucasian, 6.5% African-American, 24.8% Asian, 5.0% Hispanic, 

7.4% “Other/unspecified”. Participants completed the IM and SDE questionnaires online during 

the first week of the semester, and completed the achievement goal measure online 

approximately two weeks later. 

Measures 

 Achievement goals. The AGQ-R was used to assess participants’ 2 x 2 achievement 

goals for their class (mastery-approach α = .87, mastery-avoidance α = .78, performance-

approach α = .86, performance-avoidance α = .89). Participants responded on a 1 (not true of 

me) to 7 (extremely true of me) scale.
 

 IM and SDE. The BIDR was used to assess IM (α = .78) and SDE (α = .70). Participants 

responded on a 1 (Not True) to 7 (Very True) scale.  

Results and Discussion 

 We computed Pearson Product Moment Correlations to examine the relations between 

IM, SDE, and each of the achievement goals (see Table 2). The correlations revealed a 

statistically significant positive relation between IM and mastery-approach goals (r = .21, p < 
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.001) and a marginally significant positive relation between IM and mastery-avoidance goals (r = 

.09, p = .070); no statistically significant relation was observed for the performance-based goals.
3
 

The correlations also revealed a statistically significant positive relation between SDE and 

mastery-approach goals (r = .21, p < .001) and a statistically significant negative relation 

between SDE and performance-avoidance goals (r = -.13, p = .012).  

 We conducted multiple regression analyses to examine IM and SDE as simultaneous 

predictors of each of the achievement goals. IM was shown to be a statistically significant 

positive predictor of mastery-approach goals (β = .16, p = .002), as was SDE (β = .15, p = .003). 

IM was a statistically significant positive predictor of mastery-avoidance goals (β = .10, p = 

.054) and SDE was a statistically significant negative predictor of performance-avoidance goals 

(β = -.13, p = .013). No statistically significant results were obtained with performance-approach 

goals.  

 In sum, IM was shown to be positively related to mastery-approach and mastery-

avoidance goals, but no statistically significant relations emerged between IM and both 

performance-approach and performance-avoidance goals. This was the case when these links 

were tested alone and when tested with SDE controlled, suggesting that the IM-mastery goal 

links have a clear, substantive basis. The results were consistent across Studies 2a and 2b, despite 

these investigations being conducted in very different cultural contexts -- Saudi Arabia and the 

U.S., respectively. 

General Discussion 

 Prior research on the IM-achievement motivation relation has only focused on omnibus 

achievement motivation, namely the need for achievement; null findings have been observed. In 

the present research, we focused on differentiated achievement motivation constructs and 
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observed several systematic IM-achievement motivation links. Specifically, IM was a positive 

predictor of the workmastery motive, mastery-approach goals, and mastery-avoidance goals, and 

was a negative predictor of the competitiveness and fear of failure motives. This highlights the 

importance of considering the motive/goal, self/other, and approach/avoidance distinctions in 

studying achievement motivation.  

 Our research not only highlights the importance of viewing IM as a personality variables 

in its own right and extends the IM nomological network, but also sheds light on the nature of 

the achievement motive and achievement goal constructs. Our findings suggest that individuals 

high in self-control for the purpose of social adaption (IM) orient their competence-relevant 

desires toward intrapersonal success (workmastery) rather than interpersonal success 

(competitiveness). Likewise, these individuals focus their competence-relevant pursuits on 

approaching intrapersonal success (mastery-approach goals) and avoiding intrapersonal failure 

(mastery-avoidance goals). Each of these links may be construed as self-regulation aimed at 

acquiring outcomes in achievement settings in a way that is sensitive to both widely endorsed 

values and the feelings of others. Research to date in the achievement motivation literature has 

emphasized the negative implications of commingling achievement and affiliation concerns. For 

example, concern about losing the love of important others has been linked to fear of failure and 

performance-avoidance goal pursuit (Elliot & Thrash, 2004), and a focus on demonstrating 

ability to others has been linked to self-protection and low levels of persistence (Dweck & 

Leggett, 1986; Nicholls, 1989). The present findings are enlightening, in that they point to a 

positive implication of this achievement-affiliation comingling -- attending to social values and 

the feelings of others can facilitate motivation known to be beneficial for a number of 

achievement-relevant processes and outcomes (e.g., high effort expenditure, optimal study 
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strategies, intrinsic interest; Hulleman, Schrager, Bodmann, & Harackiewicz, 2010; Meece, 

Anderman, & Anderman, 2006).   

In our studies, SDE was positively related to workmastery and mastery-approach goals, 

and was negatively related to fear of failure and performance-avoidance goals. These relations 

are consistent with Paulhus’ (1991) portrait of SDE as a (nonconscious) tendency to see oneself 

in an overly positive light. Workmastery and mastery-approach goals are clearly desirable forms 

of motivation (pure approach) and fear of failure and performance-avoidance goals are clearly 

undesirable forms of motivation (pure avoidance; Darnon et al., 2009; Elliot, 1999), and those 

high in SDE reported higher values for the former set of variables and lower values for the latter. 

Moreover, when controlling for SDE, the positive relations between IM and both workmastery 

and mastery-approach goals were reduced to some degree (although they remained statistically 

significant), and the marginally significant negative relation between IM and fear of failure was 

no longer even marginal when SDE was controlled. To the extent that SDE captures social 

desirability variation (see Uziel, 2014), these findings suggest that IM scores are not completely 

devoid of social desirability, but instead represent a combination of substantive and extraneous 

variance. Future work would do well to seek to systematically isolate these sources of variance, 

and to test implications therein for IM as a predictor variable (for an elegant prototype of such 

work, see Dompnier et al., 2009). 

Future research is also needed to further explore some questions raised by the findings of 

our research. One such question is why IM was not substantively related to fear of failure, as we 

had predicted; the weak and nonsignificant relations observed herein must be considered 

inconclusive, awaiting a more powerful test. Another question is why IM was a statistically 

significant negative predictor of approaching other-based competence at the motive level 
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(competitiveness), but not at the goal level (performance-approach goals). In addition, research is 

needed to examine IM-achievement motivation links using other IM measures, beside the one 

from the BIDR used herein. Finally, it remains possible that individuals high in IM faked having 

competence-relevant desires/foci toward intrapersonal processes rather than truly having such 

desires/foci; subsequent work incorporating external, objective (i.e., non-self-report) criteria 

would be welcomed to test this possibility (Dompnier et al., 2009). 

In closing, the present research highlights the value of conceptualizing and utilizing IM 

as a substantive variable. Linking IM to the achievement motivation domain yielded interesting 

insights into the nature of differentiated achievement motive and goal constructs, and we think 

IM holds similar promise for research in other domains of inquiry as well. 
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Footnotes 

1. In reviewing this literature, we focus on studies explicitly designed to examine correlates of 

IM. 

2. The achievement goals items were those from the AGQ-R, but a new set of instructions and 

formatting was used (available from the lead author upon request) to maximize participant 

understanding and attention.  

3. Study 2a, which examined IM-achievement goal relations, only included females, so in Study 

2b we also tested whether sex interacted with IM in predicting the achievement goal variables. 

Neither of the central findings for mastery-based goals were moderated by sex; a Sex x IM 

interaction was observed for performance-approach goals (t = 2.15, p = 0.032), but examining 

the IM-achievement goal relation for each sex revealed that the link was not statistically 

significant for either. 
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