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ARTICLE

Lab to life: impression management effectiveness and 
behaviors
Michael Z. Wang and Judith A. Hall

Department of Psychology, Northeastern University, Boston, MA, USA

ABSTRACT
Studies assigning impression goals to achieve in the laboratory 
typically assume their results translate to social success outside. 
To test this, 156 participants interacted with a confederate, first 
with no goal (baseline) and then with a goal (post-goal). Goals were 
to appear likeable, intelligent, likeable and intelligent, or no goal 
(Control). Up to 10 friends provided ratings of participants. 
According to video perceivers, participants achieved their goals 
on average (relative to Control). Confident-type behaviors 
mediated Likeability condition assignment (relative to Control) 
and post-goal likeability, and less smiling/laughing mediated 
Intelligence condition assignment (relative to Control) and post- 
goal intelligence. Post-goal perceiver ratings (controlling for base-
line) correlated with self-rated and friend-rated social life outcomes, 
suggesting laboratory impression success translates to outside 
social success.
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Many studies have sought to understand impression management in social life using 
observational, survey, and correlational methods (e.g., Bolino & Turnley, 1999; Gardner 
& Martinko, 1988; Goffman, 1959; Leary & Allen, 2011;; Nezlek & Leary, 2002), but few 
researchers have conducted laboratory experiments to do so. Past studies with experi-
mentally assigned goals have revealed, for instance, that people instructed to be likeable 
will mimic partner mannerisms or behave agreeably, and when trying to appear intelli-
gent they tend to sit upright, increase eye contact, or look more serious (Godfrey et al., 
1986; Lakin & Chartrand, 2003; Murphy, 2007). While intriguing, we consider this 
experimental literature incomplete for two reasons. First, behavioral impression manage-
ment studies have yet to test behavioral mediation between impression goal and achieve-
ment (Godfrey et al., 1986; Lakin & Chartrand, 2003; Rubini & Sigall, 2002). Doing so 
would more precisely determine which behaviors underlie successful impression goal 
achievement. Second, it remains unclear how laboratory impression effectiveness relates 
to outside social success. Researchers might assume if one can achieve impressions in the 
laboratory, one likely can and does achieve desired impressions in social life. While a fair 
assumption, this remains to be tested.

Hence, the present research had three main goals: first, to test whether participants can 
indeed achieve impression goals when motivated to; second, to look at behavioral mediation 
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of achieving impression management goals; and third, to see if achieving impression 
management in the laboratory generalizes to the social lives of participants outside.

Measuring both effectiveness and behaviors

Impression management has been studied in many contexts, such as forming negative 
impressions and managing online appearances (Ellison et al., 2006; Kowalski & Leary, 
1990; Leary et al., 2011; McAndrew & Jeong, 2012). However, many of these studies have 
not considered together the effectiveness in impression achievement and the behaviors 
used to achieve effectiveness. For instance, numerous studies have only shown when 
various impression management behaviors are displayed, but not which behaviors are 
instrumental in goal achievement (e.g., Feldman et al., 2002; Rubini & Sigall, 2002). Other 
studies have investigated impression achievement but not any underlying behaviors (e.g., 
Levine & Feldman, 1997; Proost et al., 2010). Moreover, behavioral mediation studies 
have mostly relied on self-reports of impression management behaviors (Bolino et al., 
2008; Bolino & Turnley, 2003; Rosenberg & Egbert, 2011; Wayne & Ferris, 1990; Wayne 
& Liden, 1995).

It is important to establish experimental control over goals and measure behaviors 
empirically, which a few studies have done (Godfrey et al., 1986; Lakin & Chartrand, 
2003; Murphy, 2007). However, these studies, which can make the strongest case for 
behavioral mediation due to their direct behavioral observations, have fallen short of 
actually testing for it. For example, Murphy (2007) found behaviors correlated with 
assignment to appear intelligent and appearing intelligent (to video raters) but did not 
test mediation between both. In this study we analyzed nine verbal and nonverbal 
behaviors and employed bootstrapping to quantify mediation (Bollen & Stine, 1990; 
Mallinckrodt et al., 2006; Shrout & Bolger, 2002).

Lab to life

Much impression management research stems from organizational psychology and 
focuses on interviews and performance evaluations (Bolino et al., 2016; Guadagno & 
Cialdini, 2007; Leary & Bolino, 2017). Some such studies show laboratory impression 
effectiveness indeed relates to outcomes outside, particularly at work (e.g., Azeem et al., 
2020; Frink & Ferris, 1998; Vijayabanu et al., 2019; Wayne & Ferris, 1990). Less is clear, 
however, if laboratory effectiveness translates to outcomes in social life given there are 
good reasons both for and against.

The main reason for thinking effectiveness would translate is that what is instructed in 
the laboratory is not very different from what is done in social life. In goal-assigned 
studies, participants are typically instructed to interact with an unfamiliar partner while 
achieving an impression, either freely or under a given conversation topic (Godfrey et al., 
1986; Levine & Feldman, 1997; Murphy, 2007). While in daily life people are not usually 
assigned to make impressions on others, they frequently attempt to do so (Amaral et al., 
2019; DePaulo, 1992). Thus, assignment to achieve an impression may only provide 
additional motivation for what one is already inclined to do.

Moreover, previous laboratory studies have generally assigned ‘appearing likeable’ and 
‘appearing competent’ as goals. Although all kinds of impressions in life are sought after, 
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evidence suggests appearing likeable and competent are the two most common goals in 
social life (Bergsieker et al., 2010; Ryan & Shim, 2006, 2008). Some studies even suggest 
individuals are universally judged on likeability and competence by others (Fiske et al., 
2007, 2002). Thus, if people can achieve appearing likeable or competent in the labora-
tory, they likely use these abilities in social life thereby improving their social life quality, 
or time spent enjoying oneself with others in multiple domains (e.g., with friends, at 
work, etc.).

There are also reasons laboratory effectiveness would not translate to social life. Leary 
et al. (2011) indicated numerous differences between laboratory and social life settings, 
and how they might affect the external validity of laboratory studies assigning impression 
goals. For instance, laboratory studies often use strangers as interaction partners, whereas 
in social life, individuals spend most of their time interacting with familiar others. The 
laboratory setting, furthermore, might restrict potential paths to achieve an impression, 
compared to the numerous props and situations available in social life for achieving an 
impression (e.g., drinking beer with friends who like beer to appear more likeable).

Because good reasons exist both for and against the idea that laboratory impression 
effectiveness reflects outcomes in social life, it is worthwhile to test empirically. Thus, 
a primary goal in this study was to explore how achieving laboratory impressions related 
to social life outcomes.

The current study

Participants were videotaped trying to achieve one of three impression goals (e.g., to 
appear likeable), or not, while interacting freely with a confederate twice, once with no 
goal (‘baseline’) and again with their assigned goal (‘post-goal’). These videotapes were 
edited, coded for behaviors, and shown to new perceivers who rated participants either 
on likeability or intelligence. Additionally, we gathered self-reports and peer ratings to 
explore how laboratory impression effectiveness related to social life outcomes.

We manipulated three impression goals: appearing likeable (Likeability condition), 
appearing intelligent (Intelligence condition), and appearing both likeable and intelligent 
(Both condition). There was a ‘nothing-assigned’ condition (Control) as well, creating 
a 2 × 4 between-participants design (baseline vs. post-goal × appearing likeable vs. 
appearing intelligent vs. appearing both likeable and intelligent vs. control).

Importantly, the Both condition was included because individuals often pursue multi-
ple impressions in life (Leary & Allen, 2011), but only a few studies have looked at the 
effects of appearing likeable and competent simultaneously (Agerström et al., 2012; 
Proost et al., 2010; Vohs et al., 2005; Wann et al., 2000). Indeed, little is known about 
what people do to successfully achieve multiple impressions at once, thus researchers 
have called for more studies on this topic (Leary et al., 2011).

Our first goal was to determine whether assignment to these three impression goals 
would enhance participants’ respective outcomes relative to the Control condition.

Our second purpose was to explore behavioral mediation. Previous studies suggest 
smiling, laughing, and nodding correlate with likeability (Godfrey et al., 1986; Reysen, 
2006), while speaking time and nodding correlate with appearing intelligent (Murphy, 
2007). Therefore, we looked at smiling/laughing, nodding, and speaking time, along with 
six other verbal and nonverbal behaviors.
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Finally, we examined whether laboratory post-goal impressions would positively relate 
to social life impressions and social life quality when controlling for laboratory baseline 
impressions. Specifically, we wanted to test whether impressions made when one is 
motivated to make them (post-goal) can impact others above and beyond impressions 
made without explicit effort or attempt (baseline).

Method

Participants

Participants were 156 students (41 male, 113 female, 2 other) from Northeastern 
University (Boston, MA), recruited from the participant pool for course credit or via 
campus flyers for monetary compensation (M age = 20.32 years, SD = 2.99, range = 18– 
34); ethnicity was 41.03% White/Caucasian, 50.00% Asian/Pacific Islander, 4.49% Black/ 
African American, and 13.46% other ethnicity/race. Originally 160 participants were run, 
but two declined video consent and two were lost for technical reasons.

Video perceivers

Perceivers were 80 students (38 males, 42 females) recruited from the participant pool for 
course credit at Northeastern University. No perceivers participated as participants. The 
average age of perceivers was 19.44 (SD = 1.3, range = 17–23). Ethnicity was 55.0% 
White/Caucasian, 30.0% Asian/Pacific Islander, 2.5% Black/African American, and 
25.0% other ethnicity/race.

Friends

676 friends (226 males, 445 females, 5 other) were nominated by participants. For seven 
participants, either no friends were nominated or none of the nominated friends 
responded to our survey. The average age of friends was 21.02 years (SD = 3.23, 
range = 16–67). Ethnicity was 52.07% White/Caucasian, 37.43% Asian/Pacific Islander, 
5.33% Black/African American, and 15.68% Other.

Materials

Demographics
Participants, friends, and perceivers completed a demographic questionnaire.

Quality of social life questionnaire
Participants completed eight items created for this study to assess social life quality (‘the 
time spent enjoying oneself with friends, acquaintances, and other people’) in general, at 
work, with friends, and at the dormitory. Socializing quality and frequency were asked 
about in each of these domains. Socializing quality was rated from 1 (not very good) to 5 
(very good) and socializing frequency from 1 (hardly ever) to 5 (all the time). All eight 
items were averaged into one score and higher scores indicated greater social life quality 
(α =.82, M = 3.87, SD = .64).
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Request for peer ratings
Participants provided e-mails of up to 10 friends varying in familiarity (from acquain-
tances to close friends), but not family members because they might rate participants 
positively no matter what they truly think or how (in)frequently they interact.

Procedure for participants

Participants came to the laboratory one at a time in 90-min sessions. At each session’s 
start, the participant and another ‘student’ (confederate) were told they would participate 
in two interactions. Confederates (5 male, 9 female) were university research assistants 
and blind to the existence of experimental goal assignments. Participants were randomly 
assigned to confederates, who each had set schedules. Participant names were sent to 
confederates ahead of time, and if confederates knew the participant, a different partici-
pant unknown to the confederate was assigned. In the first (‘baseline’) interaction, the 
dyad was instructed to talk about anything they liked for 5 min while visibly on camera. 
After, the dyad was separated into different rooms for a short ‘break’ (to use the restroom 
or water fountain) before the second interaction. During this break, participants were 
given one of three condition instructions for the upcoming interaction (appearing like-
able, appearing intelligent, appearing both likeable and intelligent) or were not assigned 
anything (Control). After the break, the dyad was brought together for the second (‘post- 
goal’) interaction and instructed again to talk about anything they liked for 15 min1 while 
visibly on camera. Once finished, the dyad separated and the participant completed 
surveys, was debriefed by the experimenter, and asked not to discuss the study outside 
the laboratory.

Video perceiver ratings

Two 30-s video clips were excerpted from each baseline interaction video, one at the 
1-min mark and the second at the 3-min mark (referred below as early vs. late). Two 30-s 
video clips were also excerpted from the post-goal period, one at the 1-min mark (early), 
and the other at the 3-min mark (late). Only the participant was in frame in each clip.

Perceivers were randomly assigned to rate the clips on either likeability or intelligence, 
for either early baseline, late baseline, early post-goal, or late post-goal. Ten perceivers 
were assigned to each cell of this 2 × 2 × 2 design. Perceivers were encouraged to use the 
full range of the rating scales and apply a consistent standard.

Depending on assignment, perceivers rated three likeability questions or three intelli-
gence questions. The likeability questions were ‘If you ever met this person in real life, 
how much would you want to see this person again?’, ‘How likeable did you find this 
person to be?’ (relative to other university students), and ‘If you ever met this person in 
real life, how likely would you guys be good friends?’. Each was rated from −10 (not at all) 
to 10 (very much) and averaged (α = .98, M = 1.05, SD = 3.60). Intelligence questions 
were ‘How intelligent did you find this person to be compared to other students at your 
university,’ ‘How well-informed did you find this person to be,’ and ‘How competent 
overall did you find this person to be.’ Each was rated relative to other university students 
on the same scale as likeability and averaged in later analyses (α = .97, M = 1.83, 
SD = 3.04). We derived internal reliability by averaging across perceivers, early/late 
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clips, and baseline/post-goal interactions to produce one mean rating (40 perceivers 
altogether) for each likeability question for each perceiver, and the same for each 
intelligence question (40 different perceivers), before calculating Cronbach’s alpha for 
the three items of each type.

Friend ratings

Online surveys were sent to the e-mails of friends nominated by participants. The friends’ 
questionnaire consisted of 13 items rated from 0 to 100 (endpoint labels varied between 
items). Items were split into four subscales: likeability (two items, α = .86, M = 82.21, 
SD = 11.17), intelligence (two items, α = .80, M = 83.20, SD = 9.14), closeness (two items, 
α = .87, M = 76.13, SD = 14.48), and social skill (nine items, α = .87, M = 73.39, 
SD = 12.64). Eight social skill items were averaged into one score, which was averaged 
again with the remaining social skill item to form the social skill subscale score.

Behavior coding

Nine behaviors (leaning in, nodding, smiling/laughing, sounding confident, speaking 
about partner, speaking about self, new topics initiated, questions asked, time used to 
speak) were reliably coded by two female research assistants. Four additional behaviors 
were coded (eye contact, humor/telling stories, encouraging, interruptions), but were 
dropped from subsequent analyses due to low reliability and are not mentioned further. 
The behaviors were taken or modified from the Communication Skills Rating Scale 
(Spitzberg & Adams, 2007). Leaning in, nodding, smiling/laughing, speaking about 
partner, and speaking about self were rated from 1 (not at all) to 5 (constantly); sounding 
confident was rated from 1 (not very confident) to 5 (extremely confident). New topics 
initiated and questions asked were counted, and time spent speaking was timed. The 
coders each coded half of the same 30-s clips the perceivers viewed.

To assess coder reliability, both research assistants coded 40 video clips taken from the 
Control condition’s post-goal interactions. The reliability (correlation between coders) 
was acceptable (r ≥ .70) for all behaviors: leaning in, .77; nodding, .71; smiling/laughing, 
.91; sounding confident, .76; speaking about partner, .91; speaking about self, .70; new 
topics initiated, .73; questions, .95; and time speaking, .97 (all df = 38).

Results

Laboratory impression effectiveness

Likeability
Figure 1 shows perceiver likeability ratings from baseline to post-goal for all conditions. 
A 2 × 4 mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted, with baseline versus post- 
goal ratings as a repeated measure and the four conditions as the between-participants 
factor. The test of differential impact of the goal conditions was the Time (baseline vs. 
post-goal) × Condition interaction, F(3, 152) = 5.66, p < .001. Figure 1 indicates the pre- 
post increase in likeability was greatest for the Likeability condition, and next greatest for 
the Both condition, which makes sense given the Both condition participants were also 
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trying to be likeable (and intelligent). Planned contrasts revealed the Likeability condi-
tion was significantly higher in post-goal likeability than the Control condition, t 
(76) = 2.32, p < .05. Looking at baseline-to-post-goal change, the Control condition 
appeared equally likeable between baseline and post-goal, further suggesting the goal 
instruction was responsible for increasing likeability in the Likeability condition. In 
descending order at post-goal, the Likeability condition appeared most likeable, followed 
by the Both condition, then the Intelligence condition, and then the Control condition.

Intelligence
In Figure 2, perceiver intelligence ratings from baseline to post-goal are shown for all 
conditions. The same two-way ANOVA was applied with perceivers’ intelligence ratings. 
The predicted Time (baseline vs. post-goal) × Condition interaction was significant, F(3, 
152) = 2.78, p < .05. Planned contrasts showed participants in the Intelligence condition t 
(76) = 2.92, p < .01, and Both condition t(78) = 2.13, p < .05, appeared significantly more 
intelligent at post-goal than Control condition participants. Interestingly, Control con-
dition participants appeared less intelligent from baseline to post-goal whereas the 
Intelligence condition (and Both condition to a lesser extent) appeared equally intelligent 
across interactions. In descending order at post-goal, the Intelligence condition appeared 
most intelligent, then the Both condition, then the Likeability condition, and lastly the 
Control condition.

Combined likeability and intelligence
In Figure 3, perceiver combined impression ratings (likeability and intelligence ratings 
averaged) from baseline to post-goal are shown for all conditions. The two-way ANOVA 
was run using these combined impression ratings. The Time (baseline vs. post-goal) 
×Condition interaction was significant, F(3, 152) = 3.38, p < .05. Planned contrasts 
showed the Both [t(78) = 2.10, p < .05], Likeability [t(76) = 2.02, p < .05], and 

Figure 1. Perceiver-rated likeability from baseline to post-goal interactions for all conditions.  
Note. Scale on the left-hand side is from 0 to 21.
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Intelligence [t(76) = 2.06, p < .05] conditions showed significantly more post-goal like-
ability and intelligence than the Control. This was hypothesized for the Both condition, 
but again, the Control condition decreased in appearing likeable and intelligent while the 
other conditions increased. In descending order at post-goal, the Both condition 
appeared most likeable and intelligent (averaged), then the Likeability condition, then 
the Intelligence condition, and finally the Control condition.

Figure 2. Perceiver-rated intelligence from baseline to post-goal interactions for all conditions.  
Note. Scale on the left-hand side is from 0 to 21.

Figure 3. Perceiver-rated combined impressions from baseline to post-goal interactions for all 
conditions.  
Note. Scale on the left-hand side is from 0 to 21.
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Behavioral mediation

The laboratory experiment showed that, according to perceivers, all assigned goals (to 
appear likeable, intelligent, or both likeable and intelligent) produced significant differ-
ences in the relevant perceiver ratings relative to the Control. Lens models (Brunswik, 
1956) were then created for all three goals to visualize correlations among goal assign-
ment, post-goal behaviors, and post-goal perceiver ratings, with mediation testing via 
bootstrapping (Shrout & Bolger, 2002). Importantly, mediation via bootstrapping was 
only tested for a behavior if two criteria were met: 1) the impression goal assignment 
correlated with the post-goal outcome, and 2) the behavior correlated with both impres-
sion goal assignment and post-goal outcome. Lens models display cues associated with 
a perceived impression and its corresponding reality (e.g., appearing extraverted and 
being extraverted; Hall et al., 2014) or corresponding goal (e.g., appearing intelligent and 
trying to appear intelligent; Murphy, 2007). In our lens models, perceivers were averaged 
within their respective ratings, and participants were treated as the units of analysis. In 
Figure 4–6, the values indicate (1) correlations between goal assignment (goal vs. 
Control) and cues, (2) correlations between cues and the averaged perceiver ratings, 
and (3) the correlation between goal assignment and perceiver ratings (bottom of each 
figure).

Likeability
Figure 4 (looking left to right) depicts how assignment to the Likeability condition 
(compared to the Control condition) correlated with post-goal behaviors, and how 
these correlated with post-goal likeability as reflected in the perceiver ratings; these 
paths are referred to as cue validities and cue utilizations, respectively, in lens model 
terminology.

Figure 4. Behavioral lens model between the Likeability condition (coded as 1) compared to the 
Control condition (coded as 0) and perceiver-rated post-goal likeability.  
Note. Correlations are shown above. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. The underlined behaviors 
mediated overall political skill and perceiver-rated likeability via bootstrapping. The bottom-most 
correlation shows the point-biserial correlation between condition assignment and perceiver-rated 
likeability in the post-goal phase.

SOCIAL INFLUENCE 9



Numerous listening-type behaviors resulted from being assigned to appear likeable (e.g., 
speaking about partner, asking questions, etc.) and three of them were correlated with post- 
goal likeability ratings (speaking about partner, initiating new topics, sounding confident). 
To quantify how well the cue validity pattern matched the cue utilization pattern across all 
the cues, a vector correlation was calculated whereby the cue validity correlations (on the 
left) are correlated with the cue utilization correlations (on the right). This correlation was r 

Figure 5. Behavioral lens model between the Intelligence condition (coded as 1) compared to the 
Control condition (coded as 0) and perceiver-rated post-goal intelligence.  
Note. Correlations are shown above. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. The underlined behaviors 
mediated overall political skill and perceiver-rated likeability via bootstrapping. The bottom-most 
correlation shows the point-biserial correlation between condition assignment and perceiver-rated 
likeability in the post-goal phase.

Figure 6. Behavioral lens model between the Both condition (coded as 1) compared to the Control 
condition (coded as 0) and perceiver-rated post-goal combined impressions.  
Note. Correlations are shown above. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. The bottom-most correlation 
shows the point-biserial correlation between condition assignment and perceiver-rated likeability in 
the post-goal phase.
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(7) = .52, suggesting perceivers indeed utilized an appropriate pattern of cues when judging 
the likeability of participants assigned to be likeable versus not. Bootstrapping confirmed 
two behaviors (underlined in Figure 4), initiating new topics and sounding confident, 
significantly mediated the relationship between Likeability condition assignment (com-
pared to the Control condition) and post-goal likeability (Table 1).

Intelligence
Figure 5 shows how Intelligence condition assignment (compared to the Control condi-
tion) correlated with post-goal behaviors, and how these correlated with post-goal 
intelligence. Some behaviors which, together, suggest having a serious conversation 
(e.g., initiating more new topics, less smiling/laughing) were correlated with 
Intelligence condition assignment, and these behaviors also correlated with post-goal 
intelligence. The vector correlation was r(7) = .77, indicating that Intelligence condition 
participants generally used behaviors successfully to appear intelligent (compared to the 
Control condition). Bootstrapping showed less smiling/laughing (underlined in Figure 5) 
significantly mediated the relationship between Intelligence condition assignment (com-
pared to the Control condition) and post-goal intelligence (Table 1).

Combined likeability and intelligence
Figure 6 depicts how Both condition assignment (compared to the Control condition) 
correlated with post-goal behaviors, and how post-goal behaviors correlated with post-goal 
combined impressions. Only leaning in significantly correlated with Both condition assign-
ment, and time spent speaking and sounding confident correlated with appearing both 
likeable and intelligent. Overall, this lens model showed fewer significant correlations than 
the other two impression goals. Furthermore, the vector correlation was very weak, r 
(7) = .06. The few significant correlations for the coded cues and the weak vector correlation 
indicate that Both condition participants (compared to the Control condition) likely used 
other behaviors not measured in this study to successfully appear likeable and intelligent.

Lab and social life effectiveness

The final question regarded how laboratory-based impression effectiveness related to 
social life outcomes. To analyze this, participant perceiver ratings were matched to their 
respective assigned goal to create ‘goal-matched ratings’ separately for baseline and post- 
goal. For Likeability condition participants, the data contributing to their goal-matched 

Table 1. Behavioral Mediation Analyses via Bootstrapping (10,000 resamples each).

Independent 
variable Mediator variable

Dependent 
variable

β mean 
indirect 
effect

SE of 
mean

95% CI mean 
indirect effect 

(lower)

95% CI mean 
indirect effect 

(upper)

1. Likeability 
condition →

Sounding 
confident →

Perceiver-rated 
likeability

.4228 .2009 .0737 .8623

2. Likeability 
condition →

Topics 
Initiated →

Perceiver-rated 
likeability

.4552 .1749 .1330 .8210

3. Intelligence 
condition →

Smiling/ 
laughing →

Perceiver-rated 
intelligence

.2402 .1351 .0108 .5425

Note. Goal conditions were compared to Control. Perceiver ratings were post-goal. Bolded confidence intervals do not 
contain zero.
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baseline ratings were their baseline likeability perceiver ratings; for Intelligence condition 
participants, the data were the baseline intelligence perceiver ratings; and for Both 
condition participants, the data were the baseline combined likeability and intelligence 
perceiver ratings. The procedure was the same for post-goal goal-matched ratings but 
using post-goal ratings instead. Thus, all participants (excluding Control participants) 
could be included in the same analysis by contributing their own condition-specific 
impression ratings.

These goal-matched ratings were then correlated with the social life outcomes provided 
by participants and friends. A positive correlation indicated that participants who were 
rated higher by perceivers on their goal-matched rating had more successful social life 
outcomes, according to self and friends. Indeed, goal-matched post-goal ratings were 
positively correlated with the social life outcomes even when controlling for goal- 
matched baseline ratings (see Table 2): self-rated social life quality, r(114) = .26, p < .01, 
friend-rated likeability, r(107) = .22, p < .05, friend-rated intelligence, r(107) = .16, p < .10, 
friend-rated closeness, r(107) = .22, p < .05, and friend-rated social skill, r(107) = .20, 
p < .05.

Altogether, these results suggest that participants’ ability to achieve their impression 
goals above and beyond impressions achieved at baseline in the laboratory was related to 
success in social life.

Discussion

The current study measured social goal attainment in a laboratory assigned-goal para-
digm, examined behaviors associated with goal assignment and impression achievement, 
and tested whether laboratory post-goal impressions correlated with self- and friend- 
rated social life outcomes, even when controlling for laboratory baseline impressions.

Laboratory impression effectiveness

In the laboratory, appearing likeable, intelligent, or both likeable and intelligent 
were assigned as social goals, and goal attainment was measured as perceiver base-
line to post-goal ratings. In all three conditions, goal-assigned participants received 
higher effectiveness ratings than Control participants, relative to their respective 
baseline performance.

Interestingly, different patterns among the conditions arose between impression 
goals. The Likeability condition increased in likeability from baseline to post-goal, 
while the Control condition appeared equally likeable across interactions. This 

Table 2. Correlations between Goal-Matched Post-goal Perceiver Ratings and Social Life Outcomes.
Self ratings Friend ratings

Goal-matched 
perceiver ratings Social life quality Likeability Intelligence Closeness Social skill

Post-goal (controlling for baseline) .26** .22* .16† .22* .20*

Note. Baseline ratings were partialled out from post-goal ratings. 
†p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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pattern was expected for intelligence and combined impression outcomes, but the 
Intelligence condition appeared equally intelligent from baseline to post-goal while 
the Control condition appeared less intelligent across interactions, and the Both 
condition increased in appearing likeable and intelligent while the Control condition 
decreased in appearing likeable and intelligent across interactions. Why might this 
be? Perhaps people (particularly college students) naturally try to look intelligent 
upon first acquaintance and ease up after first impressions are made. Or appearing 
intelligent might be especially effortful, and this effort drops off because its beha-
viors are fairly involved (e.g., pauses, speaking time, gesturing, nodding, etc.; 
Murphy, 2007).

Behavioral Mediation

To study behaviors associated with impression assignment and achievement, we created 
lens models depicting goal assignments (compared to the Control) correlated with 
several post-goal behaviors, and those behaviors correlated with the associated post- 
goal outcomes. Because all three goal assignments correlated with their outcome (e.g., 
Likeability condition assignment correlated with post-goal likeability), we could further 
explore behavioral mediation between goal assignment and outcome achievement via 
bootstrapping (Hayes, 2009).

Compared to the Control condition, participants in the Likeability condition 
exhibited more partner-oriented behaviors such as speaking about one’s partner and 
asking questions. This makes sense considering people frequently show interest in 
others when attempting ingratiation (Godfrey et al., 1986). Additionally, the behaviors 
predicting post-goal likeability seem conversational in nature, such as initiating new 
topics and using the time to speak. Bootstrapping revealed two behaviors, initiating 
new topics and sounding confident, mediated assignment to the Likeability condition 
(compared to the Control) and post-goal likeability. Sounding confident may subsume 
more specific verbal and nonverbal behaviors (Jiang & Pell, 2017; Locke & Anderson, 
2015), meriting further dissection in future research. Both variables arguably portray 
a comfortableness in interaction (sounding confident implies one is relaxed and 
engaged when socializing, and initiating new topics suggests one can entertain 
a variety of conversations). Thus, demonstrating comfort in interaction may be key 
to successfully appearing likeable to others (Davydenko et al., 2020).

In contrast, participants in the Intelligence condition (compared to the Control) 
showed more seriousness by smiling/laughing less. This is perhaps due to discussing 
more intellectual topics (e.g., political theories), which can be less jovial compared to 
more casual topics (e.g., pet stories). In fact, post-goal intelligence was predicted by 
behaviors like time spent speaking, initiating new topics, and less smiling/laughing, 
suggesting that appearing intelligent may be largely due to what is discussed and specific 
verbal cues. Indeed, decreased smiling/laughing significantly mediated Intelligence con-
dition assignment (compared to the Control) and post-goal intelligence.

Assignment to the Both condition (compared to the Control) only correlated with 
leaning in, while post-goal combined impressions correlated with time spent speaking 
and sounding confident. No behaviors correlated with both the Both condition assign-
ment and post-goal combined impressions, but the Both condition assignment and 

SOCIAL INFLUENCE 13



outcome were correlated nonetheless indicating participants may have used other 
uncoded behaviors to achieve the goal. Because there is a dearth of literature on 
behaviors underlying effectiveness at achieving multiple impressions, research incor-
porating more behaviors and types of goals is needed, both in the laboratory and in 
social life.

Lab and social life effectiveness

To explore how laboratory impressions related to social life outcomes, the relevant post- 
goal perceiver ratings of each goal-assigned condition (e.g., Intelligence condition’s post- 
goal intelligence), were correlated with self- and friend-rated social life outcomes. Indeed, 
these goal-matched post-goal ratings were significantly correlated with all the outcomes 
even when controlling for goal-matched baseline ratings. Thus, the ability to achieve 
impressions in the laboratory related to social life success, above and beyond impressions 
made without explicit instruction.

Limitations and future directions

Several limitations should be addressed. First, only friends were nominated by partici-
pants to make ratings on them, but interactions with acquaintances, strangers, and work 
colleagues also constitute one’s social life. The friends’ data had sufficient variability to 
produce good reliability and significant associations with laboratory impressions. 
However, strangers and work colleagues may hold different (even opposing) impressions 
of the participant than friends. Thus, future studies should gather a wider range of people 
from an individual’s social life.

Second, only nine interpersonal behaviors were analyzed, therefore, there may be 
many more mediators of goal achievement we did not uncover. As noted above, we 
speculated that uncoded behaviors were responsible for the relationship between the 
Both condition assignment and post-goal combined impressions. Because not much 
literature exists on successfully achieving multiple impressions, it is difficult to surmise 
which behaviors exactly would account for effectively pursuing impressions like appear-
ing likeable and intelligent simultaneously. Future research should code many more 
behaviors in addition to the ones in this study.

Third, we did not look at whether on-demand laboratory performance influences 
social life or the other way around. Given the data, we were careful not to make causal 
claims because this was not the focus. Instead, we aimed to show that laboratory 
impression results were indeed related to social life outcomes, to support the external 
validity of past impression laboratory experiments. Still, it would be useful to know which 
way the relationship between laboratory impression effectiveness and social life impres-
sion effectiveness runs (if not bidirectional).

Fourth, we did not test for cultural variation. Although our sample had plenty of both 
Caucasian/White and Asian/Pacific Islander students, it was not large enough to mean-
ingfully compare results between these two groups. Behaviors are often interpreted 
differently by various cultures (Mandal, 2014; Matsumoto & Hwang, 2013; Park et al., 
2013), so effectively achieving impressions might look vastly different around the world. 
Future research can study cultural influences on impression effectiveness by exploring 
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behaviors mediating impression success in other cultural, national, or ethnic 
backgrounds.

Fifth, there were relatively few participants per condition (N = 40). This was not 
necessarily a limitation in this study given we found what we predicted (individuals can 
achieve impression goals relative to a control and laboratory impression ability related to 
social life outcomes). However, future research utilizing larger samples could uncover 
more behavioral mediation results.

Lastly, while we provided evidence that individuals, on average, can achieve appearing 
likeable, intelligent, or both when they try, and laboratory impression achievement is gen-
erally reflected in social life, we studied only several of many impressions commonly pursued 
in life, such as wanting to appear seductive, dominant, spontaneous, virtuous, modest, 
memorable, or even anti-social. Compared to appearing likeable, intelligent, or both, these 
other goals might exhibit different relationships between laboratory and social life effective-
ness, and different behaviors used in their pursuit. Hence, it is worthwhile to continue 
studying how additional impressions are effectively achieved in the laboratory and in social 
life.

Note

1. The second ‘post-goal’ interaction was 10 minutes longer than the first ‘baseline’ interaction 
to give participants more time to implement their goal. However, no portion of these extra 
10 minutes were seen by perceivers, and hence should not have affected any variables in this 
study.
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