
goffman presentation of self in everyday
life

goffman presentation of self in everyday life is a seminal concept in sociology that
explores how individuals perform and manage their identities in social interactions.
Developed by Erving Goffman, this theory provides a framework for understanding the
subtle and complex ways people present themselves to others in various social contexts.
The concept is rooted in the dramaturgical approach, where social life is compared to a
theatrical performance, with roles, scripts, and stages. This article delves into the core
ideas behind Goffman's presentation of self, its key components, and its relevance in
contemporary social life. Additionally, it examines the implications of self-presentation in
everyday interactions and the sociological significance of impression management. The
following sections provide a comprehensive overview of this influential theory, offering
insights into how identity is constructed and maintained in daily life.

Understanding Goffman’s Dramaturgical Approach

Key Concepts in the Presentation of Self

Impression Management Techniques

Applications in Everyday Social Interactions

Critiques and Contemporary Relevance

Understanding Goffman’s Dramaturgical
Approach
Erving Goffman's presentation of self in everyday life is grounded in the dramaturgical
model, which conceptualizes social interaction as a theatrical performance. This approach
suggests that individuals act as performers on a stage, consciously or unconsciously
managing the impressions they convey to their audience. The dramaturgical perspective
emphasizes the importance of context, audience, and setting in shaping how people
behave and represent themselves.

The Social Stage
In Goffman’s theory, the social world is divided into front stage and back stage regions.
The front stage is where individuals perform and present themselves according to social
norms and expectations. It is the public arena where people carefully control their
appearance and behavior to create a desired impression. Conversely, the back stage is a
private space where individuals can relax, drop their social roles, and prepare for future



performances without the pressure of an audience.

Roles and Scripts
Individuals adopt specific roles and follow scripts during social interactions, much like
actors in a play. These roles are influenced by societal expectations, cultural norms, and
personal identity. The scripts guide an individual’s behavior, language, and nonverbal
cues, allowing them to maintain consistency and coherence in their presentation of self.
Deviations from these roles can disrupt social harmony and lead to misunderstandings.

Key Concepts in the Presentation of Self
The presentation of self in everyday life encompasses several essential concepts that
explain how people manage their social identities. Understanding these concepts is crucial
to grasping the intricacies of Goffman’s theory and the dynamics of interpersonal
communication.

Impression Management
Impression management is the process by which individuals attempt to influence the
perceptions others have of them. This involves controlling information, behaviors, and
appearances to create favorable impressions. Techniques can include self-promotion,
ingratiation, intimidation, or exemplification, depending on the context and desired
outcome.

Definition of the Situation
The definition of the situation refers to the shared understanding between participants
about the nature of the social interaction. Goffman argued that for a performance to be
successful, all parties must agree on the framework within which the interaction takes
place. Misalignment in the definition of the situation can lead to confusion or conflict.

Face and Face-Work
“Face” represents the positive social value a person claims for themselves during
interactions. Face-work involves the strategies individuals use to maintain their own face
and support the face of others. This concept highlights the delicate balance of self-
presentation and mutual respect required to sustain social relationships.

Impression Management Techniques
Goffman’s presentation of self in everyday life includes a variety of impression
management techniques that individuals deploy to control how they are perceived by



others. These techniques are adaptable and context-dependent, reflecting the complexity
of social life.

Self-Promotion: Highlighting one’s strengths, achievements, or positive qualities to1.
gain respect or admiration.

Ingratiation: Using flattery, agreement, or helpful behavior to be liked or accepted2.
by others.

Supplication: Emphasizing one’s weaknesses or needs to elicit sympathy or3.
assistance.

Exemplification: Demonstrating moral worthiness or dedication to inspire4.
admiration or emulate behavior.

Intimidation: Displaying power or threats to influence others’ behavior or deter5.
opposition.

Nonverbal Communication
Nonverbal cues such as body language, facial expressions, posture, and eye contact play a
critical role in impression management. These signals can reinforce or contradict verbal
messages, impacting how an individual’s presentation is received. Mastery of nonverbal
communication is essential for effective self-presentation.

Applications in Everyday Social Interactions
The presentation of self in everyday life is evident across a wide range of social
interactions, from casual encounters to professional environments. Goffman’s theory helps
explain how individuals navigate social expectations and maintain their identities in
diverse settings.

Workplace Dynamics
In professional contexts, impression management is crucial for career advancement and
social integration. Employees often adopt specific roles aligned with organizational
culture, using controlled self-presentation to build credibility and foster positive
relationships with colleagues and supervisors.

Online Self-Presentation
With the rise of digital communication, Goffman’s concepts extend to online interactions
where individuals curate their profiles and posts to project desirable identities. Social



media platforms serve as virtual stages where impression management strategies are
employed to influence others’ perceptions.

Interpersonal Relationships
In personal relationships, the presentation of self facilitates intimacy, trust, and social
bonding. Individuals adjust their performances to align with the expectations and
preferences of friends, family, and romantic partners, balancing authenticity with social
desirability.

Critiques and Contemporary Relevance
While Goffman’s presentation of self in everyday life remains foundational in sociology, it
has also faced critiques and evolved in response to contemporary social changes. Scholars
continue to explore its applications and limitations in modern contexts.

Critiques of the Dramaturgical Model
Certain critiques argue that Goffman’s model overemphasizes conscious performance and
underestimates unconscious or structural influences on behavior. Others suggest that the
theatrical metaphor may oversimplify the complexities of identity and social interaction.

Adaptations in Modern Sociology
Contemporary research integrates Goffman’s insights with theories of identity, power, and
technology. The concept of self-presentation now encompasses digital identities,
intersectionality, and the impact of cultural diversity, reflecting the evolving nature of
social life.

Importance in Social Psychology and Communication
Studies
Beyond sociology, Goffman’s presentation of self informs fields such as social psychology
and communication studies, highlighting the interplay between individual agency and
social structure in shaping human behavior.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Erving Goffman's 'Presentation of Self in



Everyday Life' about?
Erving Goffman's 'Presentation of Self in Everyday Life' is a sociological work that
explores how individuals perform and manage their identities in social interactions,
likening social life to a theatrical performance where people present themselves in ways
that will be accepted by others.

How does Goffman use the concept of 'dramaturgy' in
his theory?
Goffman uses the concept of dramaturgy to describe social interaction as a theatrical
performance. Individuals are actors who manage their impressions by controlling
expressions, gestures, and settings to influence how others perceive them.

What are the 'front stage' and 'back stage' in Goffman's
theory?
In Goffman's theory, the 'front stage' is where individuals perform and adhere to social
norms to create a desired impression, while the 'back stage' is where individuals can relax,
drop their performance, and be themselves without the pressure of social expectations.

Why is the 'presentation of self' important in everyday
social interactions according to Goffman?
The 'presentation of self' is important because it helps individuals navigate social
situations by managing how they are perceived, facilitating social order, cooperation, and
the maintenance of social identities and relationships.

How has Goffman's work influenced modern sociology
and social psychology?
Goffman's work has profoundly influenced sociology and social psychology by highlighting
the performative nature of social life, inspiring research on identity, impression
management, social roles, and interaction rituals in diverse social contexts.

Additional Resources
1. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life by Erving Goffman
This seminal work by Goffman introduces the concept of dramaturgy, where social
interaction is analyzed as a theatrical performance. The book explores how individuals
present themselves to others, managing impressions to control the social situation.
Goffman’s insights lay the foundation for understanding identity and social roles in
everyday life.

2. Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior by Erving Goffman
This collection of essays delves deeper into the nuances of social interaction and ritualistic
behaviors in everyday encounters. Goffman examines how people maintain face and



manage social order through routine interactions. The book complements his ideas on self-
presentation by highlighting the importance of micro-level social rituals.

3. Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience by Erving Goffman
In this book, Goffman expands on how individuals organize their social experiences
through "frames" or interpretive schemas. It explains how people understand and give
meaning to events in social life, influencing how they present themselves. The work is
crucial for understanding the cognitive processes behind social performance.

4. Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity by Erving Goffman
Goffman explores the experiences of individuals who possess attributes that are socially
stigmatized. The book discusses strategies these individuals use to cope with and manage
their "spoiled" identities in everyday interactions. It provides valuable perspectives on how
self-presentation is affected by social exclusion and prejudice.

5. Self-Presentation: Impression Management and Interpersonal Behavior edited by Mark
R. Leary
This compilation covers contemporary research on impression management, building on
Goffman’s foundational theories. It offers empirical studies and theoretical discussion on
how people actively shape others’ perceptions in various social contexts. The book bridges
classic ideas with modern psychological approaches to self-presentation.

6. Social Interaction: Processes and Products by Gary Alan Fine and Greg Noble
This volume examines social interaction as a dynamic process, emphasizing the
construction of identity and meaning. Through detailed analysis, it reveals how individuals
negotiate their self-presentation in everyday situations. The book provides a broader
sociological context for understanding Goffman’s concepts.

7. Impression Management in the Workplace: Research, Theory, and Practice edited by
Robert A. Giacalone and Paul Rosenfeld
Focusing on professional settings, this book explores how impression management
operates within organizational life. It applies Goffman’s theories to workplace behaviors,
leadership, and communication strategies. The text is useful for understanding the
practical implications of self-presentation in career contexts.

8. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge by Peter L.
Berger and Thomas Luckmann
While not solely focused on Goffman, this classic work complements his ideas by
discussing how reality is socially constructed through interaction. It highlights the role of
shared meanings and social frameworks in shaping individual behavior and identity. The
book provides a foundational understanding of the social context in which self-
presentation occurs.

9. Identity and Everyday Life by David R. Maines
This book investigates how identities are formed and maintained through everyday
interactions, drawing on Goffman’s dramaturgical approach. It explores the fluidity of self
and the multiple roles people perform in different social settings. The text offers an
accessible entry point into the study of identity and self-presentation.
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