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Focus group respondents are often requested to perform tasks that require them to convey infor-
mation about themselves. However, despite the potential for respondents to have
self-presentational concerns, research on focus group productivity has virtually ignored extant
scholarship on impression management. This shortcoming is addressed by presenting a concep-
tual overview of the effects of self-presentational concerns on focus group participation. A
product of this overview is a conceptual model that posits that the amount and nature of informa-
tion that people convey about themselves to others is a function of their eagerness to make de-
sired impressions and their subjective probabilities of doing so. According to the model, when
focus group participants are highly motivated to make desired impressions, they may be reluc-
tant to present unbiased images of themselves. However, they are not likely to deceive unless
they are confident in their abilities to ascertain and enact desired images. Those who are moti-
vated to make desired impressions but are doubtful of doing so are likely to protect themselves
by concealing self-relevant information or avoiding self-relevant issues. Implications of this
model for research and practice are discussed.

Focus groups are used frequently by marketing practitioners
(Burns & Bush, 1998; Kinnear & Root, 1988) and occasionally
by marketing scholars (e.g., Green & Alden, 1988) who want
to enrich their understanding of consumer behavior. Cost and
convenience undoubtedly contribute to their appeal (Fern,
1982a). However, these factors may also contribute to the
dearth of studies examining their productivity because few re-
searchers have the resources to conduct such investigations
(McDonald, 1993). Consequently, critical inquiry has not kept
pace with growth in their use (Advertising Research Founda-
tion, 1985) and our knowledge of them is limited to “a large
body of popular wisdom on the subject” (Corfman, 1995, p.
354). Lunt (1996) expressed similar concerns when he asserted
that “Those using the methods over the past 40 years or so have
evolved ad hoc rules of thumb [italics added] that have been
passed down and then formalized in the how-to books as ‘good
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practice’” (p. 82). Morgan and Spanish (1984) offered perhaps
the most severe criticism of our knowledge about focus groups
when they asserted that “there is nothing sacred (or even nec-
essarily correct) [italics added] about the current way that fo-
cus groups are conducted in market research” (p. 255). These
criticisms highlight the need for better theory and additional re-
search on the topic of focus groups.

Much of what has been written about focus groups can be
classified as either descriptive accounts of procedures and
uses (e.g., Bellenger, Bernhardt, & Goldstucker, 1987; Wells,
1974) or discussions of strengths (e.g., Greenbaum, 1991;
Hess, 1968) and limitations (e.g., Yoell, 1974). In fact, the
costs and benefits of focus groups have often been debated in
articles either for (e.g., McQuarrie & Mclntyre, 1986, 1987)
or against (e.g., Seymour, 1987) the use of focus groups for
various applications. Proponents (e.g., Greenbaum, 1991;
Kitzinger, 1994; Morgan, 1996) emphasize various advan-
tages of group research. For example, cost and speed are often
cited (e.g., Wells, 1974). However, focus groups are more
than just quick and dirty substitutes for quantitative tech-
niques (McQuarrie & MclIntyre, 1990). They also offer re-
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spondent interaction and other advantages (Hess, 1968).
Opponents (e.g., Yoell, 1974) argue that the potential for the
group or particular members to exert undue influence on
some participants is a major drawback of focus groups. Even
some advocates concede that censorship and conformity
(Asbury, 1995; Carey & Smith, 1994) and other response dis-
tortions (McQuarrie & Mclntyre, 1990) do occur in focus
groups. Critics (e.g., Yoell, 1974) view these occurrences as
problems that result in output that is of limited value. The
controversy surrounding the utility of focus groups is proba-
bly best reflected in the following rhetorical question by a
prominent consumer researcher: “How can anything so bad
be good?” (Wells, 1974, pp. 2-145).

Although previous writings have produced useful guide-
lines for practitioners to follow, these guidelines have rarely
been tested (e.g., Corfman, 1995; Falco, Patzer, & Spence,
1998; Fern, 1982a; Nelson & Frontczak, 1988) or integrated
into a theoretical framework (e.g., Calder, 1977; McQuarrie
& Mclntyre, 1988, 1990). We address only the latter short-
coming by presenting a conceptual overview of
self-presentation and focus group behavior. Because focus
group participants are often asked to perform tasks that re-
quire them to reveal information about themselves, their re-
sponses may be affected by self-presentational concerns. We
outline some antecedents of these concerns and discuss out-
comes that may ensue when they are excessive. We also pres-
ent a conceptual model of self-presentation and focus group
participation and discuss its implications for future research
and practice. However, we begin with a brief review of extant
scholarship on focus groups.

BACKGROUND AND
LITERATURE REVIEW

The label focus group is often applied loosely to any type of
group interview (McQuarrie, 1996). However, the prototypical
focus group is “a small group of people brought together and
guided by a moderator through an unstructured, spontaneous
discussion about some topic” (Burns & Bush, 1998, pp.
216-217). Calder (1977) distinguished among three types of fo-
cus groups that differ in terms of the type of knowledge they seek
to generate and offered important insights about how the type of
knowledge sought should influence research design decisions.
However, because his typology does not appear to be reflected in
practice (Fern, 1982a; McDonald, 1994), it is ignored in this arti-
cle. Moreover, some social phenomena (e.g., social comparison
processes) are likely to affect virtually any focus group
(McQuarrie & Mclntyre, 1990), so this theory should shed light
on participant behavior in focus groups, broadly defined.

The technique has been used in marketing (Bellenger et
al., 1987), sociology (Krueger, 1994), education (e.g., Basch,
1987; Flores & Alonso, 1995; Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub,
1996), and other applied social science disciplines (e.g.,
Byers & Wilcox, 1991; Hoppe, Wells, Morrison, Gillmore, &

Wilsdon, 1995). It has become so popular that the term focus
groups often appears in the popular press (Krueger, 1995).
However, despite the numerous and varied uses of focus
groups, researchers (e.g., Fern, 1982a; Nelson & Frontczak,
1988) have primarily examined their use for idea generation
and have focused on quantity and quality of ideas generated
as key indicators of productivity. This emphasis has persisted
despite the belief that focus groups are rarely good sources of
new product ideas (Greenbaum, 1993) and the fact that idea
generation constitutes only a subset of focus group uses
(Corfman, 1997).

Some monographs (e.g., Krueger, 1994; Stewart &
Shamdasani, 1990) have been written to further our under-
standing of focus groups. Authors of these monographs have
reviewed various studies of small group processes to find con-
ditions that facilitate productive group discussions. This ap-
proach, which has enabled them to identify factors that are
likely to affect group productivity, has one noteworthy limita-
tion. The nature of the tasks involved in many of the studies
(e.g., group decision making) differs from the nature of the fo-
cus group task. Focus group participants are often asked to
state opinions, discuss behaviors, express values, or reveal
other self-relevant information. Hence, discussion quality of-
ten depends on their willingness to share this information with
others. Although the set of factors affecting self-presentation in
groups and the set of factors affecting performance on other
group tasks may intersect, they are probably not isomorphic.
Even when factors are common to different group tasks, they
may have different effects on performance outcomes. For ex-
ample, Fern (1982a) found large groups to produce more ideas
than small ones, but Corfman (1997) found self-disclosure to
decrease with the size of the group.!

Other studies (e.g., Corfman, 1995, 1997; Fern, 1983; Nel-
son & Frontczak, 1988) have examined self-disclosure as a
measure of focus group output. These studies often draw on
work on self-disclosure and disclosure reciprocity (e.g.,
Altman, 1973; Derlega, Wilson, & Chaikin, 1976; Jourard,
1971) to support propositions concerning group effects on in-
dividuals’ willingness to disclose private information in fo-
cus group settings. However, findings from that literature
may not generalize to focus group settings because many
self-disclosure studies (e.g., Altman, 1973; Derlega et al,,
1976) examine disclosure in dyads, whereas focus groups
have more than two participants. Moreover, because other
studies (e.g., Jourard, 1959, 1971) focus on interactions
among acquaintances or intimates (Derlega, Metts, Petronio,
& Margulis, 1993), their findings may not apply to a focus
group context where groups consisting of strangers are often
used or encouraged (Bellenger et al., 1987; Payne, 1976).

"Fern’s (1982a) findings were based on group-level data, whereas
Corfman’s (1997) findings were based on the individual level of analysis.
However, the two studies draw different conclusions about the relation be-
tween group size and focus group productivity.



Like self-disclosure, many other focus group activities
have the potential to implicate the self. For instance, idea gen-
eration involves demonstrations of creativity and compe-
tence. If these traits are valued by participants and are on
display during social intercourse, then self-presentational
concerns are likely to be salient even during focus group ses-
sions that do not involve direct statements of attitudinal posi-
tions. Given the limits of other lines of inquiry and the fact
that self-presentational concerns may emerge in various fo-
cus group settings, an approach that attempts to understand
these concerns is warranted—hence, the purpose of this arti-
cle, which provides a conceptual overview of the effects of
self-presentational concerns on the nature and extent of par-
ticipation in focus groups.2

IS SELF-PRESENTATION ALWAYS
DETRIMENTAL TO FOCUS GROUP
PRODUCTIVITY?

The mere mention of self-presentation in the context of focus
groups is likely to be viewed as an indictment of focus group
research, especially because self-presentational concerns un-
doubtedly give rise to the socially desirable responding (e.g.,
Yoell, 1974) and social posturing (e.g., Seymour, 1987) cited
by focus group critics. However, recent theorizing about fo-
cus groups (e.g., McQuarrie & Mclntyre, 1988) suggests that
self-presentational concerns among participants can also be
beneficial to research sponsors. In their discussion of group
difference, McQuarrie and Mclntyre argued that group set-
tings produce selection and volume effects that enhance dis-
cussion quality. Selection effects reflect the tendency of com-
mon concerns to be more probable and idiosyncratic ones to
be less probable during group interviews than during individ-
ual interviews. Volume effects result from the tendency of
common concerns to be more prominent and idiosyncratic
ones to be less prominent during group interviews than during
individual interviews. Because common concerns are, pre-
sumably, the most important ones, the tendency of focus
group participants to suppress idiosyncratic concerns results
in greater discussion of the major ones. By conceding that
group processes bias outcomes, but suggesting that this bias
may have positive consequences, McQuarrie and Mclntyre
(1988) had “made a virtue out of what is typically seen as the
Achilles heel of focus groups” (p. 585).

Their contention that group settings affect what people
talk about has received empirical support (e.g., Schlosser,
1997). In fact, the mere anticipation of a group discussion af-
fects what people prepare to discuss (Schlosser & Shavitt,

2Although we argue that self-presentational concerns may arise even in
focus groups that do not require self-disclosure or direct statements of attitu-
dinal positions (e.g., idea generation), our discussion focuses primarily on
behavior in focus group settings that do.
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1999). Although McQuarrie and McIntyre (1988) discussed
how self-presentational concerns affect the issues that people
talk about during group discussions, they did not consider
how these concerns affect the positions that people take on is-
sues. The possibility that severe distortions (e.g., understate-
ments, exaggeration, or even fabrication) may occur as a
result of self-presentational concerns means that the group
difference may not always be favorable, as McQuarrie and
Mclntyre appeared to suggest.

When will self-presentational concerns enhance focus
group productivity and when will they impede it? On the
surface, it appears that focus groups should be beneficial
for discussions of topics that evoke self-presentational
concerns. For instance, they may be ideal for products
that are conspicuous (e.g., Bearden & Etzel, 1982) or as-
sociated with attitudes serving a value-expressive func-
tion (e.g., Katz, 1960; Shavitt, 1990; Smith, Bruner, &
White, 1956; Snyder & DeBono, 1985) because these
types of products are often purchased in service of im-
pression management. However, a recent study by
Schlosser (1997) casted doubt on this expectation. She
found that people tend to discuss fewer, rather than more,
social product attributes when they discuss products in a
group setting. Because social attributes arise from a
shared perspective, people may be reluctant to discuss
them with others whose perspective is either unknown or
different. Snyder and Swann (1976) found little or no cor-
respondence between private attitudes and public opin-
ions when their participants expected to face others
whose attitudes were either unknown or dissimilar. So, it
appears that unless group members are known to have a
similar perspective to the respondent or relevant refer-
ence groups, focus groups may not capture many of the
self-presentational concerns that are salient when people
purchase or display products. Thus, the question of when
self-presentational concerns in focus groups yield posi-
tive versus negative effects on discussion quality is not an
easy one and may be an empirical one.

When will self-presentational concerns have substan-
tial and when will they have negligible effects on focus
group output? Templeton (1994, p. 210) argued that im-
pression management in focus groups is “no huge factor”
despite her recognition that almost everyone does some
“face-saving or best foot-putting.” We agree that impres-
sion management is often present, but not always signifi-
cant, during focus group discussions. However, it may
have a significant impact on focus group output if focus
group respondents have excessive self-presentational con-
cerns. To answer the question of when impression manage-
ment in focus groups will be a major factor, it is important
to understand factors that heighten self-presentational con-
cerns. We attempt to further this understanding by discuss-
ing major antecedents of self-presentational concerns and
potential consequences that may arise when these concerns
are excessive.
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ANTECEDENTS AND CONSEQUENCES
OF SELF-PRESENTATIONAL
CONCERNS

This section draws heavily from Schlenker and Leary’s (1982)
conceptual overview of self-presentation and social anxiety.
Among other things, their manuscript outlines some major an-
tecedents of two important self-presentational concerns. In ad-
dition, it discusses social anxiety as a psychological conse-
quence of these two concerns. By considering some behavioral
correlates of social anxiety, as well as some response patterns
that occur when self-presentational concerns are less over-
whelming, we attempt to shed light on self-presentation and re-
sponse patterns in focus groups.

According to Schlenker and Leary (1982), people become
anxious when they are motivated to make desired impres-
sions but doubtful of doing so. Hence, they view social anxi-
ety as a multiplicative function of impression motivation and
impression efficacy (Leary, 1983). Expressed symbolically:

SA=[Mx (1-p)]

where SA is the level of social anxiety, M is impression moti-
vation, and p is the subjective probability of making a desired
impression. Factors that increase M should increase anxiety as
long as p is sufficiently low. Inversely, factors that decrease p
should increase anxiety as long as M is sufficiently high.
Schlenker and Leary (1982) suggested that M increases
with the subjective worth of self-presentational outcomes and
the salience of interpersonal evaluation (see Figure 1). First,
the greater the potential gains (losses) that are associated with
interpersonal encounters, the more people should be con-
cerned about reaping (avoiding) those gains (losses). For in-
stance, interactions that evoke images that are central to a
person’s identity are likely to increase his or her M because he
or she stands to gain or lose something of value in such inter-
actions. Second, the more people perceive their social en-
counters to have evaluative implications ceteris paribus, the
more they should focus on attaining desired outcomes. This,

in part, explains why people become anxious during inter-
views. On the other hand, when people are less motivated to
manage impressions, they should not as easily succumb to so-
cial pressures. They perceive fewer benefits to managing im-
pressions and, therefore, should be less concerned about the
consequences of their words or deeds. Consequently, they are
expected to engage in what Leary (1995) referred to as au-
thentic self-presentation (Figure 2). That is, what they dis-
close about themselves should be consistent with their private
self-images instead of reflecting the expectations of some tar-
get audience (Leary, 1995).

Impression efficacy is influenced by degree of certainty
regarding self-presentational requirements and perceived
differences between self-presentational demands and re-
sources (Schlenker & Leary, 1982). People believe they
have greater control over self-presentational outcomes the
more they know about how to behave and the more they be-
lieve they have the skills to behave appropriately. To
achieve their self-presentational goals, they only need to
convey images of themselves that are appropriate for the sit-
uation at hand. They may do so through stories, attitude
statements, self-descriptions, and other tactics (Leary,
1995). People even appear to avoid some issues in favor of
others if they have an idea of the issues that are appropriate
for the situation at hand (Schlosser & Shavitt, 1999). How-
ever, if M and p are both high, the images that people are
likely to present to others may be misleading. They may
downplay negative attributes or exaggerate positive ones
(Roth, Snyder, & Pace, 1986). Deceptive self-presentation
need not involve fabrication. Rather, deception occurs when
individuals alter their self-presentations in a way that is
likely to cause researchers to draw misleading inferences
(see Table 1 for examples of different tactics). These behav-
iors may not always occur when people are in situations
where both M and p are high, but they should be more preva-
lent. Previous research provides some support for this ex-
pectation. For example, Chen, Shechter, and Chaiken
(1996) found that rather than disagree with research partners
about whom they were forewarned, impression-motivated

Self-Presentationat Psychological
Antecedents Concerns Consequence
*Evaluative Salience L, Impression L
*Value of Self-Presentational Qutcomes Motivation
Social
Anxiety
*Uncertainty Impression
*Self-Presentational Demands = Efficacy —
*Self-Presentational Resources

FIGURE 1 Self-presentational basis of social anxiety. Major antecedents suggested by Schlenker and Leary (1982).
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FIGURE 2 Behavioral consequences of self-presentational concerns among focus group participants.

TABLE 1
Inauthentic Self-Presentation Tactics
Type Tactic Description
Deceptive Exaggerating Increasing to an abnormal degree (e.g., agreement with an opinion or importance of an issue)
Fabricating Constructing stories or statements that are not literally true
Misattributing Misallocating credit or blame for outcomes
Selective editing Systematically withholding comments that are inconsistent with desired impressions
Understating Stating with less completeness or truth than is warranted (e.g., frequencies)
Evasive Digressing Giving responses that stray from the main point of the discussion topic
Hedging Avoiding extreme positions so as not to “go out on a limb”
Repressing Hushing to avoid taking a position or revealing information about one’s self
Stalling Hushing until one has determined which impressions are desired and how to make them

research participants were likely to express views that were
consistent with those of their partners. Hence, censorship
and conformity (e.g., Carey & Smith, 1994) may occur.
Thus far, we have discussed settings in which
self-presentational concerns are not likely to interfere with
social intercourse. That is, people tend to be secure in situa-
tions where M is low or p is high (Leary & Kowalski, 1995).
However, social interaction is often problematic for people
who are in situations where M is high and p is low. In these
situations, people want to impress others, but they lack a
script to guide their behavior or they lack the skills to enact
the script (Leary & Kowalski, 1995). Hence, they become so-
cially anxious, and they tend to adopt self-presentational
styles that are protective rather than acquisitive (Arkin, 1981;
Arkin, Lake, & Baumgardner, 1986). That is, they attempt to
avoid looking bad instead of trying to look good. To do so,
they may speak less often (Cheek & Buss, 1981; Meleshko &
Alden, 1993; Pilkonis, 1977), disclose less information about
themselves (Snell, 1989), avoid expressing extreme positions
(Arkin, 1981; Meleshko & Alden, 1993), or use other safe
verbal response modes (Leary, Knight, & Johnson, 1987).
Fern (1982b) even suggested that focus group participants
who feel inhibited tell stories, make irrelevant remarks, or use
other digressions to avoid looking foolish. They also may

avoid contributing to discussions until they have heard
comments from others. This allows them to get familiar with
others to reduce the likelihood of making undesired impres-
sions. Leary (1995) referred to the tendency of people to be-
come silent, evasive, or noncommittal when they are socially
anxious as evasive self-presentation because they attempt to
edit self-relevant information or avoid self-relevant issues.
To summarize this discussion in a focus group context, if
conditions exist that cause focus group participants to have
high impression motivation, then their participation should
be affected. In particular, they should be less likely to present
unbiased images of themselves to the group. Instead, they are
likely to avoid revealing their true opinions on some, if not all,
aspects of the discussion. Moreover, they should be more
likely to be evasive or deceptive when presenting information
about themselves the more they stand to gain from doing so
(Leary, 1995). The likelihood of deceptive self-presentation
should be greatest among participants who have high impres-
sion motivation and the ability to enact desired impressions.
These people believe that they know how to behave and they
have the incentive and skills to act accordingly. Hence, their
public expressions may differ in strength or direction from
their private opinions, or the issues that they emphasize in
public may not be the ones that they consider privately. Focus
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group participants should be more inclined to be evasive
when they are doubtful of making desired impressions. Eva-
sive self-presentation is most likely to occur among focus
group participants who are motivated to make desired im-
pressions but are doubtful of doing so. These people are likely
to experience social anxiety (Schlenker & Leary, 1982) and
focus on protective seif-presentation (Arkin, 1981). Because
they lack the knowledge or ability to look good in the eyes of
others, they may clam up to avoid looking bad. For conve-
nience, a model combining the antecedents and behavioral
consequences of excessive self-presentational concerns is
presented in Figure 3.

IMPLICATION FOR RESEARCH
AND PRACTICE

Stewart and Shamdasani (1990) conducted an extensive re-
view of small group process research and identified many
variables that have influenced the productivity of various
group tasks. Some practitioners (e.g., Templeton, 1994)
have agreed that some of these factors do indeed affect focus
group dynamics. In the following section, we discuss some
characteristics of the group, its members, the discussion
topic, and other factors that may affect focus group partici-
pation by causing greater self-presentational concerns
among participants. We do not intend to offer a comprehen-
sive review of factors that have previously been identified,
nor do we claim to identify new ones. Rather, our goal is to
consider a few variables, some of which are based on rules
of thumb, and discuss these variables in terms of the pro-
posed model.

Group Characteristics

Existing guidelines for conducting focus groups suggest that
groups should consist of 8 to 12 homogeneous members

Val
Presentati
tcomes

ue of Self-
jonal
Ou

(Churchill, 1995; Fern, 1983) who are unacquainted with
each other (Payne, 1976). However, there is not unanimity of
thought regarding the appropriate size (Fern, 1983), merits of
homogeneity (Corfman, 1995), or desired degree of familiar-
ity among members (Nelson & Frontczak, 1988). The appro-
priate number and mix of participants may depend on the re-
search goals or the type of focus group conducted (Calder,
1977). Scholars have suggested conditions under which the
appropriate group size may vary within the recommended
range (e.g., Wells, 1974), fall below it (e.g., Krueger, 1995),
or exceed it (e.g., Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990) without
undue deterioration in discussion quality. The norm in Eu-
rope is 6 to 8 respondents per group (Cooper, 1989). Although
we cannot specify the optimal group size, we can shed light
on some effects of group size on self-presentation.

The theory of social impact (e.g., Jackson & Latane, 1981;
Latane, 1981; Latane & Harkins, 1976; Latane & Wolf, 1981)
suggests that performance pressures increase and social actors
become more anxious as the size of their audience increases.
Leary and Kowalski (1995) suggested two reasons why this is
so. First, impression motivation may increase because social
and psychological stakes are greater the more people there are
to witness a performance. “Put another way, it is better to make
a good impression, but worse to make a bad impression, on 50
as opposed to 5 other people” (Leary and Kowalski, 1995, p.
41). Because the value of self-presentational outcomes in-
creases with the size of the audience, impression motivation
should increase and self-presentation should be affected. Sec-
ond, impression efficacy may decrease with the size of a group.
People are likely to be less certain about self-presentational
outcomes when they face large as opposed to small audiences
because their demands tend to increase with the number of peo-
ple present (Leary & Kowalski, 1995). The social skills that are
involved in interactions with a larger group often differ from
those involved in common contingent conversations. If im-
pression motivation increases and impression efficacy de-
creases as the size of a focus group increases, then evasive
self-presentation should be more likely as group size increases.

Evasiveness

FIGURE 3 Self-presentational and response patterns in focus groups.



Another rule of thumb about focus groups is that
within-group homogeneity should be maintained (Fern, 1983).
For instance, some have argued for similar educational back-

ounds (Merton et al., 1990), social status (Merton et al.,
1990; Wells, 1974), and interests (Levy, 1979) among partici-
pants. Similarity in terms of gender (Wells, 1974), age
(Greenbaum, 1998), and stage of the family life-cycle (Wells,
1974) have also been advocated. Calder (1977) emphasized the
importance of member homogeneity for phenomenological fo-
cus groups where an everyday understanding of a shared per-
spective is desired. Because each person is likely to have many
perspectives (Charon, 1998), it is important that the one that is
shared is made salient during the discussion. Moreover, be-
cause homogeneity is a multifaceted concept (Corfman, 1995),
the question of how similar people should be may be less im-
portant than the question of on which dimensions should they
be similar. For example, studies that have shown interpersonal
attraction to increase with perceived attitude similarity (e.g.,
Byme, 1961; Sheffield & Byme, 1967) and similarity on
sociodemographic variables (Kandel, 1978; Sykes, Larntz, &
Fox, 1976) suggest that impression motivation may be high
when people are among others with similar attitudes and exter-
nal characteristics. If interpersonal attraction is higher, then the
payoffs (e.g., acceptance) associated with managing impres-
sions may also be higher. So impression motivation should be
high during interactions among people who are similar on
these dimensions. On the other hand, if status or expertise is the
basis of similarity, then impression motivation may be highest
when people are forced to interact with dissimilar others. Peo-
ple tend to be more tense when they interact with people of
higher status than when they are among people of lower status
(Latane, 1981; Latane & Harkins, 1976) because people of
higher status are more likely to be in positions to mediate val-
ued rewards (Schlenker & Leary, 1982). So, the effects of ho-
mogeneity on impression motivation can be either positive or
negative, depending on the basis of homogeneity. People can
differ on many dimensions, so it is important to know which
ones to make salient during social interaction. Hence, addi-
tional efforts along the lines of Corfman (1995) are needed to
define relevant dimensions of homogeneity and relate them to
designated measures of focus group output.

The effects of homogeneity on impression efficacy appear
to be easier to ascertain than are its effects on impression mo-
tivation. If the basis of similarity is issue related, then impres-
sion efficacy should increase with homogeneity. That is,
individuals should be more certain about what constitutes ap-
propriate responses when there is minimal variance in the re-
sponses of others. “In the presence of clear and unambiguous
social or interpersonal cues to situational appropriateness,
correspondence between social behavior and these situa-
tional factors should be substantial” (Snyder & Swann, 1976,
p. 1040). If perceived status is the basis of similarity, then the
effect of homogeneity on impression efficacy should be in a
similar direction, but for a different reason. People of high
status may be perceived as more demanding than their lower
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status counterparts, so they may be more difficult to impress.
The greater demands imposed on individuals of low status by
their high status counterparts means that impression efficacy
should be low, but primarily for low status individuals in the
group. Because impression efficacy is expected to be low for
some members of heterogeneous (in terms of status) groups,
those who are motivated to make desired impressions may be
evasive. This may explain why Krueger (1998) expected
some people to be inhibited and to defer to others when
groups are heterogeneous in terms of expertise or status. In
summary, it appears that, on many dimensions, greater heter-
ogeneity leads to lower impression efficacy among some, if
not all, focus group members. Therefore, participants are
likely to be evasive in these situations.

Focus groups probably should not have a skewed distribu-
tion of social types within a group. That is, a group probably
should not contain an individual who differs from the other
members on a salient dimension. This sentiment is reflected
in the comments of Bellenger et al. (1987) about the value of
integrated focus groups: “Even those [who] argue for integra-
tion, however, say that one token Black may be worse than no
Blacks at all; it is usually better to have two to three Blacks
out of ten” (p. 10). Distinctiveness effects are not limited to
race or ethnicity; they also hold for gender (Kanter, 1977,
Wooten, 1995). Distinctive individuals tend to alter their be-
haviors in predictable ways when they are members of other-
wise homogeneous groups because as salient characteristics
become more distinctive, the individuals who posses them
become more publicly self-conscious and more concerned
about matching their behaviors to salient standards (Mullen,
1983, 1986). Because publicly self-conscious people tend to
view themselves through the eyes of others, increased public
self-consciousness has the effect of increasing the salience of
interpersonal evaluation. Therefore, we expect that distinc-
tive people will have high impression motivation because of
the perceived salience of interpersonal evaluation. Hence,
they should be less likely to present authentic images of them-
selves in this setting than they would in settings where they
are not as distinctive. However, their use of evasive versus de-
ceptive self-presentation tactics should depend on the nature
of the images that they wish to convey and the ease with
which they believe they can convey them.

Familiarity or acquaintanceship among focus group par-
ticipants has also been thought to have an adverse effect on
focus group dynamics (Bellenger et al., 1987; Payne, 1976).
Wells (1974) acknowledged that there are costs and benefits
of conducting focus groups consisting of acquainted mem-
bers. On the one hand, people may be less candid in the pres-
ence of people they expect to see again. On the other hand,
conversation should flow more easily and be more natural
when group members see each other on a regular basis.
Self-presentation theorists (e.g., Jones & Goethals, 1972) ar-
gue that people often have the most at stake during initial en-
counters. This would suggest that impression motivation is
likely to be higher when a social actor is among strangers than
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when he or she is among acquaintances. Indeed, Leary et al.
(1994) found this to be true. Their participants felt a greater
need to make desired impressions to a stranger than to a famil-
iar target. However, this effect is most likely to occur when
the person expects future interactions with the target
(Baumeister, 1982; Gergen & Wishnov, 1965) because the
value of self-presentational outcomes tends to be greater
when future interactions are expected (Leary, 1995). So,
groups consisting of members who are all acquainted and
groups consisting of total strangers who do not expect to in-
teract in the future may both be characterized by low impres-
sion motivation. However, impression motivation appears to
be highest when focus groups consist of strangers with whom
future interactions are expected.

The relation between familiarity and impression efficacy
is also complicated. Because social actors should know how
to behave in front of familiar audiences (Schlenker & Leary,
1982), uncertainty should be low and impression efficacy
high for those who are in the company of familiar others. In
this case, one may expect a free-flowing conversation be-
cause participants should have little or no reason to be inhib-
ited about what to say. However, this freedom is constrained
by the fact that social actors tend to have a limited number of
roles that they can play when their audience is highly familiar
with them (Baumeister & Jones, 1978). This may explain
why people exhibit greater modesty (Tice, Butler, Muraven,
& Stillwell, 1995) and do less name-dropping (Bohra &
Pandey, 1984) when they are around friends than when
among strangers. Because people are likely to know how to
avoid social blunders when they are among acquaintances,
they may not feel the need to be evasive with them. Moreover,
because people appear to be constrained by their reputations
during interactions with acquaintances, they may have less
freedom to deceive them. So, self-presentation theory ap-
pears to contradict popular wisdom about conducting focus
groups among acquaintances. This discussion assumes that
all focus group members are acquainted with each other.
However, arguments against acquainted participants (e.g.,
Bellenger et al., 1987) tend to emphasize the disruptive ef-
fects of private conversations that occur when only a few
members are acquainted. Future research should examine
how focus group productivity may vary with the proportion
of acquainted versus unacquainted members.

The historical preference for having groups that consist of
strangers instead of acquaintances appears to reflect a desire to
approximate conditions of anonymity while maintaining some
semblance of a normal social encounter. In fact, efforts to con-
duct focus groups in environments (e.g., Internet focus groups)
that more closely approximate conditions of anonymity have
been criticized for lacking the social dynamics of traditional
focus groups (Greenbaum, 1997). Although attempts to ensure
anonymity may cause focus group researchers to forfeit some
respondent interaction advantages, they appear to offer the ad-
vantage of reducing impression motivation by lowering the
perceived social costs and benefits of participation. Hence,

conditions of anonymity are likely to produce discussions that
are relatively free of response distortions. This relation has
been found in previous research. For example, Saegert,
Fractor, and Mandell (1980) found that focus group partici-
pants who responded privately to a sensitive topic (i.e., grades)
were more honest than were those who responded publicly.
However, not all respondents who were assured anonymity
were truthful. Kiely (1998) found Internet focus groups, which
protect respondents identities, to be more productive than are
traditional ones. He attributed the productivity gains in Internet
focus groups to greater levels of participation from socially ret-
icent respondents. So, it appears that anonymity may be benefi-
cial for certain types of discussions (e.g., sensitive ones) or
certain types of people (e.g., socially anxious ones). Future re-
search is needed to identify conditions that moderate the ef-
fects of anonymity on group research productivity. Future
research should also consider other group productivity mea-
sures to advance our understanding of the costs and benefits of
anonymity in focus groups.

Individual Characteristics

According to Templeton (1994), “Almost everyone does a
certain amount of face-saving and best foot-putting” (p. 10).
However, extant scholarship in personality and social psy-
chology suggests that people may differ in the extent to which
they monitor their social environments (Snyder, 1987) and
seek social validation (Crowne & Marlowe, 1964). For exam-
ple, people who score high on the public self-consciousness
scale (Fenigstein, Scheier, & Buss, 1975) are often concerned
about self-presentation and interpersonal evalvation (Carver
& Scheier, 1981; Doherty & Schlenker, 1991). People who
are high self-monitors (Snyder, 1974) or pay attention to so-
cial comparison information (Lennox & Wolfe, 1984) appear
to have similar concerns. These types of people are likely to
be highly responsive to group norms. Their concerns for how
others perceive them are likely to motivate them to manage
impressions and make them behave strategically when re-
vealing information to others. Discussion quality could either
be enhanced by selection and volume effects or be damaged
by severe distortions. The extent to which the outcome is pos-
itive or negative may depend on the composition of the group,
perceptions of impression efficacy, and the types of
self-presentation tactics used.

Individual differences also exist in how people view their
prospects of making desired impressions. For example, peo-
ple with low self-esteem tend to view situations more pessi-
mistically than do their high self-esteem counterparts.
Consequently, they tend to exhibit less self-aggrandizing
(Schlenker, Weigold, & Hallam, 1990), more self-protective
behaviors (Wolfe, Lennox, & Cutler, 1986), more indirect
forms of self-enhancement (Brown, Collins, & Schmidt,
1988), or other safe ways to gain stature (Wood et al., 1994).
These behavior patterns become even more pronounced in



public settings (Baumeister, Tice, & Hutton, 1989). People
with low self-esteem perceive their self-presentational re-
sources to be insufficient to meet their interpersonal de-
mands. Consequently, in situations where they are highly
motivated to make desired impressions, they are likely to be
cautious or evasive. The end result may be less data and fewer
insights from these types of people.

Discussion Topic

Self-presentation in focus groups may also be influenced
by the discussion topic. For example, people may be reluc-
tant to admit to indulging in guilty pleasures like consum-
ing pornography or reading tabloids. They may also avoid
divulging other information that is of a sensitive nature
(Stewart & Shamdasani, 1998). Focus group advocates
(e.g., Greenbaum, 1991) have argued that the list of topics
that people will not discuss in focus groups is quite small.
As evidence, they (e.g., Carey & Smith, 1994) cited studies
that have used focus groups to understand risk factors in
HIV transmission and breast self-examinations among
women. Although focus group participants may actually
talk about these issues, the extent to which their words will
reflect their actual feelings or actions is unclear. People
tend to be deceptive or evasive when they are asked to re-
veal information that may threaten their identities. For ex-
ample, medical patients have been found to fabricate re-
sponses to questions from medical personnel (Leary &
Kowalski, 1995) and to underreport symptoms (Carver,
Coleman, & Glass, 1976) to avoid embarrassment. If peo-
ple conceal and distort information about themselves,
which may be detrimental to their health, then they are
likely to behave similarly in focus groups where the conse-
quences of doing so are less harmful. When people discuss
sensitive topics with others, they are likely to be cognizant
of the risks they face by doing so. The high social (e.g.,
stigmatization) and psychological stakes (e.g., embarrass-
ment) involved may increase their impression motivation.
Hence, they may be apprehensive about divulging their se-
crets, selective in what they reveal, or even deceptive in
their self-presentations.

Focus group participants are likely to have high impres-
sion motivation not only during discussions that have the po-
tential to threaten their identities, but also during discussions
that evoke images that are important to them. “People will be
more motivated to create a preferred impression on others
when the interaction focuses on images that are more rather
than less central to their identities™ (Schlenker & Leary, 1982,
p. 648). For example, if someone is so involved with a topic
(e.g., motorcycles) that it becomes a basis for self-definition
(e.g., Harley rider), then he or she may behave strategically
when discussing the topic. Response distortions (e.g., exag-
geration) are likely because the person stands to gain some-
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thing of value to him or her (i.e., deference) by making de-
sired impressions.

Other Factors

Other factors, such as the moderator (e.g., McDonald, 1993,
1994; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1998) or the physical environ-
ment (e.g., Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990), may also affect
self-presentation and respondent behavior in focus groups. Be-
cause the moderator can have a major impact on the quality of
focus group output (Fern, 1983), efforts to identify good mod-
erator traits (e.g., Axelrod, 1976; Langer, 1978) and effective
moderating tactics {e.g., Greenbaum, 1993; Wells, 1974) have
been undertaken. For example, Kennedy (1976) warned that
verbal and nonverbal cues from moderators affect participants’
responses because these cues can be interpreted as signs of ap-
proval or disapproval. If so, then these cues may increase the
salience of interpersonal evaluations, thereby increasing the
extent to which some participants are motivated to make de-
sired impressions. Moreover, these cues may provide informa-
tion about desired responses. So, not only may these cues make
respondents more eager to make desired impressions, but they
also may make respondents better able to do so. Therefore, re-
spondents may be more inclined to resort to deception when
moderators give off certain cues.

Characteristics of the physical environment may also af-
fect participation in focus groups (Krueger, 1994; Stewart &
Shamdasani, 1990). Even the seating arrangements can po-
tentially make a difference (Corfman, 1997). People form im-
pressions of others based on their surroundings (Burroughs,
Drews, & Hallman, 1991). These impressions may influence
their behaviors toward others. So, for example, if a focus
group facility causes participants to perceive the researcher or
sponsoring organization as a high status other, then partici-
pants may be intimidated and, consequently, evasive. People
also manage impressions by manipulating characteristics of
their physical surroundings (Ornstein, 1989). For example,
people sometimes choose their seating locations so as to
make desired impressions (Reiss, 1982). If characteristics of
the physical environment are useful for impression construc-
tion, then physical surroundings may affect impression effi-
cacy. For example, the seating arrangements or one’s
inability to get a desired seat during a focus group discussion
may affect his or her subjective probability of making desired
impressions. The effects of physical layout (e.g., seating ar-
rangements) on focus group participation deserve thoughtful
consideration in future research.

DISCUSSION

This article provides a conceptual overview of
self-presentation and focus group behavior to shed light on the
question of how focus groups work. Such an overview is war-
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ranted by the fact that focus group participants are often asked
to perform tasks that require them to reveal something about
themselves. A product of our overview is a parsimonious
model that considers the nature of interpersonal interaction and
has implications for research and practice. On the research
front, we discussed several factors that appear to have predict-
able effects on individuals’ self-presentational concerns and
strategies. Therefore, we have attempted to lay the groundwork
for future empirical work. On the practice front, we attempted
to shed light on interpersonal interaction in focus group set-
tings so that users of focus groups can gain a better understand-
ing of how and why they work. This understanding cannot be
fully achieved if existing rules of thumb about focus groups go
unquestioned or untested.

The proposed model is based on a conceptual overview of
the self-presentational basis for social anxiety (Schlenker &
Leary, 1982). That article outlines the major antecedents and
discusses an important psychological consequence of exces-
sive self-presentational concerns. We attempted to extend
that conceptual model by integrating findings on the behav-
ioral consequences of social anxiety and self-presentational
concerns. Therefore, our model represents both an applica-
tion and an extension of their work. Although this article has
the potential to contribute to the impression management lit-
erature, it was written in response to criticisms about the state
of our knowledge about focus groups.

Limitations

This article focuses exclusively on the effects of
self-presentational concerns on focus group participation.
Consequently, it ignores some of the more pragmatic is-
sues that may affect focus group participation. For exam-
ple, people should be expected to speak less frequently as
the size of the group increases because they are likely to
have greater competition for “air time”” and fewer opportu-
nities to speak. Furthermore, screening for personality
types that are prone to have self-presentational concerns
will increase the cost of recruitment. Obviously, these is-
sues should be taken into account.

This article considers how self-presentational concerns af-
fect individual response tendencies, but it does not address
how these tendencies affect overall group performance.
However, some individual behaviors may reverberate
throughout groups. For example, Camacho and Paulus (1995)
found that socially anxious people are not only less produc-
tive than other group members, but they also make others less
productive, presumably by affecting performance standards.
Although this finding was based on an idea generation task, a
similar effect may be obtained in a group discussion, if disclo-
sure reciprocity (e.g., Altman, 1973) is expected with groups
of more than two people. The tendency for people to distort
their private opinions in a public setting may also be conta-
gious. If a few impression-motivated group members distort

or moderate their views (e.g., Chen et al., 1996), then other
members may perceive greater uniformity within the group
and, therefore, feel greater pressure to conform. This domino
effect may enhance productivity by magnifying selection and
volume effects (McQuarrie & Mclntyre, 1988, 1990), but it
may also produce misleading results. Future research is
needed to examine the extent to which these individual ef-
fects are contagious. In addition, research is needed to deter-
mine when these effects are beneficial and when they are
detrimental to focus group productivity.

Conclusions

In conclusion, this article echoes the themes from previous
calls that encourage researchers to challenge (e.g., Morgan &
Spanish, 1984) and test (e.g., Corfman, 1995) existing rules
of thumb for conducting focus groups. For example, Krueger
(1995) classified some specific rules of thumb regarding
group size and composition as myths that, based on his expe-
rience, are not to be believed. Although this article is based
more on self-presentation theory than on practical experi-
ence, it concludes with a similar recommendation. Re-
searchers should challenge and test some of the current
“tricks of the trade.” Moreover, attempts to identify or de-
velop measures of focus group output, other than quantity and
quality of ideas, are encouraged. For example, Corfman
(1995, 1997) attempted to measure self-disclosure. Similar
efforts are needed to identify measures of evasiveness such as
the Self-Concealment Scale (Larson & Chastain, 1990) or
measures of intentional deception (e.g., Paulhus, 1988) be-
fore this theory can be tested.
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