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Summary: The way companies communicate with stakeholders is, among others, sharing of 
annual reports containing information on the corporate’s performance. The companies can 
present financial and non-financial information in a way that will serve their interests, using a 
variety of narratives. The aim of the study is to present the issues of impression management 
in the company’s financial reporting and the management strategies used to create the desired 
image. The method used was an analysis of available literature. The authors were primarily 
interested in the published research on: (1) the relationship between the following concepts: 
impression, image, reputation, self-presentation (2) impression management essence (3) 
impression management strategy in external reporting (4) directions of impression 
management usage in accounting and reporting. The study is a theoretical basis for further 
research covering the conduct of Polish companies in the context described. 

Keywords: Impression management, corporate image, self-presentation, reputation, disclosure 
strategies.

Streszczenie: Celem pracy jest przedstawienie problematyki autoprezentacji w sprawo-
zdawczości finansowej przedsiębiorstwa oraz stosowanych strategii zarządzania wrażeniem 
dla kreowania pożądanego wizerunku. Zastosowaną metodą była analiza dostępnej literatury 
przedmiotu. Autorów interesowały przede wszystkim opublikowane badania z zakresu:  
(1) powiązania między pojęciami: wrażenie, wizerunek, reputacja, autoprezentacja, (2) istoty 
zarządzania wrażeniem, (3) strategii zarządzania wrażeniem w ramach raportowania 
zewnętrznego, (4) kierunków wykorzystania zarządzania wrażeniem w rachunkowości  
i sprawozdawczości. Praca stanowi teoretyczną podstawę do dalszych badań obejmujących 
zachowanie polskich przedsiębiorstw w opisywanym kontekście.

Słowa kluczowe: zarządzanie wrażeniem, wizerunek przedsiębiorstwa, autoprezentacja, 
reputacja, strategie ujawniania informacji. 
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1. Introduction

The way companies communicate with stakeholders is, among others, sharing of 
annual reports containing information on the entity’s performance. The accounting 
provisions in contemporary jurisdictions impose reporting obligations while allowing 
flexibility for solutions adopted by the entities, including preparation of financial 
statements [Peek et al. 2010; Ball et al. 2015; Fujibayashi et al. 2015]. The companies 
can present financial and non-financial information in a way that will serve their 
interests, using a variety of narratives [Llewellyn 1999; Jones, Shoemaker 1994]. 
Creation of the desired corporate image through financial and non-financial reporting 
enables the so called impression management [Jones 2011; Aerts 1994; Beattie 
2014].

The aim of the study is to present the role of impression management in the 
company’s financial reporting and the impression management strategies used to 
create the desired image. For this purpose, the literature was analysed in the context 
of answering the following questions:
 • What are the connections between the concepts: impression, image, reputation, 

self-presentation?
 • What is the impression management and how can it be used? 
 • What are the impression management strategies in external reporting? 
 • What are the directions of using impression management in accounting?

The study provides an overview of the respective literature, thus the method 
therein is the criticism and analysis of the literature. This article is the first of the 
planned series of three – it is a theoretical basis built on the achievements of 
researchers of the subject matter for further work of authors covering qualitative and 
quantitative research on the use of various forms of image management in the 
framework of financial reporting by the Polish companies.

2. The essence of self-presentation and associated concepts

The factors affecting the company’s competitive position are its image and reputation.1 
For this reason, the companies are interested in making a particular impression on 
the stakeholders in order to be presented in the most favourable light.

Dictionary of Polish Language defines impression as “mental state induced by 
action of some stimuli.” Impression can thus be defined as an idea or feeling of what 
someone or something is, resulting from the reception of an image of a person or 
thing by the surroundings. These feelings result in the way in which the enterprise is 
perceived and presented, i.e. its image [Słownik języka polskiego…]. It is generally 

1 We can find various approaches to the terms image and reputation in literature. Some authors 
regard them as synonyms, and some authors delineate these concepts [Gołata 2013].
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accepted that the image of the company creates its reputation by which one may 
understand the opinion that a given entity is shared among its stakeholders [Słownik 
języka polskiego…]. Reputation is based on the assessment of the activities of  
a given entity by the interested parties.

The companies are interested in building and maintaining such an image in the 
eyes of the environment, which will allow them to benefit from it later. Impression 
management, that is, the so-called self-presentation is therefore essential [Leung  
et al. 2015; Neu et al. 1998]. The concept of self-presentation derives from social 
psychology which explored what kind of activities a person undertakes to modify the 
way he/she is perceived by others, and how he/she manages the process so as to exert 
the desired effect [Wojciszke 2002, p. 146; Leary, Kowalski 1990]. The concept of 
self-presentation is therefore associated with the impression management, therefore 
those concepts will be used interchangeably in this study. 

The interrelations between these concepts are shown in Fig. 1.

Fig. 1. Relationships between the concepts of impression, image, reputation and self-presentation 

Source: own study.

It can be noted that the reputation of an enterprise depends on the created image 
that is influenced by the entity’s impressions made on the environment. The 
company’s good reputation is related to gaining the stakeholders’ trust and their 
confidence in its compliance (especially in the case of uncertainty and asymmetry of 
information) with the standards accepted by the society. It is therefore important to 
monitor and control the impression that a company makes on the stakeholders, and 
to undertake such activities that will induce in the recipients of accounting information 
the expected feelings that affect the perception and assessment of the business entity 
[Harrison, van der Laan 2015]. 

The research shows that, for the corporate impression management, they use 
external reporting, adjusting the scope and content of the financial statements to this 
end [Parker 1982, 2007; Stanton, Stanton 2002].
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3. Impression management in financial reporting 

Corporate reporting can be used to provide stakeholders with information for 
decision-making or for self-presentation and opportunistic conduct that allows the 
entity to benefit from appropriate disclosures [Sandberg, Holmlund 2015]. In this 
context, impression management can be viewed from the perspective of behaviours 
where the managers control and modify the description of the information presented 
in the financial statements in order to create a positive image of the company [Wang 
2016]. This involves selection of information about the company’s achievements by 
the managers and presenting them in a way that distorts the perception of users of 
these reports [Neu et al. 1998; Brennan et al. 2009]. 

Impression management in the aspect of external reporting is subject of many 
studies. Examples of research directions of research include, among others:

1) use self-presentation strategy in reporting in order to create the expected 
impression [Bansal, Kistruck 2006; Hooghiemstra 2000; Sandberg, Holmlund 2015],

2) impression management from the point of view of the person drawing up the 
report and the users of this report [Merkl-Davies, Brennan 2007; Clatworthy, Jones 
2003],

3) presentation and analysis of the four perspectives of impression management 
studies [Brennan, Merkl-Davies 2013a; Merkl-Davies, Brennan 2011],

4) balance between favourable and unfavourable non-financial information [Gill 
et al. 2008; Niskanen, Nieminen 2001; Boiral 2016],

5) sources of inspiration to use impression management methods and tools in 
the context of financial reporting [Aerts 2001, 2005],

6) measurement and quantification of information presented with the use of 
impression management methods [Riley et al. 2014; Beynon et al. 2004].

The conclusions of the studies show that, in the context of external reporting, 
self-presentation is to create, maintain or restore a good image and reputation of a 
company by creating and presenting the desired corporate image in the financial 
statements without the need for a real change of behaviour. So, the very taking up of 
the appropriate action is not essential, but making the impression that such activities 
have been completed.

Impression management is therefore particularly useful in the event of poor 
financial results, as well as after crises, scandals, incidents involving violations of 
norms and rules by the entity. The entity will then be interested in improving the 
image, restoring the reputation or legitimacy. Self-presentation can also be used for 
the future by appropriately shaping the perception of controversial issues or planned 
changes, such as reorganization of the entity [Brennan, Merkl-Davies 2013a; Merkl-
-Davies, Brennan 2011].

The issue of impression management in external reporting can be seen from 
different perspectives. In the literature, the following planes can be distinguished: 
economic, psychological, sociological and critical [Brennan, Merkl-Davies 2013a; 
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Merkl-Davies, Brennan 2011, 2017]. The reporting inconsistencies are considered 
from each approach. The characteristics of individual perspectives are presented in 
Table 1.

Table 1. Impression management perspectives from the point of view of inconsistencies presented  
in the report

Perspective Areas of inconsistencies Understanding of impression management
Economic Reported and actual outcomes Reporting bias

Psychological Reported and actual performance 
attributions

Self-serving bias

Sociological 
(systemic)

Portrayed and actual values Symbolic management, symbolic decoupling 
(see [Mazur 2014; Łada 2016])

Critical Portrayed and actual 
organizational decision-making

Retrospective rationality and accounting 
rhetoric 

Source: study based on [Merkl-Davies, Brennan 2011].

The economic and psychological perspectives refer to the investment image and 
concern the perception management of information about the entity’s financial 
performance by the users. Effective self-presentation leads to inappropriate allocation 
of the capital by the stakeholders. In the economic perspective, impression 
management involves selective reporting (reporting bias). Companies are then 
interested in highlighting good results and obscuring, omitting the negative results of 
business activities [Brennan et al. 2013b].

In the psychological perspective concerning self-presentation, it is important to 
gain social recognition and avoid sanctions. Consequently, the companies 
misleadingly attribute to themselves and extol their services in achieving good 
results, while in the event of a failure – they ascribe it to the external causes [García, 
Guillamón-Saorín 2011].

The sociological perspective is related to the shaping the image in terms of 
corporate social responsibility and legitimacy. It focuses on self-presentation 
concerning social and environmental issues and compliance with social norms and 
principles by the company. Impression management is inspired by the desire to 
attract social and material resources and getting assistance. The purpose of self- 
-presentation is to authenticate the entity as a source of benefit through symbolic 
separation and management, i.e., presenting information that has nothing in common 
with reality. Impression management will then result in ungrounded support from 
various groups of stakeholder group [Erkama, Vaara 2010; Ogden, Clarke 2005].

Critical perspective refers to a critical look at the real situation of an enterprise. 
The motive for self-presentation is gaining and maintaining a strong position. 
Ideological bias is used to describe information on the enterprise only from a specific 
point of view, consistent with the specific views within the enterprise. It is interested 
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in influencing the perception of information about the impact and control of the 
company by the users. The strategic use of rhetorical, semantic, and grammatical 
means is therefore essential. The result should be leadership or dominance over other 
entities [Brennan, Merkl-Davies 2013a; Craig, Amernic 2004; Beelitz, Merkl-Davies 
2012]. 

Irrespective of the perspective, self-presentation in external reporting refers to 
the selection of certain information and the way they are presented, that will influence 
the users of the reports in the desired manner. The studies show, however, that the 
threat of information manipulation resulting from the hypocrisy of business managers 
[Cho et al. 2015; Michelon et al. 2016].

4. Strategies for impression management in business reporting

In order to create the desired image and reputation, the companies are interested, 
among others, in creating good impression, preventing bad impression, as well as 
hiding information that may cause a bad impression on the entity. These actions aim 
at, among others [Baird, Zelin 2000; Brennan et al. 2009]:
 • presenting the entity in a more favourable light, 
 • improving its credibility, 
 • increasing trust in the company.

In order to use impression management in reporting, the entities may manipulate 
the way in which the reporting information is presented or the scope of disclosure of 
the information [Merkl-Davies, Brennen 2007, 2011; Artienwicz 2015], using 
different strategies for this purpose. The activities the business units can undertake 
within individual self-presentation strategies are shown in Table 2.

It may be noted that making good impression on the stakeholders in order to 
create a desired image of the enterprise, requires self-presentation, that is the display 
of good information. This can be achieved through the implementation of strategies 
such as thematic manipulation, visual and structural manipulation, as well as 
comparison of results and selectivity in presentation of financial results. The 
companies can make a good impression also by making an internal attribution, that 
is by attributing responsibility for the successes and events perceived as positive to 
themselves.

The companies can also prevent the bad impression. This can be achieved by 
obfuscating negative information. They can achieve this effect through a strategy of 
manipulation of legibility of the messages or by using the appropriate language of 
information transfer, such as by downplaying, justifying or denying the harmfulness 
of harmful activities. It is also useful to perform external attribution, that is, 
assigning failures to external factors, thereby reducing their own liability. The 
entities may also choose to limit the information on the activity or pass over the 
unfavourable events.
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Table 2. Impression management strategies used in external reporting (financial reporting)

Strategy Subject  
of manipulation Characteristic 

Rhetorical 
manipulation

Language of 
persuasion

This strategy refers to the presentation of the company’s 
performance reports using the expressions typical  
of benefit rhetoric to prevent a bad impression. 

Manipulation  
of legibility

Making reading 
difficult

This strategy involves modifying the ease of reading 
financial statements. The level of readability depends on 
the choice of words and length of sentences included in 
the report, i.e. the complexity of the language used. The 
longer sentences, the readability of the reports is impeded. 
The managers obscure the image of the entity mainly in 
the case of its bad performance. 

Thematic 
manipulation 

Thematic biases In this strategy the attention is focused on the content 
and the wording of information, messages. The goal is to 
display “good” information in reports and downplay “bad” 
information, focusing on positive and negative keywords. 

Visual and 
structural 
manipulation 
(emphasis of the 
content)

Presentation and 
location  
of disclosures

This strategy involves attracting the report users’ attention 
to good news or distraction from bad information. For this 
purpose, information is positioned in the text, i.e. good 
information is included in the first part of the report, and 
the bad ones - in the middle of the text. In addition, good 
information is displayed in the appropriate way by using 
appropriate graphic tools, using appropriate font size, font 
size, colour, or underline.

Comparing 
the results 
(achievements)

Tendency  
of numerical 
disclosures 

This strategy consists in concentration on selected 
reference points, benchmarks, showing the business 
activity in the most favorable light.

Selection 
(selectivity) of 
financial results

Selection  
of numbers

This strategy focuses on the selection – from among 
the various financial results – of those that will most 
effectively present the activity of the entity. 

The use of internal 
or external 
attribution to assign 
the achieved results

Attribution  
of achievements 
and failures

This strategy consists in a specific interpretation of the 
causes of events. It consists in attributing the positive 
results to a company, and the negative are presented as 
a result of external factors that are independent of the 
business entity. This is connected with the occurrence  
of the so-called self-serving bias.

Source: study based on [Brennan, Merkl-Davies 2013a; Brennan et al. 2009; Merkl-Davies, Brennan 
2007, 2011; Aerts 2001; Chwastiak, Young 2003].

The primary negative effect of an impression management can be the presentation 
of a false corporate image or the omission of inconvenient but significant information 
affecting the enterprise’s assessment. This results in misleading the users of 
information as well as lowering the quality (credibility and reliability) of information 
generated by the accounting.



Self-presentation. Enterprise impression management as part of external reporting 157

5. Conclusions

The way the entity is perceived by the environment and what actions it should 
undertake to make the impressions consistent with the entities’ expectations is 
important for the company executives. Therefore, it is interested in, among others, in 
presenting the business image in a more favourable light or omitting some 
unfavourable, inconvenient information that could jeopardize its reputation. Self-
presentation involves the creation of a desired corporate image. This means that a 
business entity does not have certain characteristics but makes an impression as if it 
had them. To this end, the enterprises may use various impression management 
strategies.

The studies show that the way and scope of impression management usage is 
strictly determined by cultural factors, economic development, and normative 
structure that regulates external reporting [Cena, Rongchang 2013; Beattie 2014]. 
The literature analysis of the subject matter referring to Polish enterprises points to 
a research gap - the available publications do not describe the behaviour of Polish 
companies within the described area (see: [Masztalerz 2016a, b; Artienwicz 2015]). 
The authors of this paper intend to fill this gap by conducting and presenting the 
study on the application of different strategies of self-presentation by Polish 
companies. Quantitative and qualitative research will cover both financial and non-
financial data, whether disclosed as mandatory or voluntary.
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