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Summary The purpose of this research was to explore the interactive effect of organizational politics and
impression management on supervisor ratings of employee performance. We hypothesized
that the negative relationship between organizational politics and supervisor-rated perfor-
mance is weaker among employees who are high in impression management than among
those low in impression management. Data were collected from a matched sample of 112
white-collar employees and their supervisors. Results indicated that the interaction of organi-
zational politics and impression management explained a significant incremental amount of
variance in supervisor ratings of employee performance. These findings demonstrated that the
extent to which an individual engaged in impression management in a non-political
atmosphere may have been a key component to receiving favorable performance ratings.
Copyright © 2004 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

Introduction

As employees confront scarce resources, increasingly competitive work environments, and an unstable
economy, they must find ways to increase their perceived value to the organization. To do this, an in-
dividual may engage in political behaviors with the aim of positioning himself or herself as a powerful
and crucial person. Organizational politics are defined as ‘[a]ctions by individuals that are directed
toward the goal of furthering their own self-interests without regard for the well being of others within
the organization’ (Kacmar & Baron, 1999, p. 4). An employee who perceives that politics are wide-
spread in his or her organization may use impression management tactics to convince others to view
him or her as influential or vital. Impression management is a specific type of .political behavior
intended to persuade an audience to view the actor in a particular way (Schlenker, 1980). Although
substantial research exists to support the feasibility of using politics and impression management
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separately to secure desired outcomes (i.e., Ferris et al., 2002; Wayne & Kacmar, 1991), research has
yielded conflicting findings regarding the relationship (Cropanzano, Howes, Grandey, & Toth, 1997,
Harrell-Cook, Ferris, & Dulebohn, 1999; Randall, Cropanzano, Bormann, & Birjulin, 1999). Thus, the
likelihood of any one individual successfully employing impression management tactics in a political
environment remains uncertain.

Although impression management is thought to be one type of political behavior, the relationship
that exists between an individual’s perception of politics in his or her organization and his or her sub-
sequent attempt to use impression management behaviors has not been investigated, with a few notable
exceptions (Ferris, Harrell-Cook, & Dulebohn, 2000; Harrell-Cook et al., 1999; Valle, 1997; Valle &
Perrewé, 2000). However, evidence suggests that impression management is positively related to
employee perceptions of politics (Ferris et al., 2000; Valle, 1997). More specifically, impression man-
agement has been found to moderate the relationship between politics and various outcomes, such as
job satisfaction, supervisor satisfaction, intent to turnover, and job stress (Harrell-Cook et al., 1999;
Valle & Perrewé, 2000). Recently, Ferris et al. (2002) suggested that theory-based investigation into
the relationship between political behaviors (such as impression management), employee perceptions
of politics, and their joint influence on organizational outcomes represents a crucial next step in orga-
nizational politics research. Adding to this call, several researchers have suggested that further study of
the politics—outcome relationship from a motivational perspective, such as expectancy theory, would
represent an important contribution to the perceptions of politics literature (Kacmar, Bozeman,
Carlson, & Anthony, 1999; Witt, 1998).

Our purpose was to address that need. We employed expectancy theory (Porter & Lawler, 1968;
Vroom, 1964) to better understand the relationship between impression management and employee
perceptions of organizational politics and the joint influence that they exert on performance. Applying
expectancy theory to impression management and perceptions of organizational politics allowed us to
better explain how individual perceptions may influence an individual’s propensity to adjust his or her
behavior in pursuit of a high performance evaluation. Accordingly, we investigated the moderating
influence of impression management on the relationship between perceptions of politics and supervi-
sor-rated performance.

An Expectancy Theory Perspective on Organizational
Politics Perceptions

Organizational politics research is largely premised on Lewin’s (1936) argument that behavior is
based on individual perceptions of reality, rather than on an objective measure of what is ‘real.” Thus,
determining whether an organizational environment is political is a subjective determination that each
organizational member must make for himself or herself (Gandz & Murray, 1980). Even if an
employee misinterprets a benign organizational event as political, that ‘misperception’ of politics con-
stitutes that individual’s reality and will guide their subsequent behavior (Ferris, Russ, & Fandt, 1989;
Porter, 1976). Therefore, determining how pervasive politics are in an organization involves studying
the extent to which employees perceive organizational politics.

Because political behaviors are those that occur outside of the parameters of formally sanctioned
organizational values (Mintzberg, 1985), they are generally perceived by organizational participants
as difficult to predict and understand. Although exceptions do exist (e.g., Mintzberg, 1983), it is under-
standable that past researchers have treated political organizational climates as a primarily negative
factor in organizational functioning (Ferris et al., 2002; Liden & Mitchell, 1988). In fact, perceptions
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of politics have been found to have a negative influence on a number of organizational outcomes,
including job anxiety (Cropanzano et al., 1997; Kacmar et al., 1999; Valle & Perrew¢€, 2000), job invol-
vement (Cropanzano et al., 1997), job satisfaction (Ferris & Kacmar, 1992; Nye & Witt, 1993; Valle &
Perrewé, 2000), intent to turnover (Cropanzano et al., 1997; Kacmar et al., 1999; Maslyn & Fedor,
1998), actual turnover (Witt, 1999), and employee performance (Kacmar et al., 1999; Witt, 1998).

The negativity associated with high perceptions of politics may be due to the uncertainty inherent in
a political environment. If organizational behavior is not governed by a clear set of rules or expecta-
tions and behavior is enacted with the sole purpose of personal gain, it is difficult for employees to
predict behavior of colleagues, managers, or the executive team. The effect that this uncertainty
may have on an individual with high perceptions of politics is best explained from an expectancy the-
ory perspective. The central premise of expectancy theory is that people make behavioral choices that
are calculated to allow them to achieve desired outcomes (Porter & Lawler, 1968; Vroom, 1964). Two
valuable rewards that are commonly distributed to employees are money and recognition. Expectancy
theory suggests that employees will be more motivated to adjust their behavior to earn a valuable
(‘high-valence’) reward than they will to earn a less valuable reward (‘low-valence’). A key compo-
nent of expectancy theory is the way in which individuals perceive their environment. Individuals are
motivated to perform (exert effort) when they perceive that their performance will lead to positive con-
sequences (rewards) that are attainable and valuable (high valence). This effort—performance probabil-
ity is referred to as expectancy (Porter & Lawler, 1968). Further, instrumentality is the belief that
obtaining this reward will lead to a second outcome which is a larger, more valued reward.

In highly political organizations, rewards are not necessarily related to work performance (Kacmar
& Ferris, 1991), but may instead be tied to relationships, power, and other less objective factors.
Because perceptions of politics are related to ambiguous reward structures, in a highly political envir-
onment employees may not have confidence that their work behaviors will be recognized, or that valu-
able rewards will be distributed according to those behaviors (Cropanzano et al., 1997). Thus, high
perceptions of politics are likely to be linked to low expectancies because individuals fail to see the
full effort-reward relationship. In contrast, in an environment perceived as being low in politics, the
link between behavior and rewards is clear and instrumentality is likely to be relatively high, leading
employees to be more motivated to adjust their behavior to maximize their chances of earning the
desired reward.

Two previous studies (Kacmar et al., 1999; Witt, 1998) have offered empirical support for the direct
relationship between politics and performance. Kacmar et al. (1999) measured performance as a self-
rated evaluation, and Witt (1998) examined employee performance as rated by supervisors. Consistent
with an expectancy theory perspective, both found evidence for a negative relationship between pol-
itics and performance.

Therefore, in keeping with theory and prior empirical findings, we hypothesized:

Hypothesis 1: An employee’s perceptions of politics are negatively related to supervisor ratings of
that employee’s performance.

Impression management and performance

Employees who engage in impression management endeavor to regulate how others perceive them
(Rosenfeld, Giacalone, & Riordan, 1995; Schlenker, 1980). Impression management may take many
forms. For example, Jones and Pittman (1982) identified five main categories of impression manage-
ment behaviors: intimidation, ingratiation, self-promotion, exemplification, and supplication. All five
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of these categories were then collapsed into one with Tedeschi and Melburg’s (1984) 2 x 2 typology of
impression management tactics. In this typology, they differentiated between assertive and defensive
tactics and between short-term and long-term tactics. Assertive tactics are used to establish a particular
reputation with a specific target audience, whereas defensive tactics are used in response to poor per-
formance. Because the focus of this study is on the way in which employees endeavor to gain favorable
performance ratings, we focused on the assertive dimension. Assertive tactics may be self-focused or
other focused (Wayne & Liden, 1995). Self-focused tactics are those that are meant to enhance the
view the supervisor has of one’s performance. Successful self-focused tactics convince the target that
the actor is a model employee: hard working, cooperative, and productive. In contrast, the goal of
other-focused impression management tactics is to inspire liking for the actor from the target, and
may involve doing favors and giving flattery and praise. Because the goal of self-focused tactics is
to directly influence one’s performance appraisal, self-focused impression management tactics were
our central concern.

From an expectancy theory perspective, an employee is only likely to engage in self-promotional
impression management if he or she believes that such behaviors will lead to a favorable reward, such
as a positive performance review. If the employee perceives that the supervisor has a very objective
measure of performance upon which performance reviews are based, impression management
attempts are unlikely. Ultimately, the success of self-focused tactics is determined by the audience’s
reception of the actor’s performed behavior (Bolino, 1999; Crant, 1996; Eastman, 1994; Fandt &
Ferris, 1990; Ferris, Bhawuk, Fedor, & Judge, 1995). If the supervisor interprets the self-focused
impression management tactic as sincere, the likely outcome is an enhanced performance rating. Thus,
the employee who believes that he or she is able to convincingly engage in self-promotional impres-
sion management behaviors and that those behaviors will improve his or her performance appraisal is
likely to try them. Conversely, the employee who does not believe that he or she can convincingly
engage in self-promotion or who does not believe his or her supervisor will take such behaviors into
account when rating his or her performance is unlikely to attempt them. Thus, theory and empirical
findings led us to predict that:

Hypothesis 2: Employee impression management is positively related to supervisor-rated employee
performance.

Interactive effects of organizational politics and impression management

Expectancy theory describes the mechanism by which employees are motivated to manipulate their
behaviors in pursuit of a desired reward. We have argued that in an environment perceived as political,
uncertainty is high, and that expectancies regarding the performance-reward relationship are cor-
rupted. If employees believe that their environment is political, they are likely to believe that no matter
what they do their performance rating will remain constant. Therefore, there is no point in promoting
themselves and the good work that they have done, as the effects of such attempts are likely to be
washed out. In contrast, if employees perceive their environment as non-political, they have a strong
belief that they can successfully alter their behavior in pursuit of attaining a desired reward. These
employees are likely to engage in any behavior that might increase the chance of gaining a valued
reward, and those who try self-promotion will likely see the benefit of that attempt.

In essence, then, we have argued that in organizational environments characterized by low levels of
perceived organizational politics, employees who engage in self-focused impression management
behaviors may very well reap the benefit of inflated supervisory ratings. In keeping with this reasoning,
we predicted that:
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Hypothesis 3: Impression management moderates the relationship between perceptions of organi-
zational politics and supervisor-rated performance ratings such that when perceptions of organiza-
tional politics are low, employees who engage in high levels of impression management are more
likely to receive favorable ratings than employees who do not engage in impression management.

Expectancy theory supports the notion that environmental perceptions will alter an individual’s pro-

pensity to purposefully modify his or her behavior. Using expectancy theory to examine the joint
effects of politics and self-focused impression management tactics on supervisor ratings of perfor-
mance, we attempted to further develop a theoretical understanding of the effect that organizational
politics perceptions have on performance outcomes. We joined together two distinct, but related,
research streams: politics and impression management.

Organizational Context

The Environment

The organization was in the financial services sector, which has been experiencing significant acqui-
sition activity since the mid 1990s. Financial services jobs had been lost not only in mid-level man-
agement but also in frontline customer service and back-office operations areas. Many companies
decreased investment in their customer-support infrastructures, requiring fewer workers to meet
customer expectations with fewer resources. With the downsizing that followed most of the mer-
gers, the number of workers exceeded the demand for them in the labor market. Because of the
reductions in resources and jobs, competition for jobs and promotions became much more intense
than had been the case for these workers less than a decade before. As a result, strategic impression
management became an increasingly critical asset in managing the careers of many workers.

The Organization

For several years, this organization experienced growth and profit typical for the industry. The busi-
ness units comprising the sample were organized under a modified matrix structure, yielding multi-
ple constituencies and often multiple bosses for many employees. Despite the matrix-type structure,
high levels of organizational politics had not plagued the business units. However, these business
units prided themselves on their internal customer service, including care for the employees. Being
a customer-centric ‘team player’ was expected. As a result, some level of nuanced impression man-
agement was expected.

The Sample

The employees served administrative functions in customer service business units. Performance
expectations were formally set and tied to business unit performance, which reflected the percep-
tions and satisfaction of both internal and external customers. Women comprised two-thirds of the
sample, while minorities comprised slightly less than a third. The participants ranged in age from 19
to 64, but about 75 per cent of the sample were less than 40 years of age. Anecdotal evidence sug-
gests very good relations between the managers and employees.

The Timeframe
The study was conducted in 2002.
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Method

Subjects and procedure

We collected data from a large private-sector financial institution in the Southwest as part of a project
conducted for both applied and research purposes. Management sent memoranda to supervisors to
request that they ask their employees to participate in the survey process. Participation was entirely
voluntary. We were informed anecdotally that only a few employees chose not to participate, and that
some were unavailable because of vacation, medical leave, etc. We did not have access to data that
would permit assessment of response rate or representativeness of the sample. However, we were
aware of no circumstances that would have contributed to any individuals or groups not participating
other than absence from work or the apparent rare lack of desire to participate. All responses were kept
strictly confidential and individual results were not reported to the organization.

Both employees and supervisors supplied data for this study. A total of 112 white-collar office work-
ers provided data for the independent and control variables, while the respondent’s immediate super-
visors (N =14) provided the data for the dependent variable. The workers served administrative
functions in a customer service organization. Averaging about 33 years in age, they consisted of 37
(33 per cent) men and 75 (67 per cent) women; 32 (29 per cent) were ethnic minorities and 80 (71 per
cent) non-minorities. We briefed the relevant results to groups of supervisors, who then presented the
results to their employees.

Measures

Job performance

We measured overall job performance with six items (e.g., ‘He/she maintains positive relations with
co-workers’). Supervisors rated their employees on each item using the following scale: (1) ‘weak or
bottom 10 per cent;’ (2) ‘fair or next 20 per cent;’ (3) ‘good or next 40 per cent;’ (4) ‘very good or next
20 per cent;’ or (5) ‘best or top 10 per cent.’

Perceptions of organizational politics

We measured perceptions of organizational politics by the subordinate using the ‘Going Along to Get
Ahead’ subscale of the Perceptions of Organizational Politics Scale (POPS; Kacmar & Ferris, 1991).
This scale consisted of four items measured on a five-point Likert scale. Example items are, ‘Employ-
ees are encouraged to speak out frankly even when they are critical of well-established ideas’ (reverse
coded), and ‘Telling others what they want to hear is sometimes better than telling the truth.” Higher
scores indicate greater perceptions of organizational politics. Kacmar and Carlson (1997) reported
additional validity evidence for the full scale and each subscale.

Impression management

In order to assess impression management from the subordinate, we used the five-item self-focused
impression management scale developed by Wayne and Liden (1995). An example item is, ‘Work
harder when you know the results will be seen by your supervisor” We measured these items on a
five-point Likert scale where higher scores indicated greater impression management.

Control variables

Participants voluntarily indicated their gender, minority status, and age. We used all three as control
variables based on their ability to account for variance in performance outcomes, including evalua-
tions, salary, and promotion (Greenhaus, Parasuraman, & Wormley, 1990; Judiesch & Lyness, 1999).
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Results

Descriptive statistics, correlations, and internal reliability estimates (Cronbach’s alpha) among the
variables for cases with complete data are presented in Table 1. As shown there, organizational politics
was negatively related to supervisor ratings of job performance, offering preliminary support for
Hypothesis 1. Hypothesis 2, that impression management and supervisor ratings of job performance
would be positively related, also garnered preliminary support.

We present results of the hierarchical moderated regression analyses for centered variables in
Table 2. With the control variables entered into the equation, the relationship between perceptions
of politics and performance proposed in Hypothesis 1 did not reach significance. Hypothesis 2, that
self-focused impression management is positively related to supervisor-rated performance was sup-
ported. Finally, as hypothesized, the organizational politics x impression management cross-product
term entered on step three contributed incremental variance over and above the variance contributed by

Table 1. Intercorrelation matrix

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Age 33.18 1293 —

2. Gender (1 = male, 2 = female) 1.67 0.47 0.06 —

3. Minority status (1 = non-minority; 1.29 045 -0.02 0.11 —
2 = minority)

4. Perceptions of politics 0.00 092 -0.06 0.04 —-0.24** (0.70)

5. Self-focused Impression —-0.00 0.71 0.04 0.12 0.22**  —0.20* (0.74)
Management

6. Supervisor-rated performance 3.53 074 -0.02 -0.02 -0.07 —0.19*  0.29** (0.86)

*p <0.05; **p <0.01. N=112. Cronbach alphas are reported on the diagonal.

Table 2. Regression analyses of the organizational politics x impression management interaction on supervisor-
rated employee performance

Independent variables Step 1: Step 2: Step 3: Step 4: AR?
B s B B

Step 1: Control variables 0.01
Gender —0.02 0.00 —0.03 -0.03
Age —0.00 —0.00 0.00 0.00
Minority status -0.10 —0.04 0.05 0.06

F (3, 108) =0.19, adjusted R*> = —0.02

Step 2: Main effect 0.03
Perceptions of politics —0.15 -0.11 —0.11

F (4, 107) = 1.06, adjusted RZ =0.00

Step 3: Main effect 0.06**
Self-focused Impression Management 0.28** 0.24*

F (5, 106) =2.42*, adjusted R*> =0.06

Step 4: Cross-product term 0.04*
Politics x Self-focused Impression —0.26*
Management

F (6, 105) =2.89*, adjusted R =0.09

Constant 3.74%*x* 3.60%** 3.52%*x* 3.44%*x

*p <0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p <0.001. Standardized regression coefficients for centered variables are presented. N=112.
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Job Performance
w

251 —&— Low Impression Management
—a— Avg Impression Management
—0— High Impression Management

1 y
-1SD +1SD
Organizational Politics

Figure 1. Supervisor-rated job performance regressed on organizational politics: low, average, and high self-

promotion impression management groups. Note: Y= (0.86 — 0.26f)X + (0.93f— 0.28). Low score = 1 standard

deviation below the mean; high score = 1 standard deviation above the mean. Only scores =+ one standard from the
mean of organizational politics scores are plotted

the main effects of organizational politics, impression management, and the control variables. The
effect size of 0.03 is at the high end of the typical range (i.e., AR>=0.01 to 0.03) of interaction effects
in non-experimental studies (Champoux & Peters, 1987; Chaplin, 1991).

To identify the form of the interaction, we plotted the equation at its mean as well as at low and
high levels of impression management (Stone & Hollenbeck, 1989). Figure 1 presents the form of the
joint relationship of perceived organizational politics and impression management with job perfor-
mance. Figure 1 indicates a negative perceived organizational politics—job performance relationship
among workers employing high levels of impression management; the simple slope was significantly
different from zero (t =2.64, p <0.01; Aiken & West, 1991). However, the slopes of the regression
lines of the workers at low and mean levels of impression management were not significantly different
from zero (= 0.98, n.s.; t=1.45, n.s., respectively). Moreover, Figure 1 also reveals that impression
management was most strongly related to job performance ratings among workers perceiving low
levels of organizational politics.

The differences (at one standard deviation above the mean of impression management compared to
one standard deviation below the mean of impression management) in predicted values of job perfor-
mance divided by the standard deviation of job performance (i.e., standardized group differences) were
as follows: (a) among individuals with scores at one standard deviation below the mean of organiza-
tional politics, impression management yielded a difference of 0.74 standard units of job performance;
and (b) for individuals with scores at one standard deviation above the mean of organizational politics,
impression management yielded a difference of 0.00 standard units of job performance. Considering
Cohen’s (1988) categories of effect sizes (i.e., 0.20 = small, 0.50 = medium, and 0.80 = large), the
effect of the impression management on job performance was medium and almost large when percep-
tions of organizational politics were at one standard deviation below the mean.
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Discussion

Practitioner and scholarly interest in organizational politics and impression management has continued
to grow over the years. In part, this high interest may have been due to recognition of the challenges
involved in effectively managing one’s career in a business climate characterized by scare resources
and high competition. Research that helps to illuminate the mechanisms of these constructs stands to
make an important contribution to people’s ability to attain career success and positively contribute to
organizational goals.

Given the amount of attention dedicated to perceptions of organizational politics and
impression management, clarifying the nature of their joint effects on performance is important. We
answered this challenge by offering expectancy theory (Porter & Lawler, 1968; Vroom, 1964) as a
bridge between these two previously distinct research streams. Our findings support an inter-
action between politics perceptions and self-focused impression management on performance as
hypothesized.

Interestingly, we did not find support for Hypothesis 1, that perceptions of politics would be nega-
tively related to supervisor-rated employee performance. Our lack of significance is inconsistent with
our theoretical rational and with past research findings on the politics—performance relationship (e.g.,
Witt, 1998), and therefore warrants future investigation. Although the lack of significance simply does
not allow us to discount the null, it may be consistent with a growing point of view that organizational
politics are not always negative, and that they can in fact be functional if they are perceived as giving
employees a deeper understanding of organizational processes or obtaining otherwise unavailable
resources (Dulebohn & Ferris, 1999; Ferris et al., 1996). Clearly, these competing views and contra-
dictory results indicate that an exciting opportunity exists for more investigation into the mechanisms
that govern the relationship between perceptions of politics and performance.

As predicted by Hypothesis 2, and consistent with past research efforts (Kacmar, Delery, & Ferris,
1992; Wayne & Kacmar, 1991), self-focused impression management tactics were positively related to
supervisor-rated employee performance. This finding further substantiates the impact that non-work
related factors have on performance ratings. However it is important to note that this finding is
embedded in the significant higher-order interaction discussed next.

The major contribution of our study was the interaction of organizational politics and impression
management attempts on performance ratings. Consistent with our third hypothesis, politics and self-
focused impression management interacted in their influence on supervisor ratings of employee per-
formance. This finding indicates that when organizational politics were low, employees who engaged
in self-focused impression management tactics were far more likely to receive high performance rat-
ings than employees who did not engage in such tactics. When organizational politics were high,
impression management did not affect performance ratings.

We interpreted this finding to mean that when employees perceive their organization as
relatively non-political, active impression management may provide employees with a competitive
career advantage above and beyond that offered by objective job performance. On the other hand,
when employees perceive that politics are pervasive in the organization, there is no incentive to use
self-promotion, as performance ratings are constant across all levels of self-focused impression man-
agement tactic use. This finding may suggest that managers can identify employees who tend to per-
ceive high levels of organizational politics, and are then more capable at seeing through those
employees’ attempts at impression management. Conversely, employees who are more circumspect
about expressing their perceptions of the organization may be perceived as more sincere by their
supervisors.
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Limitations and strengths

Although this research makes significant contributions to this area of study, there were several limita-
tions. Because this study was based on cross-sectional data, testing the directionality of the hypothe-
sized relationships was not possible. Additionally, incorporating past performance records into this
study would have increased the validity of the performance measure. Finally, the restriction of the
measurement of perceptions of politics to the ‘going along to get ahead’ subscale and the focus on
exclusively self-promotional impression management behaviors are methodological constraints.
Although there was support for the validity of the POPS subscales (Kacmar & Carlson, 1997), and
the self-promotional impression management subscale has been used successfully in past research
(Wayne & Liden, 1995), future researchers should consider broadening their focus on these variables.
Such action may allow a more complete picture of the politics—performance relationship to emerge.

This study also had several strengths. First, we used matched-sample data from both subordinates
and supervisors, thus reducing the likelihood that common method variance influenced our findings.
Second, this study represented an important step in the politics and impression management literature
streams. Using expectancy theory to combine these two previously distinct research streams, we
were able to explore more fully the importance of both organizational politics and impression
management in predicting work outcomes. This broadened perspective enabled us to offer some very
practical advice to employees seeking to improve their job performance ratings and may spur further
empirical investigations into expectancy theory models of organizational politics and impression
management.

Implications for management practice

The ability to attain strong performance appraisals is critical for employees who want to bolster their
job security, attain career success, and ensure job mobility. Our findings suggest that in some situations
objective job performance is only one factor in attaining these goals. Employees who became adept at
understanding the political frame and behaved accordingly may have had a competitive advantage over
those who did not.

These findings provide a strong incentive for practicing managers to identify those employees who
take a political view of organizational life. In so doing, they gain an ability to see through superfluous
influence attempts and avoid some degree of bias in their performance evaluations. Although impres-
sion management is only one source of potential bias among many in the performance appraisal pro-
cess (halo effects, recency effects, etc.), even small increases in performance appraisal objectivity can
have important effects. Conversely, identifying those employees who perceive their organizational
environment as relatively non-political may provide some insight into managers as well. These
employees because of their ‘political naiveté’ may tend to come across as quite sincere. Thus, man-
agers may be particularly susceptible to their impression management efforts. Managers who recog-
nize this potential would be better prepared to recognize self-promotional tactics for what they are
when faced with an employee who actively engages in them.

Our findings also inspire some advice to employees who perceive their organization as highly poli-
tical. In such situations, one-upmanship games can produce a spiraling effect that results in hard-to-
believe, self-promotional stories that are met with skepticism by those who hear and judge them. Thus,
from a practical perspective, these findings suggest that in highly political environments employees
should avoid self-focused impression management attempts. Rather, it may be more appropriate to
focus on their objective work productivity and monitor their environment.
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Future research

Empirical findings that illuminate the role that both organizational politics and impression manage-
ment behaviors play in successful job performance are important for researchers as well as practi-
tioners. In particular, it appears that further investigation into the positive and negative impacts that
perceptions of politics may have on employee performance are warranted. Additionally, we advocate
expanding the scope of impression management—performance research to incorporate other-focused
influence attempts. We hope that this research will stimulate other scholars in the areas of organiza-
tional politics and impression management to continue integrating these fields. By joining the two
separate, but related, research streams of politics and impression management, we will be better able
to understand the complex nature of the influence each has on employee performance.

Finally, a clear challenge for future research is to expand the scope of organizational pol-
itics research. This challenge could be met empirically and theoretically. Empirically, it would be use-
ful to incorporate an independent measure of the extent to which politics exist in an organizational
environment. The constraint of measuring organizational politics as a perceptual measure is limiting
in terms of the research questions that can be asked and the ability of our data to answer those ques-
tions. An independent, broad measure of political activity would add even more interest to this
research area.

Theoretically, the dramaturgical approach might help researchers to explain complex political phe-
nomena and impression management behaviors (Goffman, 1959). The dramaturgical interpretation
of social interaction suggests that social behavior involves presenting a message to an intended audi-
ence in a way that encourages desired outcomes, providing a mechanism by which impression man-
agement behaviors can be explained. Under this perspective, social interaction is viewed as a
performance that is shaped by both an individual’s environment and his or her audience, and its
purpose is to lead the audience to form impressions that are consistent with the actor’s goals (Goffman,
1959). The theory can also be used to explain political behaviors, as it suggests that an actor may be
saddled with the challenge of presenting behavior to his or her audience consistent with prevalent
social norms, while simultaneously pursuing personal goals that may contradict these norms
(Goffman, 1959).

The dramaturgical approach to social interaction has primarily spurred research in the areas of
impression management and leadership. This approach has been especially useful in describing the
process of human behavior (Brissett & Edgely, 1975). For example, Bozeman and Kacmar (1997) used
dramaturgy to build a cybernetic model describing impression management processes in organiza-
tions. Similarly, Gardner and Avolio (1998) developed a dramaturgical model to describe the charis-
matic relationship between leaders, followers, their behaviors, and their environment. Although both
of these models offer useful theoretical descriptions of human behavior in the realms of impression
management and leadership, neither has been tested. In fact, the inherently complicated nature of
social interaction may offer one explanation for why dramaturgy has not been employed more fre-
quently in management research. Thus, a potentially rich area of future research would be one that
incorporates and empirically tests a dramaturgically derived model of impression management and
political behavior.

In conclusion, this research demonstrates the importance of further considering the nature of the
relationship that exists between organizational politics and impression management. Our findings have
important implications for organizational practitioners who are responsible for providing accurate, fair
performance ratings. Additionally, we hope that our results provide organizational scholars with some
new insight about the relationship between political perceptions, political behavior, and their joint
impact on performance outcomes.
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