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General Introduction 

When to Show Who You Are or Who You Could Be: 

Personnel Selection and Finding the Right Person for the Job 

 “If you can’t make it good, at least make it look good.” 

Bill Gates 

Most job applicants around the world want “to make it good,” and if this is not possi-

ble because they lack the right education, qualifications, skills, abilities, or other job require-

ments, some of them may try to “at least make it look good.” 

Organizations looking for a new employee have the goal to distinguish between the 

applicants who are good and applicants who only seem good. An organization’s aim is to 

identify applicants who are high performers, good and trustworthy employees, and, in short, 

have the potential to be the perfect employee. Job seekers and employers have a few motiva-

tions in common. The former want to be right for the job, get a job offer, and be happy at 

work. The latter want the right person for the job, make a job offer, and have a happy em-

ployee. However, job seekers and employers may use different means to get what they want.  

The goal of personnel selection is to fairly and objectively identify the right candidate 

for the job, i.e., the applicant who matches the job requirements and is expected to achieve 

high work performance (Schmidt & Hunter, 1998). To achieve that goal, organizations on the 

one hand implement a variety of selection tools to maximize selection success. On the other 

hand, applicants strive to make the right impression, i.e., to present themselves as a perfect 

match, even if they lack some of the requirements (Bozeman & Kacmar, 1997). Nevertheless, 

the overall purpose of utilizing selection tools is to differentiate those who are the right candi-

date from those who may only seem to be the right candidate.  
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The current line of research studies whether (some) personnel selection tools foster 

such a differentiation, or actually enable applicants to present themselves more favorably than 

they actually are. Further, it explores why some applicants present themselves more favorably 

than others, and when and how they engage in such impression management (IM). Lastly, the 

current research illustrates how some selection methods intent to be fair, but with that inten-

tion actually disadvantage some applicants by causing them to perform worse, and others to 

perform better, i.e., even though some could “make it good”, the selection tool prevents appli-

cants from “making it look good.” 

Personnel Selection 

Organizations often rely on different selection tools to identify a successful employee 

(Schmidt & Hunter, 1998). Most often, the first initial step to assess candidates’ suitability is 

with the help of biographical data, e.g., cover letter and curriculum vitae (CV). From an em-

ployer’s view, the goal is to determine whether candidates possess the needed experience, 

skills and abilities to perform the job successfully (Knouse, 1994).  Thus, the organizations 

rely on data written by candidates for a first impression. With the information candidates pro-

vide, managers try to predict future work performance and decide who should be granted a 

chance of proving his or her suitability in the next selection step, often in the form of a (struc-

tured) interview or written test.   

From a candidate’s perspective, this is the first chance of making the “right” impres-

sion, i.e., trying to look as good as possible, impressing the potential new employer, and max-

imizing ones chance of being invited to the next selection step. Schmidt and Hunter (1998) 

found that biographical data as well as past job experiences predict future job performance. 

Similarly, Rothstein, Schmidt, Erwin, Owens, and Sparks (1990) showed that the validity of 

biographical data could be generalized across jobs, positions, and time. Thus, research agrees 

that biographical data is indeed a valid selection tool. However, it is possible that candidates 
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will use his/her CV and cover letter, therewith the provision of his/her personal biographical 

data, to enhance picture of him-/herself to increase his or her chances of getting the job. Nev-

ertheless, even though CVs and cover letters may have some suggested formats and expected 

information, the candidate is free to write anything he or she wants in a way he or she desires. 

Indeed, Knouse (1994) found that candidates who engaged in some form of IM were 

perceived as more confident and more hirable. In a similar study, Knouse, Giacalone, and 

Hinda (1988) concluded that IM could also decrease the perceived likability of the candidate. 

Even though these studies illustrated that IM in cover letters and CVs can influence the deci-

sion of which candidate would be invited to an interview, research that tackles IM on bio-

graphical data is rather rare. Only one recent study has examined whether candidates actually 

engage in IM in their cover letters and CVs and if so, which tactics they employ. No study so 

far has examined whether candidates who employ IM on cover letter and CV are more likely 

to continue with their IM behaviours during a selection interview, compared to candidates 

who do not show IM behaviours on their cover letter and CV. Therefore, this first study in 

this line of research aims to examine the IM behaviors of candidates in this initial first contact 

with the employer and whether IM behavior during this step influence whether candidates 

proceed to again engage in IM in the interview or testing phase. Many studies have investi-

gated IM during a job interview and clearly concluded that IM does influence interview per-

formance and in turn hiring decisions (e.g., Barrick & Mount, 1996; Ellis, West, Ryan, & 

DeShon, 2002b; Kleinmann & Klehe, 2010). However, no study to date has examined 

whether IM behavior is a stable individual disposition or whether it depends on the situation. 

In other words, this first study further explores whether candidates’ IM in his/her cover letter 

and CV predict IM during an interview, or whether the situation (cover letter/CV vs. inter-

view) determines the usage of IM.  



General Introduction  4 

 

IM plays a crucial role also in other selection tools; often, organizations also rely on 

personality tests to make job performance predictions. Past research has shown that these tests 

are also influenced by candidates’ IM, often labeled as response distortion (e.g. Rosse, 

Stecher, Miller, & Levin , 1998). Compared with a normal or honest situation when candi-

dates answer personality items to represent their true self, candidates understandably are in-

clined to answer personality items in a way that makes them “look good” when in a selection 

situation. Past research has shown that candidates indeed distort their answers, scoring partic-

ularly high on conscientiousness and emotional stability, which are likely important for all 

jobs (Schmit & Ryan, 1993; Bikeland et al. 2006). Thus, whether candidates see themselves 

as potentially very conscientious or emotionally stable or whether they only want to make the 

impression, past research has indicated that candidates want to display the image of an ideal 

employee. Yet more than a mere score inflation, the factor structure of the inventory suffers 

too. The original 5 factor structure that the inventory had been designed for, does not hold 

true under selection circumstances. In selection circumstances a 6-factor structure appears to 

represents the personality constructs better (Schmit & Ryan, 1993). An additional factor com-

posed of loadings of all but mostly of two (conscientiousness and emotional stability) person-

ality traits emerged, which Schmit and Ryan (1993) labeled as the ideal-employee factor 

(IEF). Although the majority of research has focused on the Big Five personality traits under 

personnel selection, no study has addressed if and how the pattern of the IEF changes depend-

ing on the job description. Relying on the person-situation perspective (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; 

Mischel & Shoda, 1995, 1998), we argue that the pattern of the IEF changes according to the 

job profile, i.e., personality traits that are more relevant to the job will load higher onto the 

IEF. Additionally, this second study extends the current knowledge on the IEF by illustrating 

that response distortion causes both score inflation and the emergence of an additional factor. 

Past studies often either lacked the non-evaluative (honest) condition to compare with the 
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evaluative (selection) condition. With samples from both conditions, we were able to examine 

whether score inflation is indeed the same as the emergence of the IEF. However, the candi-

dates may change their performance consciously or unconsciously and may seem to be some-

one they are not. Additionally, selection tools, or the way the selection tools are presented, 

may unintentionally influence candidates’ performance, i.e., the candidates’ shown behavior 

does not actually represent their level of skills or abilities.  

Transparency, i.e., providing information on what the selection tool actually measures, 

has been widely accepted to increase the fairness of personnel selection. The underlying argu-

ment is that the knowledge of what the test or exercise measures, helps all candidates to focus 

on relevant behavior, implement behavior that is part of the performance criteria, and in turn 

increase performance (e.g., Kleinmann, 1993; Kleinmann, Kuptsch, & Köller, 1996). Indeed, 

past studies have shown that such transparent selection exercises increased performance and 

perceived fairness by candidates. Candidates then do not have to wonder what the exercise 

aims to assess, but instead can focus on implementing the desired behavior.  

However, the third and last study of this dissertation shows that the relationship be-

tween transparency and performance is not so straightforward. In fact, it depends on the can-

didate and the information revealed as to whether transparency leads to a performance boost. 

Relying on the stereotype threat theory (Steele & Aronson, 1995) and social identity theory, 

the third study shows that performance only increases for those whose social identity is not 

threatened by the information presented. The underlying argument is that if candidates know 

that a selection exercise aims to assess a certain dimension that holds a negative stereotype 

about them, those candidates may experience fear to confirm the negative stereotype, whereas 

other candidates experience a boost and perform better because the same dimension reveals a 

positive stereotype about them. With two different selection tools, we illustrate that transpar-
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ency does not lead to a performance increase for all candidates, only for some. Thus, the in-

tention to make selection tools transparent is a noble one, but it might not enable some candi-

dates to show their full potential. 

Overall, this line of research aims to studies how the impression and performance of 

candidates can be influenced, either in relation to the instrument or by the candidate. The fol-

lowing three studies not only move chronologically from the first selection step (cover letter 

and CV and interview) through a written test (Big Five Personality Test) to a final selection 

step (assessment center exercise), but also aims to illustrate strengths and weaknesses of each 

selection step. 
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Abstract 

Impression management (IM) is a constant concern during personnel selection. For 

one, during an interview or assessment exercise and such IM can influence decision making 

(e.g., Barrick & Mount, 1996; Ellis, West, Ryan, & DeShon, 2002a). First impression count, 

thus IM behaviors can influence the impression an candidate leaves even during the first con-

tact point between candidate and employer, yet no study to date has explored whether candi-

dates already engage in IM behaviors during the first step of their application, i.e., in their 

cover letters and curriculum vitaes (CV). The current study coded cover letters and CVs on 

IM tactics and shows that candidates indeed engage in several IM tactics, and further illus-

trates which IM tactics are used and when. Additionally, the study examines if some people 

tend to use IM throughout the selection process or whether it depends on the assessment situa-

tion, as well as which individual antecedents may influence IM behavior. 

 

Keywords: impression management, cover letter, curriculum vitae, interview 
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I am Great! 

What Candidates State or do not State:  

Impression Management Throughout the Selection Process. 

“Whenever you are asked if you can do a job, tell’em, ‘Certainly I can!’ 

Then get busy and find out how to do it.” 

Theodore Roosevelt 

Already Theodore Roosevelt advised people to represent themselves the best way pos-

sible when applying for a job. Over the past decades, many studies have focused on how peo-

ple attempt to control the image that people form about oneself. Such an attempt is often re-

ferred to as impression management (IM) and a vast variety of studies have focused on IM 

during personnel selection  (Barrick & Mount, 1996; Bolino, Kacmar, Turnley, & Gilstrap, 

2008; Ellis, West, Ryan, & DeShon, 2002b; Kleinmann & Klehe, 2010; Leary & Kowalski, 

1990; McFarland, Ryan, & Kriska, 2003; Peeters & Lievens, 2006). However, even though 

the number of studies researching IM during personnel selection is high, most studies have 

focused on IM in the context of job interviews. But what happens before? Researchers paid 

much less attention on how IM may influence impressions at the very first stage of selection, 

i.e. curriculum vitae (CV) and cover letter. The very first impression an candidate is able to 

make is with his or her written application for the job, but very few studies have researches 

IM during this particular selection step (Knouse, 1994; Knouse, Giacalone, & Hinda, 1988). 

Additionally, those studies only focused on the effects that IM in a cover letter or CV might 

have on the person who evaluates the candidates’ documents. To our knowledge, only one 

very recently published study has focused on whether job candidates actually engage in IM in 

their cover letter and CV and what IM tactics are being used (Waung, McAusian, DiMambro 

and Miegoc, 2017) and no study so far has also explored whether candidates who use IM in 
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their written documents do so in interviews as well.  The need for more knowledge about IM 

at the stage of CV and cover letter is high, as organizations use them in high numbers to 

screen a large number of job candidates. Past research shows that IM during a job interview 

can influence hiring decision (Bolino, Kacmar, Turnley, & Gilstrap, 2008; Gilmore & Ferris, 

1989) and the few exploring the effects of IM on cover letter and CV show that it also influ-

ence the impression an candidate leaves.  

The current study therefore aims to systematically examine IM tactics use in cover let-

ter and resume and therewith tries to answer the following questions. First, do candidates 

show IM tactics in their cover letter and CV and how much IM behaviors are shown? Second, 

what IM tactics are used? Third, does the implementation of IM depend on the situation the 

candidate is in, or does it depend on the candidate? Therewith we hope to make the following 

contributions. First, we like to increase the awareness among researchers as well as practition-

ers that IM already plays a role on cover letter and CV. Decisions about who is invited to an 

interview may already be affected by the IM behaviors of candidates during the initial first 

contact to the employer. Second, by studying whether IM depends on the person or the situa-

tion, we hope to find ways to anticipate IM behavior and if such behavior is not desired, to 

find tools to minimize it. Third, with identify more antecedents of IM and what IM behaviors 

are particularly often shown may help us and practitioners understand how we can change our 

personnel selection tools to either counter-balance, control or embrace IM behaviors during 

personnel selection.  

For now, what a candidate has to do is to impress. Namely, whether a candidate is in-

vited to a job interview mostly depends on the impression he or she leaves with his or her 

cover letter and CV. Thousands of cover letters and CVs are send to organizations world-wide 

(Bradford, 2012). In order to be even invited to a job interview, those candidate materials 

need to impress positively. As past studies have indicated, IM can influence whether  a person 
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is rated positively or negatively during a job interview (Barrick & Mount, 1996; Roulin & 

Krings, 2016). It is therefore possible that the same is true for cover letters and CV. The fol-

lowing study therefore aims to shed light on IM through several selection steps, starting with 

cover letter and CV 

IM in Cover Letters, CVs 

Knouse (1994) argued that IM in cover letters and CVs could influence the perception 

practitioner might have of a candidate. Candidates who seemingly engaged in IM scored 

higher on their interpersonal skills, self-confidence, and hireability beyond education or work 

experience. In contrast, Knouse’s earlier study in 1988 found that IM actually influenced rat-

ings in a mostly negatively manner. Candidates who seemingly engaged in IM were perceived 

as less likable, less truthful, and less employable but higher in self-confidence compared with 

candidates who appeared not to have engaged in IM. Since the focus of both studies was on 

the effect of IM in cover letters and CVs, however, Knouse used ‘faked’ cover letters and 

CVs to accurately compare cover letters and CVs, so that educational information, work expe-

rience, etc. were held constant and only the amount of IM varied. Since IM in cover letters 

and CVs does influence readers’ perceptions of a candidate beyond the candidate’s actual 

qualifications, this increases the importance of studying IM during that first initial contact 

with the employer. During interviews, almost all job candidates use IM (e.g. Ellis, West, 

Ryan, & DeShon, 2002b; Griffith, Chmielowski, & Yoshita, 2007; Levashina & Campion, 

2006; Stevens & Kristof, 1995), thus likely that almost all candidates will already do so on 

their cover letters and CVs, as the underlying motivation during both situation is the same: 

make a favourable impression and get the job (interview). The motivation to impress pushes 

candidates to show IM behaviors.  

Thus, our first focus is to explore whether IM is used and what tactics are employed.  
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We propose: 

Hypothesis 1: Job candidates engage in IM behaviors in their cover letters and CVs. 

IM Tactics Depending on the Selection Method 

Candidates may act as actors throughout the selection process, though their perfor-

mance and behavior may depend on the characteristics of both the situation and the audience 

(Goffman, 1959). For example, Ellis et al. (2002) showed that the interview format deter-

mined to what extent candidates engaged in different IM tactics. Further, IM was less preva-

lent during structured interviews than unstructured interviews. Similarly, McFarland et al. 

(2003) found that IM is used less frequently during a role-play compared with an interview.  

Additionally IM tactics may differ depending on the selection situation. During job in-

terviews, candidates tend to use more assertive tactics of self-promotion and ingratiation (e.g. 

Stevens and Kristof, 1995). Self-promotion tactics aim to enhance the impression of compe-

tence and accomplishment by using strategies such as providing examples of successful past 

behavior (exemplification), taking responsibility for positive events (entitlement) or overstat-

ing the success of value of a particular event (enhancement) or simply describing oneself and 

past (work) experience positively. Contrastingly, ingratiation tactics are focused at enhancing 

likeability, including strategies such as other enhancement (paying a compliment) and opinion 

conformity.  

The cybernetic model of IM suggests that IM tactics that are expressed depend on the 

situation and the interaction partner  (Bozeman & Kacmar, 1997). In other words, IM behav-

iors are aimfully used, directed at a target. A person who uses IM directs that behavior at an-

other person who judges whether the person is likable, confident and suited for the job. Dur-

ing personnel selection, such a target could be the interviewer during a selection interview or 

a target could also be the impression or image a candidate has about an organization he or she 



Chapter 1: I am Great! What Candidates State or do not State 13 

 

wants to work for. With that image in mind, a candidate might write a job application accord-

ing to that held image. Similarly, during an interview, the interviewee tries to establish an im-

pression that is consistent with the competences required on the job, that he or she fits in well 

and is liked. Thus depending on the target, candidates might use different IM tactics. During a 

job interview the interviewer is the IM’s target. If a chosen tactic leads to success, i.e. the in-

terviewee has the impression that the interviewer approves of his/her statement or answer, the 

interviewee might continue to reinforce the created image by using the same IM tactics (Bo-

zeman & Kacmar, 1997). If the IM tactic does not lead to success, however, the candidate 

might try other IM tactics to test their effectiveness, hoping the other IM tactic will cause a 

positive impression. Thus, during an interview, the candidate is able to use the interaction 

partner as a feedback provider, creating the possibility to try out several different IM tactic. 

Due to a lack of feedback of what IM tactic might work best, candidates are most likely moti-

vated to focus on their qualities and experiences for the job when writing the cover letter and 

CV and thus use more self-promotion compared to other IM tactics. Additionally, other tac-

tics are also likely used less because of inappropriateness or incompatibility of tactics and for-

mat. Relatively strong norms exist concerning the content and format of a CV (Brown and 

Campion, 1994), providing less room or opportunity for the candidate to use a variety of dif-

ferent IM tactics and may foster the use of some IM tactics over others. Candidates may be 

able to implement self-promotion on their CV when listing or describing past (work) experi-

ences. Ingratiation may be less possible to be incorporated on CV but more possible on the 

cover letter, as the latter format allows more freedom and contains less constriction on what 

content the cover letter is allowed to have. Past research shows that the less restricted a selec-

tion format is, the more diverse IM tactics can be (e.g. Stevens and Kristof, 1995). Therefore, 

the most freedom to use a variety of IM tactics contains the job interview, compared to CV 

and cover letter. The interview also gives the candidate the chance to potentially explain past 
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behavior that might not be perceived as favourably, such as gaps in the employment history. 

Such behaviors are referred to as defensive IM tactics.  

Thus, we propose: 

Hypothesis 2a: Candidates engage mostly in self-promotion and ingratiation in their 

CV and cover letter compared with other IM tactics.  

Hypothesis 2b: Candidates use self-promotion, ingratiation, as well as defending one-

self and making excuses during the job interview. 

Past studies show that the assessment method can determine the variety of IM tactics 

shown but also the amount of IM tactics (McFarland et al., 2003). For instance, DeShon and 

Alexander (1996) found that when a person is concentrating on a task that is cognitively tax-

ing, he or she is less able to self-monitor adequately. With less self-monitoring, the individual 

is less capable to use IM (accurately). Overall, past findings suggest that IM use may vary de-

pending on how many cognitive resources an assessment method requires, i.e., the more cog-

nitive resources the method requires, the less IM is implemented (McFarland et al., 2003). 

More precisely, if a method requires a great amount of an interviewee’s cognitive resources, it 

is more difficult for that interviewee to devote attention to choosing IM tactics. In contrast, if 

the job candidate has a less demanding task during which he or she can navigate all his focus 

and attention to what is required, he or she has more cognitive resources available to choose 

IM behaviors. 

A job interview, especially when structured with situational and biographical ques-

tions, is a high demanding task for a candidate to navigate. The candidate does not only have 

to focus on the sometimes challenging and difficult questions, but also simultaneously think 

of appropriate answers and monitor adequate behaviors. In contrast, when he or she writes a 

cover letter and CV, the only task he or she has to accomplish is to make a good impression 

and be invited to an interview. Additionally, there are fewer time constrains in which he or 
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she has to finish this task and additional tools can be employed to accomplish the task suc-

cessfully. We therefore argue that due to the candidate having more cognitive resources avail-

able when writing a cover letter and CV, the candidate will engage in more IM. More pre-

cisely, we propose: 

Hypothesis 3: The total amount of IM tactics by a candidate will be higher in his/her 

cover letter and CV compared with his/her IM behavior during the interview.  

Competitiveness and IM behavior 

An additional variable that might influence IM behavior and in which both selection 

situations (cover letter/CV vs. selection interview) differ, is the perceived competitiveness to 

get the job and therewith the need to impress. When a candidate prepares his or her cover let-

ter and CV, he or she does so mostly in isolation and with adequate time. The candidate might 

assume that several others apply for the job, but can only guess whether the other candidates 

are better suited for the job and how many apply. Thus the experienced competition is low 

and not salient to the candidate, it nevertheless is present in each selection step. Roulin, 

Krings, and Binggeli (2016) argued that the experienced competition could determine whether 

and to what extent a candidate fakes during personnel selection. Similarly, other researchers 

argue that the more competitive a person is, the more he or she does whatever it takes to im-

press (Tett et al., 2006). Past studies argued that although the experienced competitiveness 

lies within the person, it might be more or less activated by the situation. Roulin et al. (2016) 

argued that people differ in their competitive worldview (CW). People high on CW believe 

that the world is filled with competition where only the strongest survive and to be ruthless is 

at time necessary to win (Roulin & Krings, 2016). The lesser people score on CW the more 

they believe that the world is fair and competition is not needed to succeed in life. 

Roulin and Krings (2016) see CW as an individual difference. During personnel selec-

tion, candidates high on CW fake more on personality questionnaires than candidates low on 
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CW (Roulin et al., 2015). Roulin and Krings (2016) argued that one’s CW is stronger when 

the competition is more salient and it in turn affects faking behavior to a higher extent (Roulin 

& Krings, 2016). CW has so far only been addressed as an antecedent of faking behavior on 

personality measures (e.g., Roulin & Krings, 2016). The importance of CW within personnel 

selection is therefore present and seemingly influential but research extending CW to other 

personnel selection is rare (Roulin, Krings, & Binggeli, 2016). The current research aims to 

shed more light onto the role of CW within two selection steps: cover letter/CV and selection 

interview. 

We argue that the influence of CW on IM behavior depends on the situation. Only 

guessing whether and how many other candidates are invited to an interview when writing a 

cover letter and CV means that competition is less salient and the influence of a candidate’s 

CW is weaker compared with the face-to-face election situation, e.g., interview. Often candi-

dates gather before a job interview in the same room and are invited into the interview room 

one after another. Thus, candidates see each other, interact with one another, and in turn know 

how much competition is present. We therefore argue that in such a situation, the competition 

is more salient and in turn, the influence of CW on IM is stronger. When such competition is 

obviously present, one’s CW is more prevalent and candidates do whatever is necessary to 

win, including increased IM implementation (Roulin, Bangerter, & Levashina, 2015; Roulin 

& Krings, 2016; Roulin, Krings, & Binggeli, 2016). More precisely, we propose: 

Hypothesis 4: The correlation between CW and IM behavior will be stronger during 

interviews compared with IM behavior in cover letters and CVs.   

However, the situation and the salience of competition can not only influence a candi-

date’s CW. Past research also shows that the situation may influence the expression of person-

ality (e.g., Beaty, Cleveland, & Murphy, 2001; Chatman, 1989; Hattrup & Jackson, 1996). In 

turn, personality can determine how much a candidates uses IM during personnel selection. 
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Big Five Personality Factors and IM Throughout the Selection Process 

A highly discussed moderator of the relationship personality and performance is the 

situation in which the task is taken place (e.g., Barrick & Mount, 1996; Beaty, Cleveland, & 

Murphy, 2001; Chatman, 1989). Mischel (1977) suggested that the situation could be placed 

on a continuum between “weak” and “strong”. A weak situation exists of very few or no cues 

concerning how to behave or what is expected. Thus, the individual is without guidance as to 

what is appropriate or inappropriate. On the other hand, a strong situation provides specific 

clues on what is expected and what behavior is likely successful and appropriate. Mischel 

(1977) extended this knowledge and suggested that a strong situation constrains the expres-

sion of personality. If a person has a clear understanding of how to behave appropriately in a 

given situation, his or her personality does not play a major role. However, the person’s per-

sonality has a larger impact during weak situations. Accordingly, individual differences can 

determine the outcome of the situation, whether it leads to success or failure.  

A few studies have investigated the relationship between personality and situational 

strength in the work context. For example, Beaty et al. (2001) found that depending on situa-

tional strength, the relationship and contextual performance differed. Similarly, Meyer, Dalal, 

and Bonaccio (2009) suggested that personality determines performance outcome more 

strongly in weak situations. We argue that participating in a job interview corresponds to a 

weak situation compared with writing a cover letter and CV, which would be considered a 

strong situation. 

When a candidate writes a cover letter, he or she often has specific guidelines of what 

a cover letter and CV should include (e.g., work experience, education, and motivation for the 

job). Therefore, the situation is stronger compared with a job interview. During the job inter-

view, the candidate not only has to go through a more demanding and cognitively more drain-

ing task, but also has to decide within a few minutes how to appropriately react/answer the 
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questions. The candidate has to not only consider how he would react in certain situations 

(i.e., situational interview questions) or describe past behavior (biographical interview ques-

tions), but also decide what behavior is appropriate and how to describe it. The candidate has 

no time to carefully prepare his or her answers. When writing a cover letter he or she has 

plenty of time to choose what to express and how. Thus, a job interview provides a much 

weaker situation; the requirements are less clear and the appropriate behavior less visible. We 

argue that the candidate’s personality influences IM more severe in a weak situation com-

pared with a strong situation.  

More precisely, we propose: 

Hypothesis 5: Personality will predict IM behavior during a job interview compared 

but will not predict IM on cover letter or CV.  

Methods 

Participants and Procedure 

Participants were informed through E-Mail, flyers and posters that they can enroll for 

an assessment center training. After enrollment each participant was informed three weeks 

prior to the assessment center training that they can send in a cover letter and CV for a man-

agement trainee position. A specific job advertisement was attached to that information e-

mail. When e-mails were sent out to inform participants about the assessment center training, 

they were also asked to fill out two questionnaires (Big Five Personality Test, competitive 

worldview) 

Seventy-eight participants (65.4% female, M age = 26.50, SD = 4.00) sent in their 

cover letter and CV two weeks before going through a one-day assessment center training. 
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Most participants were native German speakers (90.5%) and already completed a Bachelor 

Degree (47.4%).  

Before sending in their application material, participants were informed that they 

would receive detailed feedback by an HR manager specialized in personnel selection. Within 

the assessment center training, the first exercise participants went through was a structured in-

terview. Afterwards, participants had an individual session in which the HR professional pro-

vided feedback on their cover letter and CV. At the end of the day, participants received de-

tailed feedback on their performance during the interview. During the assessment center train-

ing, participants were in contact with each other. The contact to other assessment center train-

ing participants served to increase the competitive and realistic assessment atmosphere. 

IM tactics in Cover letter, CV, and Interview 

Our approach to code IM tactics was based on earlier studies (e.g. Barrick & Mount, 

1996; Peeters & Lievens, 2006). Two work and organizational psychology students coded all 

cover letter, CV, and interview IM behaviors. Both students completed three hours of training 

to successfully identify IM tactics. Specifically, they were provided with clear definitions and 

examples of each IM tactic. Before reading actual cover letters and CVs, they went through 

several mock cover letters and CVs to gain common understanding of the different IM tactics. 

Afterwards, discrepancies were discussed to ensure that category definitions were understood 

equally well among coders. Each coder coded all interviews and application materials inde-

pendently. Inter-rater reliability reached  = .91. 

Coders summed how often a person expressed an IM tactic (either written in their CV 

and cover letter or verbally during the interview). The composite of assertive IM tactics con-

sisted of the sum of the frequencies of self-promotion (description with superlative word, e.g. 

exceptional, outstanding, passionate, and adjective use, e.g. efficient, experienced, confident), 
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exemplification (giving specific examples of past work examples, e.g. “ My most recent work 

project won an award”), and ingratiation (describing the hiring company in a flattering way, 

e.g. “The company’s reputation stands for itself”, or expressing ones own desires in reference 

to the company, e.g. “I would be thrilled to work for such a company”). The composite of de-

fensive IM tactics included the frequencies of justification, and apologies.  

Interview and Materials 

Structured Interview. Six professional trained interviewers conducted the interview. 

However, only one interview was active, i.e. asked the questions. The remaining interviewers 

were passive, i.e. only listened to and scored answers. The interview lasted approximately 30 

minutes and consisted of nine situational and nine biographical questions. An example for a 

situational question is “Imagine the following situation: You and a co-worker work on a pro-

ject together with the deadline is coming up. Your co-worker is not holding up his end of the 

bargain and does not provide his work results on time as agreed. What would you do?” An ex-

ample for a biographical question is “Two of your co-workers or friends were in a fight and 

individually tell you about it and ask for your advice. In your opinion, one person was actu-

ally in the right. What was the situation, how did you behave, and what was the outcome”. 

While participants answered the questions, interviewers took notes. All interviews were rec-

orded on video for the purpose of IM coding afterwards.  

Competitive Worldview. We used the 20-item Competitive Social Worldview scale 

(α = .79; Duckitt et al., 2002). Example items are “It’s a dog-eat-dog world where you have to 

be ruthless at times” or “Winning is not the first thing, it is the only thing”. Participants indi-

cate their agreement or disagreement on a 7-point Likert scale, with 1 = strongly disagree and 

7 = strongly agree.  

Big Five Personality Test. We used the HEXACO-60 scale to assess participants’ 

personality traits (Ashton & Lee, 2009). For the purpose of the study, we focused on only five 
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of the six dimensions that are included in the HEXACO (i.e. Openness to experience, Consci-

entiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, Emotionality/ Neuroticism, we excluded the hon-

esty dimension). Participants used a computer to answer all 60 items on a 100-point Likert 

scale, with 0 = strongly disagree and 100 = strongly agree. Participants were able to position 

their agreement or disagreement anywhere on the scale and the computer registered the exact 

point (e.g., 50.2). An example item indicating openness to experience is “I would enjoy creat-

ing a work of art, such as a novel, a song, or a painting”. An example item indicating consci-

entiousness is “I pan ahead and organize things, to avoid scrambling at the last minute”. An 

example item indicating agreeableness is “I rarely hold a grudge, even against people who 

have badly wronged me”. An example item indicating extraversion is “I prefer jobs that in-

volve active social interactions to those that involve working alone”. An example item indi-

cating emotionality/neuroticism is “I sometimes can’t help worrying about little things”. All 

personality scales reached good reliabilities (openness to experience α = .66; conscientious-

ness α = .74; agreeableness α = .66; extraversion α = .84; emotionality/neuroticism α = .78). 

Results 

Table 1.1 provides an overview off all means, standard deviations, and correlations be-

tween measures. 

The first goal of the current study was to shed more light onto the IM behavior of can-

didates during their initial contact with a potential new employer. Hypothesis 1 states that 

candidates already show IM tactics in their cover letters and CVs. Indeed, on average a candi-

date showed 38.35 IM behavioral incidence in their cover letter and CV, of which 37.90 were 

assertive IM behaviors and only a very small portion were defensive. This supports our first 
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hypothesis and underlines that IM behavior already plays a significant role when candidates 

apply for a job.  

Looking more closely at what IM tactics were used, we can conclude that self-promo-

tion was indeed the most prominent IM tactic used in cover letters and CVs (cover letter m = 

12.49; CV m = 20.67; vs. interview m = 1.69). During the interview, candidates showed more 

variety in their IM behavior. During the interview, candidates showed self-promotion (m = 

3.34) and exemplification (m = 4.96 ) the most, followed by justification (m = 3.16) and to a 

small extent intimidation (m = 1.71), ingratiation (m = 0.35), and apologies (m = 0.72). How-

ever, it is important to note that those tactics were used between one and two times on average 

throughout the interview. Overall, we can conclude that candidates do indeed engage in sev-

eral different IM tactics during the interview, while focusing mostly on self-promotion when 

writing a cover letter and CV, thus supporting hypotheses 2a and 2b. 

Our third hypothesis states that candidates use a higher amount of IM tactics when 

writing a cover letter and CV compared with participating in a job interview. On average, can-

didates engaged in 23.16 IM tactics during the interview. A paired-sample t-test reveals that 

the difference between IM tactics in cover letters/CVs and IM tactics used during interviews 

is indeed significant (t(77) = -15.19, p = 001). The test reveals that candidates engaged in 

more IM tactics in their cover letter and CV compared with during an interview.  

The correlation between competitive worldview and IM tactics in cover letters and 

CVs, and the correlation between competitive worldview and IM tactics during interviews did 

not reach significance. We therefore cannot support hypothesis 4. 

Next, we entered all five personality traits as predictors and the total amount of IM 

tactics used in cover letters and CVs as the dependent variable when conducting a linear re-

gression. Table 1.2 provides an overview of all regression weights. The regression revealed 

that none of the Big Five personality indicators reached significance (F(5,72) = .50, p = .78). 
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However, when all five personality indicators were entered as predictors for the total amount 

of IM tactics used during the interview, the picture changed (F(5,72) = 3.78, p = .01). Agreea-

bleness (β = -.37, t(77) = 3.34, p = .01) and emotionality/neuroticism (β = .31, t(77) = 2.95, p 

= .01) reached significance. The higher candidates scored on agreeableness the less they en-

gaged in IM behaviors during the interview. However, candidates who scored high on emo-

tionality/neuroticism showed more IM during the interview. We can therefore conclude that 

during a rather weak selection situation, compared with a rather stronger selection situation, 

candidates’ personality plays a more significant role.  

Discussion 

IM during personnel selection has been studied widely and intensively (e.g., Barrick & 

Mount, 1996; Barrick, Shaffer, & DeGrassi, 2009; Ellis, West, Ryan, & DeShon, 2002a; 

Kleinmann & Klehe, 2010). From such studies, we can draw the conclusion that IM does have 

an effect on the impression a candidate makes. Some studies confirm that when IM is used ap-

propriately and at the right time, it can help to make a favorable impression and increase the 

chances of getting the job (McFarland, Ryan, & Kriska, 2003; Peeters & Lievens, 2006; Ste-

vens & Kristof, 1995). Other studies showed that depending on the individual and the timing 

of IM, it can also backfire and create a more negative impression and therewith lower the 

chances of getting hired (Kacmar, Delery, & Ferris, 1992; Rudman, 1998). Due to such ef-

fects studying IM in all selection contexts is relevant. 

However, a candidate use of IM to increase his or her chances of being hired was 

mostly studied with the job interview or a few assessment center exercises. Before a candidate 

gets to those selection steps, another selection step precedes. The first task that most candi-
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dates have to accomplish is writing a cover letter and CV. Only if they make a good impres-

sion, they are invited for an interview. The current research highlights that candidates do en-

gage in IM in cover letters and CVs, especially with self-promotion. However, whether candi-

dates used IM and what tactic candidates employed, does not determine whether the same 

candidate engages in IM during a job interview. Therefore, even though both situations have 

the same motivation in common, i.e., to make a favorable impression, the situations are differ-

ent enough to cause IM to a higher or lesser extent and may determine what IM tactic is im-

plemented. We showed that while candidates mostly engage in self-promotion in cover letters 

and CVs, they use more of a variety of tactics during the job interview. Additionally, candi-

dates use more IM when applying for the job in written form than when participating in an in- 

terview. Although it appears that, the situation determines how much IM is used, the CW a 

candidate holds seems to play a lesser role. 

Researchers have argued that even though each individual has a general disposition on 

how competitive the world is, this disposition can be more or less activated depending on the 

situation (e.g., Roulin & Krings, 2016). In a competitive situation, peoples’ competitive 

worldview increases in general but even more so among individuals who already score high 

on CW, and less so among people who score low on CW. 

Our study fails to support the argument that the situation can activate candidates’ CW. 

Neither writing a cover letter and CV nor participating in the interview revealed a relationship 

between CW and IM. When a candidate writes a cover letter or CV, he or she undertakes an 

(educated) guess on how many other individuals are likely to apply for the same job. Due to 

uncertainty concerning how competitive the market or the attractiveness of the job to other 

candidates, the candidates imagined competition might actually be as high as the observable 

competition when going through an interview. In our study, candidates saw how many others 

went through an interview. Thus, it is possible that the assumed difference between situations 
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was cancelled out because of the competition that the candidate imagined existed when writ-

ing the cover letter. So far, research has been rare on the relationship between perceived com-

petitiveness and the usage of IM. However, especially when applying for the job and prepar-

ing one’s application, candidates often assume that the market is harder or more competitive 

than it actually is. Additionally, some individuals think they have a better chance wining the 

competition than others (Dickerson & Taylor, 2000). For example, women often think they 

have a lower chance, not only because of feared discrimination but also because of the lack of 

self-esteem (Kling, Hyde, Showers, & Buswell, 1999). On the other hand, a more objective 

variable that would influence the perceived condition when applying for the job (especially 

when writing a cover letter) is the actual employment market. For example, Germany has a 

strong economy at the moment and thus more jobs to offer than other economies, e.g., Greece, 

or Spain. It would be interesting whether individuals’ CW in countries with a weak economy 

is in general higher or more activated than candidates in countries in which the job market is 

stronger. Thus, future research should not only examine how competition influences the use 

of IM, but also what mediator or moderators can play a role, such as self-esteem, economics, 

and current (un)employment rates.  

Individual differences that this study examined in reference to IM were the big five 

personality traits. In line with past research, this study shows that personality predicts the us-

age of IM (Beaty et al., 2001), however, not in all selection situations. We found that agreea-

bleness and emotionality only influences IM usage during an interview, but not when writing 

a cover letter or CV. People who are more agreeable engage in less IM and people who are 

more emotional/neurotic engage in more IM. As we know, IM can influence on how an indi-

vidual is perceived and in turn can influence whether the job offer is presented. Nevertheless, 

if an organization seeks an agreeable employee but one who is also low on emotionality, the 
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candidate the organization is looking for might actually engage in less IM, and thus may po-

tentially lower his or her chances of getting a job offer. Past research also highlighted that 

people who score high on emotionality often choose IM tactics that are less successful, or 

achieve a “too much of a good thing” effect (Fletcher, 1990). Future studies could test how 

candidates who are especially high on emotionality use IM and how it interferes with inter-

view questions or exercises aimed at testing emotionality or how emotionally stable an indi-

vidual is. Researchers could therewith test whether the lack of IM usage of agreeable candi-

dates interacts with their performance on tasks that test agreeableness or competencies highly 

related to that personality trait.  

Overall, we can conclude that IM behavior starts earlier in the application process than 

investigated thus far. Candidates do engage strongly in IM. For all jobs, IM behavior can al- 

ready influence who is invited for an interview, increasing one’s chances of getting the job. 

However, depending on the job, the lack of IM might actually be caused by the personality 

trait that is valued and desired for a particular job. Hence, practitioners and researchers have 

an interest in how IM takes place during the very first selection step, what individual differ-

ences lead to engaging in IM behaviors, how objective variables can influence how much IM 

is used, and what the outcomes might be.  

Study Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

This line of research was one of the first attempts to shed more light onto IM behav-

iors in cover letters and CVs. While it shows that candidates do indeed engage in IM during 

the first initial contact to the employer, the study also bears some limitations. 

Even though all candidates were asked to direct their application materials to a specific 

job advertisement, we did not control whether candidates actually did or whether they send 

materials that were addressed to other jobs. It is possible that depending on the job advertise-
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ment candidates are inclined to engage in more or different IM tactics. Similarly, the inter-

view´s format can determine to what extent candidates engage in IM. Future studies can there-

fore explore whether the listed qualifications, or tasks in the job advertisement (or the phrasing 

thereof) influence IM behaviors expressed on cover letters and CV. Additionally researchers 

can include yet another tool used by organizations to screen candidates, i.e. online application 

tools/forums. Many organizations have an online application system, which the candidate uses 

to provide information about his or her past work-experience, qualifications and motivation. In 

other words, often organizations specifically ask candidates not to send in a cover letter and 

CV but to fill out all information online. Researchers can therefore focus on how such online 

application tools influence IM behaviors. As past research shows, a structured interview mini-

mizes IM behavior compared to unstructured interview. It is therefore possible that different 

formats on how to provide biographical data can also influence the extent of IM behavior.  

Our study aimed not only to study whether candidate use IM on cover letter and CV but 

also whether a relationship exists between IM behavior on cover letter and CV and job inter-

views. Our study could not show that candidates who engage in cover letter and CV also do so 

during the job interview. However, this lack of relationship might have been caused by the 

structure of the interview. Such a structure causes that the personality or tendencies of the can-

didate play a lesser role, or can be expressed to a lesser extent. Therefore, it is possible that can-

didates who use IM on cover letter and CV will also do so during an unstructured interview. In 

other words, the unstructured interview gives enough room for personality or disposition to un-

fold, compared to the unstructured interview, which controls such personality effects. Similarly, 

due have the (free) choice on what and how to describe yourself on a cover letter, personality or 

candidates’ general IM inclination might influence IM behavior. Future research can therefore 

focus on the relationship between application format (cover letter/CV, online application sys-
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tems, and (structured interview). Possible the less structured the formats the stronger the rela-

tionship, i.e. the more the IM behavior carries over to the next selection step, as it depends ra-

ther on the candidate that the situation. 

Overall, not only the IM research domain benefits from knowledge derived from stud-

ies that focused on IM during cover letter and CV but also practitioners can base their deci-

sions on how to gather biographical data from their candidates. In some jobs or in some in-

dustry the ability to implement IM behavior successfully (one is perceived as likable and 

competent) might even be desired. Then organizations might decide to have candidates send 

in their cover letter and CV. However if research shows that an online application tool, or spe-

cific wording and phrasing of a job advertisement can minimize IM behavior , organizations 

can chose to implement such tools (or phrase their job advertisement differently) if IM behav-

ior is not desired. 
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Appendix A: Summaries of Statistics of Study 1- Impression Management 

Table 1.1  

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of IM Tactics, Competitive Worldview and Big Five Personality Traits 

IM cover letter/CV M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 

1. IM tactics total 38.35 (12.05)                  

2. Self-Promotion 33.17 (11.69) .98**                 

3. Ingratiation 3.90 (2.31) .23* .05                

4. Exemplification 0.83 (0.98) .10 .04 -.08               

5. Justification 0.41 (0.65) .04 -.03 .08 -.03              

6. Apologies 0.04 (0.19) -.21 -.22 -.17 .10 .08             

IM interview                   

7. IM tactics total 23.16 (8.51) -.09 -.06 -.13 .03 -.12 -.03            

8. Self-Promotion 3.38 (2.11) .09 .10 .01 .10 -.27* .01 .28*           

9. Ingratiation 0.35 (0.52) -.03 -.04 .04 .04 -.13 -.13 .20 .15          

10. Exemplification 5.00 (2.14) -.09 -.07 -.10 -.06 -.01 .01- .34** .12 .22         

11. Justification 3.16 (2.19) -.01 -.01 -.80 -.02 .15 -.09 .40** -.04 -.17 -.01        

12. Apologies 0.72 (0.92) -.02 -.01 -.04 -.18 -.07 -.09 .17 .01 -.06 -.06 .12       

Competitive Worldview & Big Five Personality Traits                  

13. Competitive Worldview 2.54 (0.57) -.03 -.05 .03 .02 .18 .24* -.05 -.08 -.33** -.10 .18 .10      

14. Openness to Experience 56.60 (6.44) .02 .03 .04 -.24* .03 -.13 .03 -.14 .04 -.07 -.12 -.01 -.12     

15. Conscientiousness 63.72 (5.93) -.02 -.01 -.13 .15 -.01 -.02 .04 -.09 .03 .04 -.12 .26* -.19 -.02    

16. Extraversion 52.63 (7.40) -.03 -.03 -.01 -.02 -.01 -.02 .04 .16 -.05 .27* -.19 -.19 -.08 .19 .22   

17. Agreeableness 48.33 (5.78) .16 .13 .13 .01 -.07 .08 -.31** -24* .09 -.21 -.29** -.08 .01 .22 .17 .02  

18. Emotionality/Neuroticism 46.01 (7.37) -.06 -.04 -.12 .08 -.08 .06 .28* -.08 .13 .11 .11 -.07 .17 -.09 -.01 -.01 .04 

Note. ** p < .01, * p < .05. 
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Table 1.2  

Predictors of the Linear Regression Including all Personality Traits 

 IM cover letter/CV IM use interview 

Predictor (n=78) B SE β B SE β 

Openness to Experi-

ence 
-.05 .23 -.03 .18 .15 .14 

Conscientiousness -.10 .25 -.05 .16 .16 .11 

Extraversion -.03 .20 -.02 .01 .13 .01 

Agreeableness .37 .25 .18 -.54 .16 -.37* 

Neuroticism .11 .19 -.07 .31 .12 .31* 

Note. IM cover letter/CV R²= .03; IM Interview R²= .21; * p < .05 
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Abstract 

Candidates often distort their responses on personality questionnaire items. Besides 

the well documented score inflations on desirable items, this distortion causes a second phe-

nomenon in the form of an additional “ideal-employee factor” (IEF) underlying responses of 

items from diverse personality dimensions. Less explored is how the IEF evolves and what 

pattern it has. The first study tests the emergence of the IEF among true applicants, i.e., 

whether applying for different jobs leads to different personality items loading onto the IEF. 

The second experimental study shows that different job profiles can indeed predict how an 

applicant scores on the big five personality items and, therewith, how the IEF is formed. It 

further addresses and supports the relevance of the individual and situational antecedents of 

response distortion as proposed by McFarland and Ryan (2000).  

 

Keywords: response distortion, ideal-employee factor, personnel selection, personality 

assessment 
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Miming the Ideal Employee: The Occurrence and Structure  

of the Ideal-Employee Factor During Personnel Selection 

 “If the world operates as one big market, every employee will compete 

with every person anywhere in the world who is capable of doing the same job. 

There are lots of them and many of them are hungry.” 

Andy Grove 

Finding a job is a competitive activity, rewarding applicants who come across as suita-

ble, hardworking, and thus promising future employees. To test whether applicants possess 

the desired qualities, organizations often rely on personality inventories, particularly invento-

ries of the Big Five personality dimensions, i.e., conscientiousness, emotional stability, open-

ness to experience, extraversion, and agreeableness (Barrick, Mount, & Judge, 2001; Ones, 

Dilchert, Viswesvaran, & Judge, 2007; Tett & Chrisitanen, 2007). While most scholars agree 

on the conceptual usefulness of the Big Five under non-evaluative conditions, they agree far 

less on the usefulness of testing them during personnel selection (e.g., Morgeson et al., 2007a, 

2007b). Vulnerability to applicants’ response distortion during personnel selection has caused 

a rather heated debate among professionals. After all, unlike the “normal” conditions under 

which personality tests have been developed and have most often proven their proposed five-

factor structure (e.g., Costa & McCrae, 1985; Hogan & Hogan, 1992; Smith, Hanges, & 

Dickson, 2001; but see also Bäckstrom, Björklund, & Larsson, 2009), selection situations 

seem to cause a different structure of all personality traits. Some researchers have argued that 

the structural change is mainly caused by applicants not being rewarded for presenting their 

“true self”, but for presenting a “self” that will get them the desired job (Mueller-Hanson, 

Heggestad, & Thornton, 2006; Hogan, Barrett, & Hogan, 2007). Therefore, applicants tend to 

http://thinkexist.com/quotes/andy_grove/
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answer personality items in a way they think is valued positively by the hiring organization 

(Klehe et al., 2012).  

The consequences of such distortion are severe. First, applicants who distort their an-

swers well may have a better chance of getting the job. Particularly, response distortion leads 

to an inflation of scores, especially on the dimensions of conscientiousness and emotional sta-

bility (Birkeland et al., 2006), as applicants aim to present themselves as hardworking, re-

sponsible, and stress resistant. Second, the construct validity of the personality inventory suf-

fers. Thus, the Big Five personality items not only load onto their respective personality traits, 

but also onto a sixth factor, which Schmit and Ryan (1993) labeled the “ideal-employee fac-

tor” (IEF). Many scholars have replicated this finding, particularly under selection conditions 

or when directly asking participants to present themselves as an ideal applicant for a job 

(Topping & Gorman, 1997; McFarland & Ryan, 2000; Hogan et al., 2007). While Bäckstrom 

et al. (2009) demonstrated that response distortion can also occur under ‘normal’ conditions, 

they too argue that this distortion is due to social desirability, i.e., the desire to make an over-

all good impression.  

Despite its relevance, we still know relatively little about applicant response distor-

tion. For one, most studies conducted in this area asked participants to actively distort their 

responses. Only a few studies to date have investigated actual response distortion among real 

job applicants; however, those studies rarely had a control group with which the distortion 

could be compared (e.g., Ellingson, Sackett, & Conelly, 2007; Hogan et al., 2007). Further, 

we need to extend our knowledge concerning the relationship between score inflation on the 

one hand, and the emergence of an IEF on the other. Testing for this relationship will be rele-

vant, as score-inflation, the classic measure of response distortion, is a very difficult measure-

ment to get during personnel selection since assessors usually lack the ‘honest’ scores with 

which to compare applicants’ self-presentation during selection. If, however, score inflations 
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and the IEF represent the same phenomenon, we then might be able to use the IEF as a tool to 

identify the applicants who most eagerly distort, just as well as the items that are explicitly 

susceptible to such distortion. Further, if score inflation and the IEF represent the same phe-

nomenon, then the same individual and situational variables that have been proposed to en-

hance score inflation may in turn also predict the emergence of the IEF. 

The goal of this line of research is to address these fundamental questions. In the first 

study, with the help of two different groups of actual job applicants, we first illustrate the evi-

dence of the existence of the IEF. With the help of the person-situation-interaction perspec-

tive (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Mischel & Shoda, 1995, 1998), we argue that the composition of 

the IEF changes depending on the job opening. In the second study, we first replicate the 

findings of Study 1, and second, further show that the IEF and score inflation indicate the 

same phenomenon: applicants’ response distortion. Finally, we rely on the theory of planned 

behavior (Ajzen, 1985) and the model of faking (McFarland & Ryan 2000, 2006) to identify 

individual and situational differences that predict response distortion. With this, the two stud-

ies make the following three contributions. First, we test whether the IEF pattern changes de-

pending on the job. We will show that applicants distort differently between jobs to match 

their answers on the personality questionnaire to the desired traits the job entails. Second, we 

will show that the emergence of an additional sixth factor is the same as score inflation on the 

Big Five Personality Test items under a selection condition compared with a normal testing 

condition. Third, we will demonstrate that response distortion is influenced not only because 

of the situation the test taker is in, but also by the test taker’s individual disposition.  
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The IEF and Changes in Patterns Depending on Job Profile 

A long tradition of research supports the notion that personality can largely be divided 

into five factors (the Big Five), and that these personality traits can help predict performance 

on the job (e.g., Tett & Christiansen, 2007). Other scholars, however, question the usefulness 

of the Big Five, particularly when assessed during personnel selection (e.g., Morgenson et al., 

2007). 

Schmit and Ryan (1993) found that the proposed five-factor structure indeed evolved 

in normal, non-threatening situations. However, during personnel selection, the classic five-

factor structure failed to reflect the actual pattern of participants’ responses; while all items 

continued to load onto their respective personality factors, some also loaded onto a sixth fac-

tor. This sixth factor then showed applicants to be very conscientious, productive and hard 

workers, very likable, courteous, and self-reliant - in short, the ideal employee.  

Given that several studies have replicated the emergence of a sixth factor or unac-

counted scale-interrelations among applicant samples (e.g., Biderman, Nguyen, 2009; 

Biderman, Nguyen, Mullin, & Luna, 2008; Burns, Christiansen, 2007; Cellar, Miller, Do-

verspike, & Klawsy, 1996; Collins & Cleaves, 1998; Ellingson et al., 1999; Klehe et al., 

2012; Pauls & Crost, 2005; Topping & O’Gorman, 1997; Van Iddekinge, Raymark, Eidson, 

& Putka, 2001), we propose: 

Hypothesis 1: Under selection conditions, a six-factor solution, including an additional 

factor combining items from different personality dimensions, will provide a better fit to data 

than the five-factor solution proposed by test developers. 

Explaining the Structure of the IEF: Interaction Between Person and Situations 

So far, we have treated the IEF as a generalized phenomenon spanning across items 

addressing all personality dimensions. Bäckstrom et al. (2009) argued that most Big Five 
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questionnaire items are socially desirable; yet, past research on score inflation has shown that 

not all items are inflated in the same manner. Rather, while score inflation has been shown to 

be rampant in classic laboratory studies asking participants to ‘fake good’, studies addressing 

score inflation among real job applicants generally show far weaker and more refined effects. 

Here, the score inflations for most Big Five dimensions were small if not negligible (Ones, 

Viswesvaran, & Reis, 1996). Still, substantial inflations emerged for the personality dimen-

sions conscientiousness and emotional stability (Birkeland et al., 2006). Similarly, Klehe et 

al. (2012) found that these two dimensions loaded the highest onto the IEF. 

The reason for these more refined findings may lie in a person-situation-interaction 

perspective (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Mischel & Shoda, 1995, 1998). The idea is that situational 

cues (e.g., a selection situation) can activate different mental representations or schemata 

within the person. Mental representations or schemata are cognitive structures that include 

and integrate affective reactions (i.e., emotions) and inferred traits for behavior in certain situ-

ations, thus guiding the processing of incoming information and providing scripts on how to 

react appropriately in this situation (Fiske & Taylor, 1991).  

The basic argument underlying the IEF currently is that different situations and test 

purposes can activate different schemata within the same respondent: Low-stakes settings 

(e.g., voluntary participation in an anonymous study) are more likely to activate a “stranger-

description” schema (Schmit & Ryan, 1993), i.e., a self-referenced evaluation of the per-

ceived fit between personality items and the dominant self-schema (Holden, Kroner, Fekken, 

& Popham, 1992). Thus, the respondent describes him/herself most accurately to somebody 

unknown, i.e., a stranger. In such situations, responses usually fit the proposed Big Five fac-

tors structure rather well (Digman, 1990; Goldberg, 1990). 

Yet, more evaluative settings, such as when applying for a job, may activate some-

thing very different. During personnel selection, applicants may be less concerned with pre- 
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senting themselves as accurately as possible, but instead may be more concerned with making 

a favorable impression and getting the job (e.g., Hogan et al., 2007). Consequently, the 

schema activated may be one of an “ideal-employee” (Schmit & Ryan, 1993). This ideal-em-

ployee schema integrates knowledge and assumptions regarding the desired traits of a quali-

fied applicant, and thus guides behavior (e.g., responses given to the questionnaire).  

Of particular relevance in this context might be the social desirability associated with 

different personality dimensions. While all personality dimensions may be desirable to some 

degree, some personality dimensions might appear particularly relevant, irrespective of the 

job applied for (Bäckstrom et al., 2009). Applicants might think, for example, that employers 

will prefer applicants with a strong work ethic, i.e., conscientiousness, as well as applicants 

who handle stress well and stay calm in moments of uncertainty, i.e., who show emotional 

stability (Huffcutt, Conway, Roth & Stone, 2001). Therefore, applicants want to present 

themselves especially favorably on those two dimensions independent of which job they ap-

ply for at the time. In line with this argument, past research on response distortion indicates 

that score inflation is particularly high on conscientiousness and emotional stability compared 

with smaller inflations for the remaining dimensions. Thus, the following hypothesis is pro-

posed: 

Hypothesis 2: Measures of conscientiousness and of emotional stability will load 

higher on the IEF than measures of less obviously desirable Big Five personality traits. 

Yet, while conscientiousness and emotional stability might be desirable across jobs, 

the person-situation-interaction perspective would suggest that applying for different jobs 

might also activate quite different schemata, which in turn will guide behavior and responses, 

leading to response distortion on different dimensions. Thus, applicants for a position that re-

quires interaction and expressing helpful behavior might think of a rather different schema 
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than those applying for a position in which they work in isolation (Holland, 1997). An appli-

cant for a bus driver position, for example, might not only want to look reliable (i.e., consci-

entiousness), resilient, and able to handle stress, but, when thinking about explaining trans-

fers, helping tourists find their way and assisting elderly or disabled passengers, the applicant 

might also want to show his or her high level of agreeableness and extraversion. When apply-

ing for a position in which one works in isolation, agreeableness and extraversion may appear 

less relevant. Thus, we propose: 

Hypothesis 3a: The structure of the IEF will change depending on the job in question. 

Hypothesis 3b: When applying for a job that requires interaction with and helping oth-

ers, the measures of extraversion and agreeableness (besides conscientiousness and emotional 

stability) will also load higher on the IEF than the remaining personality traits. 

Hypothesis 3c: Loadings of extraversion and agreeableness onto the IEF will be 

higher in the applicant group that applies for a job that requires interaction with and helping 

others compared with the applicant group that applies for a job that does not require these 

skills.  

Methods 

Participants and Procedure 

Data was obtained from a large Belgian transit organization. Prior to participating in a 

selection interview, 7,083 job applicants for either a bus driver or metro driver position com-

pleted the Big Five Personality Test (90.7% men; bus driver N = 6,351; metro driver N = 

732). No applicant received feedback on their answers to the questionnaire, and there was no 

time limit for completing the personality items.  
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Job profiles and the Big Five Personality Traits. Applicants for both jobs found the 

job advertisement on several online job agent websites and in local newspapers. The job ad-

vertisement entailed a job description and specifications that were developed with the help of 

O*Net ‘work styles’ (O*Net, Employment and Training Administration, 2010) and Holland’s 

vocational theory (1996).  

Bus drivers: The job advertisement listed several required tasks, e.g., assist passen-

gers, collect tickets, and report delays or accidents. The job specifications communicated that 

especially the traits of realistic, social, enterprising, and conventional were important for the 

job. Applicants read, for example, that communication with others and helping tourists and 

passengers in need were valued. Bus drivers were asked to be open to explaining routes and 

transfers, providing information to tourists, and assisting and helping people without having 

to be asked or prompted.  

Metro drivers: The job advertisement listed several required tasks, e.g., operate vehi-

cle, report delays or accidents, perform routine maintenance on equipment, and determine 

when and what kind of maintenance is needed. The job specification communicated that espe-

cially the traits of realistic, conventional, and enterprising were important for the job. Appli-

cants read, for example, that hands on problem solving and following set procedures were de-

sired. Metro drivers were asked to follow rules and understand the importance of them, and 

since they are partly responsible for the smooth ride and safety of their passengers, they were 

prompted to be creative in problem solving. Additionally, the job description mentioned that 

they would have to make announcements to passengers occasionally.  

Materials 

Big Five Personality Test. The Big Five personality traits were assessed with the 

NEO-PI-R (Costa & McCrae, 1992). The NEO-PI-R consists of 240 items answered on a 5-
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point Likert scale, reaching from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. The NEO-PI-R as-

sesses 30 facets, 6 for each personality trait. All personality scales reached high reliability 

(see Table 2.1). 

Results 

Table 2.1 presents the reliabilities, means, standard deviations, and correlations of the 

Big Five personality traits within each group. All measures showed acceptable internal con-

sistencies. 

To compare different models and groups, each personality dimension is represented 

by four parcels. To compose parcels, we followed a semi-random approach, i.e., each parcel 

represents one item of each personality trait facet. Thus, each parcel represents all facets of 

the personality trait in question. For example, conscientiousness includes items assessing six 

facets of conscientiousness, i.e. self-efficacy, orderliness, dutifulness, achievement striving, 

self-discipline and cautiousness. Each conscientiousness parcel contains items of each of 

those six facets, although which exact items was allocated randomly.  

Figure A1 illustrates the five-factor model and Figure A2 the six-factor model (includ-

ing IEF) that we fitted to each group.  

Hypothesis 1: To test whether a five-factor or six-factor model fit the data better, we 

fitted both models to each group with the help of confirmatory factor analyses in AMOS 22, 

compared the goodness of fit indices, and conducted model comparison tests. For that pur-

pose, we used the x²/df ratio, which should ideally be under 3 (Byren, 1994, 1998), the incre-

mental fit index (IFI), the comparative fit index (CFI), a Tucker- Lewis index (TLI), all of 

which should be at least .90 or higher, and the root square error of approximation (RMSEA), 

which should be at most .08 or lower. To test which competing model fit the data better, we 
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conducted an x²-difference test (Δx²). However, in recent years researches have recommended 

an investigation concerning the difference in CFI values (ΔCFI; e.g., Cheung & Rensvold, 

2002). Cheung and Rensvold (2002) suggested the cut-off point of .01, i.e., a difference in 

CFI values less than .01 indicates invariance. All model goodness of fit indices and compari-

son tests are listed in Table 2.2.  

In the bus driver group, the five-factor model achieved an acceptable fit. However, the 

six-factor model including the IEF indicated an even better fit, as shown by the chi-square 

and CFI difference test (Δx² < .001; ΔCFI = > .01). In the metro driver group, the outcome 

shows the same pattern. The five-factor model achieved a good fit, but the six-factor model 

was a significant improvement of fit (Δx² < .001; ΔCFI = > .01). 

Overall, results therefore support hypothesis 1, i.e., the six-factor model fits the data 

better than the five-factor model. Next, we examined the factor loadings onto the IEF within 

each group, and the difference between groups. 

Hypothesis 2 – Hypothesis 3: First, we examined the parcel loadings within each 

group, i.e., examined whether parcels of conscientiousness and emotional stability loaded 

highest onto the IEF (Hypothesis 2). Second, we compared parcel loadings between groups, 

i.e., whether an additional personality trait indicator relevant for the job load onto the IEF 

(Hypotheses 3). All standardized parcel loadings are represented in Table 2.5.  

Within each group, all parcels loaded significantly and highly onto four of their re-

spective traits (see Table 2.2). The loadings of conscientiousness parcels failed to reach sig-

nificance. However, in the bus driver group, most parcels loaded significantly onto the IEF. 

Two parcels of openness to experience did not load onto the IEF. Within the metro driver 

group, a similar picture emerged, as most parcels loaded significantly onto the IEF, i.e., two 

openness to experience parcels did not load onto the IEF.  
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Taking a closer look, within the bus driver group, the average (i.e., average score of 

all loadings per trait) parcel loadings of conscientiousness onto the IEF was λ = .757. This av-

erage in parcel loading was the highest among all parcel loadings onto the IEF. The second 

highest loading onto the IEF was emotional stability parcels (λ = .618), followed by extraver-

sion parcels (λ = .378) and agreeableness parcels (λ = .372). According to the critical ratio 

test, loadings of emotional stability parcels were higher than loadings of extraversion parcels 

(z = -16.59, p < 0.05), agreeableness parcels (z = -21.32, p < 0.05) and openness to experi-

ence parcels (z = -35.90, p < 0.05), but lower than loadings of conscientiousness parcels (z = -

3.97, p < 0.05). Loadings of conscientiousness parcels were higher than loadings of agreea-

bleness parcels (z = 19.20, p < 0.05), extraversion parcels (z = 21.13, p < 0.05) and openness 

to experience parcels (z = 35.22, p < 0.05). Loadings of openness to experience parcels were 

lower than loadings of extraversion parcels (z = -20.36, p < 0.05) and agreeableness parcels (z 

= 15.51, p < 0.05).  

Within the metro driver group, again factor loadings of conscientiousness onto the IEF 

reached the highest loading onto the IEF (λ = .767). The second highest loading onto the IEF 

were emotional stability parcels (λ = .595), followed by extraversion parcels (λ = .372) and 

agreeableness parcels (λ = .314). According to the critical ratio test, loadings of emotional 

stability parcels were higher than loadings of extraversion parcels (z = -4.99, p < 0.05), agree-

ableness parcels (z = -7.04, p < 0.05) and openness to experience parcels (z = -11.83, p < 

0.05), but lower than loadings of conscientiousness parcels (z = -3.01, p < 0.05). Loadings of 

conscientiousness parcels were higher than loadings of agreeableness parcels (z = 9.26, p < 

0.05), extraversion parcels (z = 7.84, p < 0.05) and openness to experience parcels (z = 14.11, 

p < 0.05). Loadings of openness to experience parcels were higher than loadings of agreeable-

ness parcels (z = 5.12, p < 0.05) and extraversion parcels (z = -7.22, p < 0.05). Loadings of 

extraversion parcels and agreeableness parcels did not differ from one another (z = -1.66, p > 
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0.05). We can therefore support hypothesis 2, i.e., conscientiousness and emotional stability 

load highest onto the IEF compared to the remaining personality indicators.  

To examine whether factor loadings onto the IEF actually differ between groups, we 

conducted a multi-group analysis in SPSS AMOS. Both the unconstrained model (i.e., param-

eters were allowed to be estimated freely and differently between groups), as well as the con-

strained measurement weight model (i.e., parameters were fixed to be equal across groups) 

received good fit indices (fit indices are provided in Table 2.2). However, the chi-square dif-

ference test showed that the unconstrained model fits the data significantly better than the 

constrained model (Δx² < .001), though the CFI difference test indicated that the uncon-

strained model does not fit the data better than the constrained model (ΔCFI = < .01). There-

fore, the following results should be interpreted with caution. 

Factor loading comparisons revealed that groups do not differ between all factor load-

ings onto the IEF (emotional stability loading average z = -2.16 p < 0.05; conscientiousness z 

= .94 p > 0.05; agreeableness z = -.76 p < 0.05; extraversion z = .19 p > 0.05; openness to ex-

perience z = -.26 p < 0.05). 

Conclusion 

Overall, the six-factor structure applies to applicants’ personality indicators better than 

the five-factor structure. We therefore replicated past findings and showed that the IEF con-

tributes to a better fit. Additionally, we illustrated that the pattern of the IEF is related to the 

specific job opening. We showed that both emotional stability and conscientiousness load sig-

nificantly onto the IEF and achieved the highest loadings of all five personality indicators be-
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tween both applicant groups. This supports our assumption that applicants often identify con-

scientiousness and emotional stability as specifically important personality traits and answer 

personality items accordingly.  

Loadings of extraversion received the third highest loading onto the IEF in both 

groups, followed by agreeableness. However, the multi-group analysis did not reveal any dif-

ference in loadings of the Big Five personality traits between groups. It is possible that metro 

drivers found extraversion and agreeableness as valued traits, and ranked them as important 

as bus drivers did, as they would also be responsible for their passengers, and be required to 

make announcements. Metro drivers, even though they mostly work in isolation, might feel 

that they would have to help and assist their passengers in cases of emergency. 

Overall, we can therefore conclude that the IEF is not only relevant within an appli-

cant group, but that its pattern may change depending on the job opening. In the next study, 

we not only want to yet again shed light on the changes in the pattern of the IEF, but also de-

tail the relationship between score inflation and the emergence of the IEF, and why some ap-

plicants seem to distort more successfully than others.  

Study 2 

The first study focused on the emergence and pattern of the IEF in real applicants. The 

second study aims to replicate these findings and further examines how the IEF comes about 

with the help of two data points, i.e., under non-evaluative testing conditions and under selec-

tion conditions.  
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Emergence of the Ideal-Employee Factor and Score Inflation 

Studies addressing response distortion usually ask participants to answer personality 

inventories at two points in time: once in a low-stakes or non-evaluative condition, and a sec-

ond time under a high-stakes, real or imagined personnel selection condition. When asked un-

der high-stakes conditions, an additional factor evolves. The first purpose of Study 2 is to test, 

how far the IEF identified in Study 1 is truly a result of the evaluative selection context. 

Therefore, we will again illustrate that a six-factor structure is accurate for applicants, but ex-

tend the findings of Study 1 by showing that a five-factor structure remains accurate under 

non-evaluative testing conditions. We propose: 

Hypothesis 4: The factor structure of a Big-Five personality inventory will change de-

pending on whether the inventory is administered under anonymous and non-evaluative con-

ditions, or under ‘selection conditions’ when candidates have a particular job in mind for 

which they want to present themselves as favorably as possible. 

Hypothesis 4a: Under non-evaluative conditions, a five-factor solution will provide a 

better fit to Big-Five personality data than a six-factor solution. 

Hypothesis 4b: Under selection conditions, a six-factor solution, including a common 

ideal-employee factor, will provide a better fit to data than a five-factor solution. 

Next to the emergence of an additional factor, one of the oldest and most troubling 

findings regarding personality tests during personnel selection is a significant score inflation 

when comparing the two assessments, where results typically show significant score infla-

tions during personnel selection (Birkeland, Manson et al., 2006; Viswesvaran & Ones, 

1999). However, researchers often only have either the ‘honest’ condition responses or the 

high-stakes condition responses. Additionally, in the high-stakes condition, participants are 

usually asked to imagine applying for a job, not a specific job in particular. Therefore, the 

current study will not only study the emergence of a sixth factor, but also its relationship to 
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score inflation by studying participants’ responses under non-evaluative conditions, and while 

imagining they are applying for a specific job.  

This idea has not been sufficiently tested, likely due to the different research traditions 

and designs employed in studies addressing score-inflation and the IEF (Biderman & Nguyen, 

2004). Only Klehe et al. (2012) correlated participants’ factor loadings on the IEF with an es-

timate of their score inflation. While their results were promising, Klehe et al. (2012) had no 

individual scores derived from a non-evaluative situation upon which to base their score infla-

tions. Instead, they had to rely on the somewhat outdated norm values of the personality test. 

Thus, Klehe et al. (2012) were working with a proxy instead of an accurate assessment of 

each participant’s score inflation. Finding a strong relationship between an accurate measure 

of respondents’ score inflation and their factor score on the IEF, however, would not only 

confirm that both findings represent the same phenomenon in different disguises, but would 

also offer an alternative (and easily obtainable) avenue for assessing respondents’ levels of 

socially desirable responding during personnel selection. Thus, we propose: 

Hypothesis 5a: The Big Five dimensions will be inflated (the average mean of each 

dimension will be higher) under selection conditions compared with non-evaluative condi-

tions. 

Hypothesis 5b: There will be a strong positive relationship between participants’ ideal-

employee factor score and the degree of score-inflation emerging under selection conditions. 

Changes in IEF Patterns Depending on Jobs 

As in the first study, we propose that the IEF pattern will again change depending on 

the job a candidate applies for, but we also test the role of score inflation. In the second study, 

we again propose that conscientiousness and emotional stability will be the most relevant 

traits perceived by candidates independent of the job opening. We therefore propose: 
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Hypothesis 6: Measures of conscientiousness and emotional stability will (a) load 

higher onto the ideal-employee factor and (b) inflate the most compared with the remaining 

Big Five personality traits. 

However, in the second study, we chose to test the difference in IEF patterns between 

jobs that mostly differed in candidates’ need to be social, helpful, and friendly on the one 

hand, and creative, flexible, and open to new ideas on the other. When a person, for example, 

applies for a position in which listening to others, expressing empathy, and helping others is 

required, we expect agreeableness to play a more significant role than conscientiousness and 

emotional stability. In contrast, when a person applies for a job in which creativity and an 

open mind are desired, openness to experience may play a larger role than conscientiousness 

and emotional stability. 

A candidate for a counseling position in a clinical setting, for example, might not only 

want to look reliable (i.e., conscientiousness), resilient, and able to handle stress (i.e., emo-

tional stability), but, when thinking about helping people in need, might also envision them-

selves as being friendly, approachable, and trustworthy (i.e., agreeableness). When applying 

for a more creative or investigative job, however, agreeableness may appear less relevant 

than, for example, curiosity and an openness to learn, create, and experience new things. 

Thus, we propose: 

Hypothesis 7a: Both score inflation and the structure of the IEF will change depending 

on the job in question. 

Hypothesis 7b: When applying for a counseling-related job, measures of conscien-

tiousness, emotional stability, and agreeableness will (a) load higher on the ideal employee 

and (b) inflate more compared with the other two personality dimensions. 
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Hypothesis 7c: When applying for an investigative position, measures of conscien-

tiousness, emotional stability, and openness to experience will (a) load higher on the ideal 

employee and (b) inflate more compared with the other two personality dimensions.  

Predicting the Occurrence of IEF: Individual and Situational Predictors 

Response distortion can help candidates get the job when done well (Hogan et al., 

2007; Mueller-Hanson, Heggestad, & Thornton, 2006), yet not all candidates distort their re-

sponses equally or equally as well. McFarland and Ryan (2000; 2006) attempted to explain 

this by proposing a model of response distortion, and argue that to distort successfully, three 

ingredients are crucial: situation, motivation, and ability. The theory of planned behaviors 

(Ajzen, 1985; 2002) argues that the situational antecedent, perceived difficulty, can predict 

whether people engage in an activity (Ajzen, 2002). In the context of responding to personal-

ity inventory items, the situation needs to make it appealing to distort, or more precisely, the 

individual has to have the impression that the situation will allow distortion without it being 

too difficult to do so successfully. Thus, when candidates believe that distorting their answers 

on the Big Five questionnaire successfully is rather easy, they are more likely to engage in 

that activity. Thus, we propose: 

Hypothesis 8: The perceived difficulty of responding to the Big Five personality ques-

tionnaire will positively predict candidates’ level of response distortion as indicated by (a) 

their level of scale inflation and (b) the IEF. 

However, just as the situation has to provide the opportunity to distort answers, the 

candidates’ motivation also plays an essential role. McFarland and Ryan (2006) argued that 

the domain or test outcome needs to be important to the response distorter, i.e., he or she 

needs to be motivated to do well. If such a motivation is lacking, no distortion behavior will 

be implemented (Ajzen, 1985, 2002). Therefore, we propose: 
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Hypothesis 9: Candidates’ motivation to do well on the inventory will predict their 

level of response distortion as indicated by (a) their level of scale inflation and (b) the IEF.  

Yet, even with the strongest intentions, if the individual is incapable and lacks ability, 

the behavior will fail to be successful. Behavior is usually the function of two things: one’s 

motivation to show this behavior and his/her ability (Locke, Mento, & Katcher, 1978). Addi-

tionally, McFarland and Ryan (2000) argued that successful response distortion would require 

a certain ability to distort. Such ability usually implies two things: a cognitive component in 

the form of an understanding of what is being measured, and a behavioral component in terms 

of acting upon such understanding. Given that the latter is usually not very challenging on 

classic personality-tests (i.e., respondents need to mark one of several response-options), 

McFarland and Ryan (2000, 2006) proposed that the knowledge of what is actually measured 

will be a key indicator of candidates’ ability to distort their responses. People who are better 

at identifying what is expected of them in a certain situation are also more likely to imple-

ment appropriate behaviors (Kleinmann, 1993). We would expect similar effects for candi-

dates’ implicit understanding of what is measured on their level of response distortion, and 

thus propose: 

Hypothesis 10: Candidates’ implicit understanding of what is measured will predict 

their level of response distortion as indicated by (a) their level of scale inflation and (b) the 

IEF.  

To summarize, this study not only aims to examine the factor structure of the Big Five 

personality traits under normal and testing conditions, but also to illustrate how the structure 

changes according to the job opening. Further, we will explore the relationship between re-

sponse distortion and the emergence of a sixth factor. To end the study, we also dig a little 
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deeper into the situation, motivation, and ability requirements that successful response distor-

tion needs. In total, we hope to shed more light on the specific patterns and individual differ-

ences that lead to the formation of the IEF.  

Methods 

Sample and Procedure  

The study was conducted in the context of the 2010 “testweek” at the Universiteit van 

Amsterdam. Participants were first-year psychology students, most of them Dutch (92%). The 

Universiteit van Amsterdam requires all first-year psychology students to participate in sev-

eral studies within their first undergraduate year. Over several days spread over a period of 

two weeks, students completed several questionnaires, tests, and assessments. Within these 

testing sessions, participants of the current study (N = 320; 75% female; average age = 21 

years, SD = 4,7) completed a Big Five questionnaire at two points in time and under two dif-

ferent conditions. First, participants responded under normal, anonymous “testweek” condi-

tions. Second, a week later, participants completed the same questionnaire, but this time after 

receiving one of two different sets of instructions. Before filling out the Big Five question-

naire for the second time, participants were instructed to answer the subsequent personality 

questionnaire in a way that increases the likelihood of receiving an invitation for a selection 

interview. At the end of the study, participants were asked to reflect upon their reactions to 

the assessment situation, which served to assess both the manipulation check and the pro-

posed predictors motivation, knowledge about what is measured, and perceived difficulty. 
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Materials and Measures 

Candidate condition and job description. Two different experimental conditions 

were created to simulate a selection situation. Depending on the experimental condition, a 

participant read one of two job descriptions. Both instructions reminded participants of the 

financial and career relevance of obtaining a good job after their studies, and asked them to 

imagine applying for one of two positions: a therapeutic assistant or a journalist assistant. 

Here, participants read a job description and specialization of the respective job, with infor-

mation being based on the O*Net ‘work styles’ (O*Net, Employment and Training Admin-

istration, 2010) and Holland’s vocational theory (1996). For example, participants who read 

instructions for a therapeutic assistant job were informed about required working styles, such 

as high stress tolerance (emotional stability), dependability (conscientiousness), and having a 

social orientation, i.e., preference to work with others rather than alone (agreeableness). Par-

ticipants in the journalist assistant condition read, for example, that the job requires attention 

to detail (conscientiousness), high self-control (emotional stability), as well as being innova-

tive (openness to experience). Additionally, five subject matter experts (SEM) read the job 

description. We asked the SEM panel to read and name personality traits that they thought 

were most relevant when applying for the job. They named the same personality traits as pro-

posed by Holland (1996) and the online O*Net.  

Big Five Personality questionnaire. The Big Five personality traits were assessed 

with the Vijf Persoonlijkheidsfactorentest (5PFT; Elshout, 1999). The scale of each factor 

consists of 14 items, answered on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from “totally disagree” to 

“totally agree”. An example of the openness to experience item is “I am developed, read a lot, 

and find intellectual and cultural aspects important” (α = .80 under normal testing condition 

and .87 under selection conditions). An example of the conscientiousness item is “I find it im-

portant to conform to accepted norms.” An example item of agreeableness is “I have empathy 
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for others, recognize the importance of other’s difficulty, and consider their interests.” An ex-

ample item of extraversion is “I like to have people around me.” An example item of emo-

tional stability is “I am self-controlled. I do not lose control during emotional situations.”  

Situation: Test difficulty. The experienced test difficulty was assessed with two 

items developed by Arvey et al. (1990). An example-item is “This test was too easy for me” 

(reversed coded). Participants answered on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from “totally disa-

gree” to “totally agree.” 

Motivation: Test motivation. Test motivation was assessed with items developed by 

Arvey, Strickland, Drauden, and Martin (1990). Item examples are “I wanted to achieve the 

top-score on this test” and “I wanted to do well on this test.” Participants answered on a 7-

point Likert scale, ranging from “totally disagree” to “totally agree.” 

Ability: Implicit understanding of what is measured. A good measure for this may 

be candidates’ ability to identify criteria (ATIC; Kleinmann, 1993). People who score high on 

ATIC are better at identifying what is expected of them in a certain situation. Once they act 

accordingly, ATIC then enhances their success during personnel selection (Kleinmann et al., 

2011; Koenig, Melchers, Kleinmann, Richter, & Klehe, 2006). The assessment of ATIC was 

adapted from Kleinmann et al. (2006) to the personality domain. Participants read 18 items 

describing a certain trait and indicated on a 7-point Likert scale how relevant they thought the 

trait would be when working in the actual job. Item examples are “Being open for new ideas: 

Intellectual curiosity, need stimulation of new ideas” and “Warmth: Friendly, enjoys talking, 

likes to have interaction with many people on a personal level.” Depending on the condition, 

different traits were relevant. Whether a participant scored high on ATIC was therefore as-

sessed by examining the scores of items assessing emotional stability, conscientiousness (for 

all conditions), and then agreeableness when being in the therapeutic assistant condition, and 

openness to experience when being in the journalist assistant condition. 
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Candidate response distortion. Candidate response distortion was assessed via the 

IEF and score-inflation. The IEF was estimated via SPSS AMOS as a latent variable influenc-

ing all Big-Five measurements. Score inflation was assessed by regressing the scores of the 

selection conditions on the scores obtained under non-evaluative conditions, as well as by 

conducting several t-tests to compare the means assessed under non-evaluative conditions 

with those assessed under selection conditions.  

Manipulations check. To test whether the manipulation of the two experimental con-

ditions was successful, participants stated which job they had just ‘applied’ for: (1) journalist 

assistant, (2) therapeutic assistant, (3) others. In the journalist assistant job condition, 29 par-

ticipants did not indicate the respected job. These participants were excluded from any anal-

yses, leading to a sample size of 147 in the journalist assistant job condition. In the therapeu-

tic assistant job condition, all participants indicated that they ‘applied’ for a therapeutic assis-

tant position, resulting in 173 participants in the therapeutic assistant condition. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Table 2.2 presents the reliabilities, means, standard deviations, and correlations of the 

Big Five personality traits under non-evaluative and selection conditions, as well as predictors 

proposed by McFarland and Ryan (2006). All measures showed acceptable internal consisten-

cies. Consistent with past research, the responses on the Big Five personality dimensions cor-

related meaningfully under non-evaluative conditions (Barrick & Mount, 1991) and very 

highly under selection conditions (Schmit & Ryan, 1993). The correlations between the Big 



Chapter 2: Miming the Ideal Employee 55 

 

Five dimensions assessed under non-evaluative conditions with the Big Five personality di-

mensions assessed under selection conditions are weaker, which is not surprising if response 

distortion really played a role and thus influenced the pattern of the Big Five dimensions.  

Hypothesis 4: We proposed that the factor-structure of the Big Five assessment would 

change depending on the testing situation: under non-evaluative conditions, the test should 

reveal the classic five-factor structure (Hypothesis 4a), whereas under selection conditions, an 

additional common factor should emerge whose loadings span across parcels from different 

dimensions (Hypothesis 4b). Therefore, we compared two models in each condition (see Fig-

ures A1 and A2 in Appendix A). Model 1 assumes the Big Five personality traits, i.e., extra-

version, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, and openness to experience, 

which were allowed to correlate with each other. To prevent analyses having to handle too 

many sets of variables (70 items loadings on five or six factors), we again computed three 

parcels per personality trait by calculating the averages of four or five items each, while try-

ing to distribute items with high vs. low factor loadings onto the respective personality di-

mension as equally as possible across parcels (Hall, Snell, & Foust, 1999). Model 2 mirrored 

the first model, with only an extra latent construct added, which was allowed to affect all 15 

item-parcels and was uncorrelated to any of the Big Five personality dimensions. 

As expected, the five-factor model fit the data under normal testing conditions accept-

ably in each condition (for fit-indices see Table 2.4). The six-factor model fit the data under 

normal testing conditions also acceptably well, however non of the loadings onto the sixth 

factor reached significance. Under the selection conditions, the five-factor model did not fit 

the data well, particularly in terms of a suboptimal x²/df ratio and RMSEA value. As ex-

pected, however, adding a latent IEF significantly increased the fit of the model (therapeutic 

condition: Δx² = 111.40 (14), p < .01; ΔCFI, p > .01; journalistic condition: Δx² = 66.40 (14), 
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p < .01; ΔCFI, p > .01). Parameter estimates loaded onto both their respective Big Five per-

sonality dimension as well as on the IEF (see Table 2.6), thus supporting hypothesis 4b and 

replicating findings of earlier studies (Klehe et al., 2002; McFarland & Ryan, 2000; Schmit & 

Ryan, 1996). 

Hypothesis 5a – 5b: The next hypotheses assumed that the IEF emerging under selec-

tion conditions is essentially the same as score inflation under selection conditions. In other 

words, we expect that the IEF under selection condition correlates positively with the score 

inflations on the Big Five items. When testing for such score inflations via paired-sample t-

tests, results revealed significant effects for the average Big Five score inflated under selec-

tion conditions compared with non-evaluative conditions (t (319) = -24.306, p < .001), as well 

as for each of the separate Big Five dimensions. Participants scored higher on extraversion 

under selection conditions than under non-evaluative conditions (t (319) = -8.52, p < .001), 

higher on agreeableness under selection conditions than under non-evaluative conditions (t 

(319) = -15.505, p < .001), higher on conscientiousness under selection conditions than under 

non-evaluative conditions (t (319) = -21.655, p < .001), higher on emotional stability under 

selection conditions than under non-evaluative conditions (t (319) = -18.663, p < .001), and 

finally, scored higher on openness to experience under selection conditions than under non-

evaluative conditions (t (319) = -22.060, p < .001), thus supporting hypothesis 5a. 

To show that the IEF emerging under selection conditions represents the same phe-

nomenon as the inflation of scores, we expect that the IEF is able to explain additional vari-

ance in the Big Five traits assessed under selection conditions after controlling for their effect 

assessed under selection conditions.  

With the help of AMOS, we imputed IEF factor scores for every participant. Correla-

tions between this IEF score with all Big Five measures assessed under normal as well as se-

lection conditions indeed showed that only some correlations between the IEF factor score 
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and Big Five assessments under non-evaluative conditions reached significance (e.g., extra-

version, agreeableness, see Table 2.2). Under selection conditions, however, the correlations 

between the IEF factor score and all Big Five dimensions reached significance and were con-

siderably stronger (see Table 2.2).  

With the imputed IEF score, we conducted a multiple regression analysis. We com-

puted the average score of all 70 Big Five personality items assessed under selection condi-

tions, and another average score of all personality items assessed under non-evaluative condi-

tions. We first entered the average Big Five items assessed under non-evaluative conditions 

as a control variable to estimate true score inflation. As a second predictor, we entered the im-

puted IEF score. Both predictors were regressed onto the average Big Five personality indica-

tors assessed under selection conditions. The results of the regression indicated that the two 

predictors explained 85.3% of the common variance (R² = .85, F(2) = 918.70, p < .01). The 

Big Five personality indicators did not predict the Big Five personality indicators assessed 

under selection conditions (ß = -.03, p > .05), but the IEF was found to be a significant pre-

dictor (ß = .93, p < .001). These results provide support for hypotheses 5b, i.e., there is a 

strong relationship between the IEF and score inflation under selection conditions.  

Hypothesis 6 -7: We assumed that under selection conditions, conscientiousness and 

emotional stability indicators would load higher on the IEF than the other three remaining Big 

Five personality indicators, whereas hypothesis 7b and 7c made similar assumptions about 

agreeableness and openness to experience indicators, depending on the job in question.  

In the therapeutic counselor condition, all personality indicators loaded onto their re-

spective latent constructs. However, all personality indicators also loaded onto the IEF. Aver-

age loadings of all three parcels per dimension on the IEF indicated that agreeableness indica-

tors reached an average factor loading of .78 onto the IEF, emotional stability indicators a 
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loading of .74, and conscientiousness a loading of .56. Extraversion and openness to experi-

ence indicators also loaded onto the IEF, but reaching rather low factor loading (openness to 

experience = .48; extraversion = .28). According to the critical ratio test, loadings of emo-

tional stability parcels were higher than loadings of extraversion parcels (z = 2.87, p < 0.05), 

and agreeableness parcel loadings were higher than extraversion parcels (z = 2.59, p < 0.05). 

The remaining comparisons between parcel loadings did not reach significance. Next to 

agreeableness, conscientiousness and emotional stability achieved the highest loadings, how-

ever only agreeableness and emotional stability reached a significant difference between other 

parcel loadings. Thus, at this point we can only support hypothesis 7a, 7b and hypothesis 7c 

partially for the therapeutic assistant condition. 

In the journalist assistant condition, all personality indicators loaded onto their respec-

tive latent constructs as well as onto the IEF. Openness to experience reached the highest fac-

tor loading onto the IEF (.81), followed by emotional stability (.78) and conscientiousness 

(.76). In this instance, extraversion and agreeableness also showed high loadings onto the IEF 

(extraversion = .72; agreeableness = .73). According to the critical ratio test, only loadings of 

agreeableness parcels were lower than loadings of openness to experience parcels (z = 2.43, p 

< 0.05). At this point we can only partially support hypotheses 7b and 7c.  

Multi-group analysis with both groups: To test whether factor loadings onto the IEF 

actually differ between groups, we conducted a multi-group analysis in SPSS AMOS. Both 

the unconstrained model, as well as the constrained measurement weight model received 

good fit indices (see Table 2.4). However, the chi-square difference test shows that the uncon-

strained model fits the data significantly better than the constrained model (Δx² < .001). 

Again, the CFI difference test indicates that the unconstrained model does not fit the data bet-

ter than the constrained model (ΔCFI = < .01).  
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Parameter comparisons reveal that within the therapeutic condition, at least two out of 

three agreeableness parcels loaded significantly higher onto the IEF compared with the jour-

nalist condition (z = - 2.00 p < 0.05). Not all remaining parcels loaded significantly differ-

ently onto the IEF between groups.  

Testing faking antecedents—based on McFarland and Ryan’s model (Hypotheses 8-

10): Hypotheses 8 to 10 addressed the relevance of different proposed predictors of candidate 

response distortion. To test the predictive value of each antecedent, we first conducted a re-

gression analysis onto the participants’ score under the selection condition, controlling for 

their score during the non-evaluative condition. Next, we ran a comparable model in AMOS 

to predict the IEF (Appendix, Figure A3). 

Regression analysis on score inflation: We first entered the computed average of the 

Big Five personality indicators assessed under non-evaluative conditions as the independent 

variable. Secondly, we entered all predictors proposed by McFarland and Ryan (2000) as in-

dependent variables. All these factors were regressed onto the average Big Five indicators un-

der selection conditions, thus the average inflated Big Five indicators. The regression as such 

yielded significance (F(4) = 60.44, p < .001). The Big Five personality loadings assessed un-

der non-evaluative conditions reached significance (t(4) = 3.35, p = .001), as well as indica-

tors of test taking motivation (t(4) = 3.41; p = .001), ATIC (t(4) = 10.07, p = .001), and per-

ceived test difficulty (t(4) = -3.20, p = .002). These results give further support for the notion 

that response distortion causes score inflation, as well as supports hypotheses 8, 9 and 10. As 

a next step, we fitted a model, including all predictors, hoping it would reveal similar predic-

tion patterns and reach an acceptable fit. 

SEM. We fitted a model including all Big Five latent variables with their respective 

indicators and the sixth factor-IEF, plus all variables assumed to predict the emergence of the 

IEF (i.e., test taking motivation, ATIC, and test difficulty). Including all variables, the model 
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achieved a good fit (depiction of model see Appendix B3; for fit indices see Table 2.4). Look-

ing at the predictors, ATIC (.67), motivation (.45), as well as perceived test difficulty (-.31) 

significantly predicted the IEF. 

We can conclude that ATIC, test taking motivation, and perceived difficulty of the test 

are stable predictors of the IEF, score inflation, and thus response distortion.  

Discussion 

Job applicants’ response distortion on personality inventories is a concern for both re-

search and the practical field (Allport, 1937; Griffith & Peterson, 2006; Viswesvaran & Ones, 

1999). Practitioners are worried that this distortion will lead to offering a job to the wrong ap-

plicant, and that the estimation of an applicant’s successful performance is inaccurate. Aca-

demics debate what the antecedents, mechanisms, and consequences of response distortion 

during personnel selection are (McFarland and Ryan, 2000; Morgeson et al., 2007b; Ones et 

al., 2007; Smith, Hanges, & Dickson, 2001).  

The current studies tackle several points concerning response distortion and the emer-

gence of the ideal-employee factor. First, it shows that under real job conditions, an additional 

factor emerges, and that the pattern of the IEF is not constant. It shows that emotional stabil-

ity and conscientiousness always load the highest, and explores whether a third personality 

trait indicator might load onto the IEF that might be particularly relevant for a certain job. 

Second, the second study supports and extends these results by investigating whether the IEF 

is the same as score inflation of the Big Five personality indicators assessed under selection 

conditions. Third, the study informs us about certain individual differences and situational 

factors that foster distortion, explaining why some participants distort.  
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In total, this research demonstrates that the emergence of a sixth factor under selection 

conditions is essentially a common appearance that might be difficult to avoid. Both studies 

thus indeed replicate the findings of earlier studies (Biderman & Nguyen, 2009; Biderman, 

Nguyen, Mullin, & Luna, 2008; Burns & Christiansen, 2007; Cellar, Miller, Doverspike, & 

Klawsy, 1996; Collins & Cleaves, 1998; Ellingson et al., 1999; Klehe et al., 2012; Pauls & 

Crost, 2005; Schmit & Ryan, 1993; Topping & O’Gorman, 1997; Van Iddekinge, Raymark, 

Eidson, & Putka, 2001). Additionally, this line of research not only informs us of the exist-

ence of the IEF, but also its composition.  

Overall, the current line of research underlines that under evaluative situations, such 

as personnel selection, the five-factor structure does not hold true, but that a six-factor struc-

ture provides a more accurate picture. Under selection situations, that additional factor can be 

rightfully labeled as the IEF, as the current line of research supports and extends past findings 

by showing that the IEF may most often consist of personality indicators that are most rele-

vant for the work in general, i.e., conscientiousness and emotional stability, and an additional 

one that is relevant for that particular job. Our studies illustrate that the pattern of IEF is more 

predictable than researchers and practitioners previously assumed. Applicants who apply for a 

position with a social orientation; nurses may distort differently than applicants who apply for 

a position with a different focus, e.g. lawyers. In turn, different IEFs will form in each job 

area. By knowing how applicants may respond on a personality questionnaire, responses can 

be controlled for, or the effects thereof can be managed and may even be used as a selection 

tool.  

When applicants are capable of correctly identifying what requirements or personality 

traits are needed in a specific job, they may also be able to correctly identify what is required 

to perform successfully. If an applicant’s IEF is in accordance with the job’s requirement, or 

desired personality traits, that applicant might be the right person for the job. However, the 
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current line of research not only shows that the formed IEF can be used to identify response 

distortion, but that score inflation is essentially the same as the formation of the IEF. The sec-

ond study shows clearly that score inflation under selection situations is the same as the emer-

gence of the IEF. Nevertheless, because past research has mostly focused on whether and 

how an additional factor evolves, no study to date has tested whether some applicants distort 

more or differently than others. By demonstrating high correlations between the IEF and 

score inflations under selection conditions, conducting a regression analysis onto the inflated 

scores with the IEF as a predictor, as well as demonstrating the similarity between the emer-

gence of a sixth factor and similar score inflations throughout all hypotheses, we can con-

clude that the emergence of the IEF and score inflation of the Big Five personality indicators 

under applicant conditions are the same phenomenon. This extension of knowledge is an im-

portant contribution to the field of personnel selection. Response distortion during personnel 

selection is a common albeit worrisome occurrence. Studies investigating response distortion 

can now use either the emergence of a sixth factor and its factor loadings or score inflation 

under selection conditions as indicators of response distortion, as this study demonstrates that 

both are appropriate.  

The second study extends our knowledge regarding predictors of the IEF. It demon-

strates that applicants with the ability to identify criteria and the motivation to do well will 

distort more than applicants who lack such ability and motivation. Additionally, the second 

study highlights that the situation can also influence whether an applicant will distort re-

sponses (or to a lesser extent). If the person has the impression that the test is rather easy, he 

or she is more likely to distort responses. However, such perceived difficulty can be manipu-

lated. Future studies could test whether the knowledge of later going through an exercise in 
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which their personality traits are observed would lead to less distortion. In our study, the diffi-

culty to distort was perceived as low, which is one limitation that researchers could compen-

sate for in future studies.  

Study Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

This line of research has its limitations. In the first study, it is possible that the job pro-

files were too similar in nature. Essentially, the only clear difference between bus and metro 

drivers is that one group works in isolation and the other group works among people, but also 

with minimal actual contact with people on some days. Thus, future studies may compare real 

applicant groups that are completely different from one another. For example, research could 

focus on the difference between metro drivers and service personnel. The former group does 

not need to be extraverted, while the latter group needs to be very extraverted. By collecting 

greater data on different job applicants who apply for essentially different jobs, researches 

could eventually be able to cluster job groups according to their applicants’ scores or patterns 

of the IEF. 

The setting of the second study allowed for high experimental control, e.g., presenting 

different job advertisements with comparable differences in required skills and abilities. At 

the same time, however, the setting inherited some disadvantages. First, all participants were 

psychology students. Psychology students may be used to filling out questionnaires, and have 

a deeper or more educated understanding of testing and its purposes. Second, even though the 

simulation of a selection situation was successful, knowing that they were actually not apply-

ing for a job might have diminished the effects of some factors, such as the perceived test dif-

ficulty. Still, significant contributions to our understanding concerning response distortion 

were made that we might be able to generalize into a larger context.  
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Another concern that can be addressed in the future is the absence of a control group. 

A control group, in which participants are asked to apply for a job, would have been helpful 

to test the change in the IEF to a greater extent. When having this comparison possibility, re-

searchers are not only able to compare applicants who apply for different jobs with each 

other, but also compare these conditions with the condition in which an applicant is asked to 

apply in a way that gets him or her at least one job offer of some kind. 

Future studies that have a primary focus on the emergence of the IEF should also in-

clude individual differences that can cause response distortion, increase or lower distortion, or 

make someone a better distorter, i.e., distorting in a way that makes a positive impression. A 

contentious debate exists around whether response distortion is something good, bad, learned, 

or common (Klehe et al., in press; Ones et al., 2007, Ones, Viswesvaran, & Reiss, 1996; 

Rosse et al., 1998; Tett & Christinasen, 2007). This study shows that simply simulating a se-

lection situation causes response distortion, and thus distorted answers are given. Mueller-

Hanson et al. (2006) showed that response distortion influences hiring decisions. However, 

whether simply response distortion increases the chance of being hired, or whether only ap-

propriate response distortion increases such a chance, should be examined in the near future. 

This study shows that response distortion happens, an IEF emerges, and due to some individ-

ual and situational factors, some distort more, some less, and some do it better than others. 

Nonetheless, the question of what constitutes “better” remains. It is possible to argue that an 

applicant who accurately identifies the requirements of the job, and therefore distorts his or 

her answers accordingly on the Big Five questionnaire, is capable of not only correctly identi-

fying requirements while applying for the job, but also distorting behavior in a way that leads 

to success while working in the actual job. Therefore, it could be debated whether an appli-

cant’s (correct) IEF, i.e., if pattern of the IEF matches job requirements, should actually be 

used as a selection tool.  
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Thus, when personality inventories are used to make hiring decisions, response distor-

tion should be kept in mind. Still, more studies are needed to examine factors that influence 

distortion and how one actually distorts responses. Only when identifying factors that dimin-

ish the occurrence of faking, can we control it if necessary to do so, or use them to identify 

the right applicant.  
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Appendix B.1: Summaries of Statistics, Model Indices & Parameters of Study 2-IEF:  

Table 2.1  

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of the Big Five Personality Traits IEF Study 1 

Bus Driver  

(N = 6351 ) 

α M (SD) 1 2 3 4 

1. Extraversion .79 2.54 (.30)     

2. Agreeableness .79 2.78 (.29) .23*    

3. Conscientiousness .85 2.91 (.31) .43* .37*   

4. Emotional Stability .86 1.39 (.35) -.33* -.36* -.56*  

5. Openness to Experience .76 2.27 (.29) .42* .10* .14* -.05* 

Metro Driver  

(N = 732) 

      

1. Extraversion .83 2.51 (.33)     

2. Agreeableness .82 2.77 (.31) .29*    

3. Conscientiousness .88 2.94 (.33) .40* .35*   

4. Emotional Stability .89 1.32 (.39) -.34* -.36* -.62*  

5. Openness to Experience .80 2.31 (.32) .40* .17* .09* -.10* 

Note. * p < .05 
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Table 2.2  

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of the Big Five Personality Traits and McFarland and Ryan’s Antecedents of IEF Study 2 

Non-evaluative condition  

(N = 320) 

α M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1. Extraversion .85 4.58 (.85) 1             

2. Agreeableness .80 5.10 (.66) .34*             

3. Conscientiousness .78 4.54 (.73) -.07 .12*            

4. Emotional Stability .88 4.69 (.92) .19* .33* .03           

5. Openness to Experience .74 4.39 (.64) .20* -.03 .15* .08          

Selection Condition  

(N = 320) 

               

1. Extraversion .81 4.98 (.71) .44* .28* -.01 .16* .13*         

2. Agreeableness .87 5.82 (.70) .08 .27* .07 .08 .06 .33*        

3. Conscientiousness .86 5.53 (.76) -.05 .01 .40* .01 .06 .35* .56*       

4. Emotional Stability .88 5.78 (.76) .05 .05 .09 .24* .10 .31* .68* .58*      

5. Openness to Experience .86 5.36 (.73) .05 -.01 .06 -.01 .35* .47* .47* .64* .59*     

McFarland & Ryan                

6. Test motivation .81 4.94 (1.10) .13* .09 .05 -02 ..02 .21* .30* .36* . 31* .36*    

7. ATIC .77 5.40 (.63) .10 .15* .18* -.03 .07 .33* .52* .56* .43* .49* .42*   

8. Perceived test difficulty .86 3.32 (1.14) -.13* -.08 -.06 -.11 -.16* -.23* -.22* -.22* -.26* -.26* -.16* -.23*  

9. IEF  3.66 (.41) .30* .23* .10 .13* .16* .84* .67* .64* .73* .36* .55* -55* -.28 

Note. * p < .05 
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Table 2.3  

Overview of Model Fit Indices of IEF Study 1 

Study 1 

Bus Drivers Condition x²(df) x²/df NFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA x²diff (dfdiff) CFIdiff 

Five-factor Model 2825.29 (160) 17.66 .95 .95 .94 .95 .05 1109.47(19)* .02** 

Six-Factor Model 1715.82 (141) 2.17 .97 .97 .96 .97 .04   

Metro Drivers Condition          

Five-Factor Model 490.82 (160) 3.07 .94 .96 .95 .96 .05 123.96(19)* .01** 

Six-Factor Model 366.895 (141) 2.60 .95 .97 .96 .97 .05   

Multi-Group Analysis          

Unconstrained Model 1849.51 (307) 6.02 .97 .97 .97 .97 .03 81.13 (33)* .00 

Constraint Model 1930.64 (340) 5.68 .97 .97 .97 .97 .03   

Note. Selected fit indices of each model fitted to data with SPSS AMOS 24. 

* p < .001 

** p ≥ .01 
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Table 2.4  

Overview of Model Fit Indices of IEF Study 2 

Study 2 

Non-evaluative Therapeutic Con-

dition 

x²(df) x²/df NFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA x²diff (dfd-

iff) 

CFIdiff 

Five-Factor Model 160.29(82) 1.95 .88 .94 .92 .94 .07 35.85(14)* .02** 

Six-Factor Model 124.44(68) 1.83 .91 .96 .93 .96 .07   

Non-evaluative Journalistic  

Condition 

         

Five-Factor Model 157.21(82) 1.92 .86 .93 .91 .92 .08 47.05(14)* .04** 

Six-Factor Model 110.16(68) 1.62 .90 .96 .94 .96 .07   

Select Therapeutic Condition          

Five-Factor Model 217.68(82) 2.66 .88 .92 .90 .92 .10 111.40(14) .05** 

Six-Factor Model 106.28(68) 1.56 .94 .98 .97 .98 .06   

Select Journalistic Condition          

Five-Factor Model 176.15(82) 2.15 .90 .94 .92 .94 .09 66.40(14)* 02** 

Six-Factor Model 109.75(68) 1.61 .94 .97 .96 .97 .07   

McFarland Model  190.40(113) 1.69 .90 .96 .94 .96 .06   

Multi-Group Analysis          

Unconstrained Model 258.15 (138) 1.87 .93 .96 .94 .96 .05 31.18 (20)* .00 

Constrained Model 289.33 (158) 1.83 .92 .96 .95 .96 .05   

Note. Selected fit indices of each model fitted to data with SPSS AMOS 24. 

* p < .001 

** p ≥ .01 
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Table 2.5  

Overview of Factor Loadings of Six-Factor Model IEF Study 1 

Study 1 

Bus Drivers Respective Personality Trait IEF 

1. Extraversion .60* .38* 

2. Agreeableness .60* .37* 

3. Conscientiousness -.14 .76* 

4. Emotional Stability .47* .62* 

5. Openness to Experience .68* .10 

Metro Drivers   

1. Extraversion .63* .37* 

2. Agreeableness .66* .31* 

3. Conscientiousness -.13* .78* 

4. Emotional Stability .38* .59* 

5. Openness to Experience .71* .07 

Note. Factor loadings onto their respective personality trait and onto the IEF. 

* at least two out of the four item parcels reached significance, p < .05. 
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Table 2.6  

Overview of Factor Loadings of Six-Factor Model IEF Study 2 

Study 2 

Therapeutic Select Condition Respective Personality Trait IEF 

1. Extraversion .70* .28* 

2. Agreeableness .40* .78* 

3. Conscientiousness .63* .57* 

4. Emotional Stability .40* .74* 

5. Openness to Experience .61* .48* 

6. ATIC  .71* 

7. Motivation to do well  .42* 

8. Perceived Test Difficulty   -.29* 

Journalistic Select Condition   

1. Extraversion .35* .73* 

2. Agreeableness .32 .73* 

3. Conscientiousness .38* .76* 

4. Emotional Stability .35* .78* 

5. Openness to Experience .31* .81* 

6. ATIC  .61* 

7. Motivation to do well  .49* 

8. Perceived Test Difficulty  -.30* 

Note. Factor loadings onto their respective personality trait and onto the IEF. 

* at least two out of the four item parcels reached significance, p < .05. 
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Appendix B.2 

  

Figure 1.A1/1.A2.  5-Factor Model IEF Study fitted to Data 

Note. Big Five Personality traits were allowed to correlate. In Study 1, each personality trait 

had four parcel indicators.  
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Figure A3.  6-Factor Model and Additional McFarland’s Predictors fitted to Data 

Note. Big Five Personality traits were allowed to correlate. In Study 1, each personality trait 

had four parcel indicators.  
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Abstract 

Past research suggests that transparency during personnel selection procedures, i.e., 

revealing to candidates the dimensions on which their performance is being assessed, in-

creases both fairness and candidates’ performance. Two experiments challenge this assump-

tion and propose that this effect only holds for non-threatening performance dimensions. Yet, 

when the dimension revealed targets candidates with a negative stereotype, their performance 

may suffer. In Study 1, both men and women performed better when they learned that a selec-

tion simulation targeted planning skills. Yet, when women learned that the simulation targeted 

leadership skills, they performed worse. Study 2 revealed a marginally significant interaction 

between transparency condition, gender, and stigma consciousness. In summary, transparency 

during personnel selection may thus benefit only some groups of candidates while hurting 

others.  

 

Keywords: personnel selection, transparency, performance, stigma consciousness, ste-

reotype threat
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Unintended consequences of transparency during personnel selection:  

Benefitting some candidates, but harming others? 

Francis Bacon once said “Knowledge is power” (García, 2001). In other words: The 

more we know about the purpose, goals or expectations in a situation, the better we will suc-

ceed in dealing with it. Especially in uncertain, maybe threatening situations, knowledge of-

fers situational control (Bargh, 1990) by providing actors with clues about what to do 

(Fishbach & Trope, 2005), thus minimizing the risk errors. Already at the age of three, hu-

mans appreciate situational knowledge to guide their behavior (Piaget, 1950) and people espe-

cially look for cues and control when they feel threatened with possible failure (Piaget, 

Brown, & Thampy 1985).  

Personnel selection is such a situation in which failure is possible and in which people 

usually appreciate the situational control arising from knowledge. Consequently, scientists 

and practitioners in personnel selection often inform job candidates about a selection situa-

tion’s requirements before sending them through the respective selection-task (e.g., Klehe, 

König, Richter, Kleinmann, & Melchers, 2008). Transparency arguably increases fairness 

among candidates and between groups. Knowing what is expected, i.e., understanding the 

process of decision-making, gives candidates a sense of procedural justice, i.e., the perception 

that the process of selection is fair and comparable across candidates (Folger, 1987; Gilliland, 

1993) and therefore also enhances candidates’ trust in the decision’s accuracy (McFarlin & 

Sweeney, 1992). Indeed, when all candidates have the same information about the selection 

tool’s criteria, then they all can focus on the relevant behavior, rather than some of them pos-

sibly misinterpreting the situation and concentrating on different and possibly wrong behavior 

(Kleinmann et al., 1996; Smith-Jentsch, 2007). As a consequence, transparency usually in-

creases candidates’ performance (e.g., Kolk, Born, & Flier, 2003) and improves the selection 

tool’s construct related validity (e.g., Kleinmann, Kupsch, & Köller, 1996). According to this 
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rationale, selection tools should therefore always be made transparent. However, what if 

transparency may also cause exactly the opposite effect among at least some candidates, i.e., 

the loss of control over the situation, leading to self-doubt and failure? 

A potential downside to transparency 

“The greater the knowledge, the greater the doubt”, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

once said (Douglas, 1917), expressing the opposite of what Francis Bacon said. Both state-

ments might be true, though, and the current studies aim to identify circumstances that deter-

mine whether knowledge is power or causes doubt. The basic tenant of the following argu-

ment is that transparency does indeed facilitate performance under most circumstances, but 

that depending on the candidate and the information revealed, transparency may also cause 

stereotype threat. Stereotype threat is a quandary in which members of a certain social group 

are faced with the possibility of being judged or treated in a stereotypically consistent manner. 

Often then, these people become afraid of doing something that will be interpreted as stereo-

typically consistent with their group (Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002). For example, Steele 

and Aronson (1995) told one half of a group of black American students that a test they were 

to take assessed their verbal ability. The other half of the group received no such information. 

There is a strong stereotype in the United States that Blacks are less intelligent than Whites, 

also with regard to verbal ability (Pfeffley & Hurwitz, 1998). Black students who received the 

prior information about the test content performed worse than white students or than black 

students who received no information (Steele & Aronson, 1995). A similar study extended 

this finding to women taking a math test. When women were reminded prior to test taking 

about the existing stereotype that women are worse in math than men, these women per-

formed worse than women who were not reminded about this stereotype (Spencer, Steele, & 

Quinn, 1999). Interestingly, it did not matter in either study whether the black or female per-
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son believed the stereotype to be true. The “threat in the air” to confirm to a stereotype exist-

ing in society is enough to cause individuals targeted by this stereotype to underperform 

(Smith, 2004). However, not only members of traditionally disadvantaged groups can be vic-

tims of stereotype threat, but stereotype threat can affect anyone, depending on the circum-

stances (Smith, 2004). For example, white participants being told about the better athletic 

skills of Blacks performed worse on a golf-playing task compared to a control group that did 

not receive such information (Stone, Lynch, Sjomeling, & Darley, 1999).  

A stereotype consists of a target (i.e., social group) and a specific content, attribute, 

domain or any other factor that the stereotype judges (Steele & Aronson, 1995). In order for 

stereotype threat to occur, however, people further need to be in an evaluative situation where 

they are compared to others and they need to have the motivation to perform well (Schmader, 

Johns, & Forbes, 2008). Personnel selection usually satisfies these conditions: candidates are 

in an evaluative situation in which their performance is being compared to that of others, and 

they usually want to perform well. Yet, there is one more ingredient relevant for a stereotype 

threat to occur, namely the salience of the stereotype in regard to one’s own group (Steele & 

Aronson, 1995; 1998). Transparency may cause this salience. The aim of the first study is to 

show that transparency in a single-actor selection simulation can indeed boost performance 

when the dimension revealed is stereotype free, but that the same transparency can harm the 

performance of candidates who are the target of some negative stereotype associated with this 

dimension. The second study aims to extend these results to a group-based simulation and ad-

ditionally investigate the role of a common moderator of stereotype threat, i.e., stigma con-

sciousness.  
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Study 1 

Stereotype threat and its influence on performance 

For stereotype threat to occur and to impair a person’s performance, the person needs 

to be acutely aware of a stereotype that targets his or her social group (Stone & McWhinnie, 

2008), i.e., the stereotype needs to be salient to the performer. Here, both subtle cues and bla-

tant manipulations can activate stereotypes, i.e., make the stereotypes more salient, starting a 

circuit of doubt that eventually impairs performance (Smith, 2004). Blatant manipulations 

come in the form of telling participants prior to the test or exercise that their social group usu-

ally performs worse compared to other social groups on this type of test (e.g., that women 

tend to do worse on math tests than men or that Blacks tend to do worse on verbal ability tests 

than Whites; Steele & Aronson, 1995) or in explaining that the task at hand measures attrib-

utes or abilities about which stereotypes exist (e.g., that the following test assesses math abili-

ties about which the society holds the stereotype that men are better in math than women; 

Stone & McWhinnie, 2008). Within personnel selection, such blatant manipulations are both 

unlikely and ethically unsustainable.  

Subtle cues, however, may cause just the same (and according to Stone & McWhinnie, 

2008 even stronger) stereotype threat and consequently impair performance just as much. 

Subtle cues include being the only female among male participants while working on poten-

tially gender-sensitive material (e.g., math tasks; Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2000), having a mem-

ber of the comparison group administer the test (i.e., a male administrator when females were 

taking a math test; Marx & Goff, 2005), or informing participants about the content of a test 

(König & Eagly, 2005, Steele & Aronson, 1995). Informing participants about the test content 

or the underlying dimension of a selection procedure is exactly what transparency entails, and 
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thus, transparency might unintentionally cue stereotype threat and lower performance. De-

rived from stereotype threat theory, this would imply, for example, that the information that 

the next selection tool will assess leadership skills could activate the stereotype that females 

are worse leaders than males (Heilman, 2012). Female candidates would then experience ste-

reotype threat. However, when men learn that leadership will be assessed, transparency will 

likely foster their performance.  

Thus, we assume that the past findings, that transparency in personnel selection gives 

candidates more power to perform well, will generalize only to performance dimensions that 

are either neutral or are positively associated with one’s social group. Here, transparency may 

well increase focus and the concentration on relevant information and may therewith improve 

performance (Kolk et al., 2003; Mischel & Shoda, 1995). Therefore we assume that:  

Hypothesis 1a: When planning is made transparent, then both men’s and women’s 

performance will increase, compared to when planning is not made transparent.  

Hypothesis 1b: When leadership is made transparent, men’s performance increases 

compared to men’s performance when leadership is not made transparent.  

However, when transparency implies revealing information that targets a negative ste-

reotype about the candidates’ social group such as gender, performance may suffer. For 

women, transparency on the dimension leadership may thus not only clarify the requirements 

of the task but may also distract them by eliciting doubt and/or fear to potentially conform to 

a stereotype. Thus, we propose: 

Hypothesis 2: When leadership is made transparent, women’s performance suffers, 

compared to women’s performance when leadership is not made transparent. 

Method 

Prestudy. In order to verify that leadership is indeed connected to gender stereotypes 

and that planning does not contain any such gender stereotypes, we recruited 177 participants 
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(M age = 27.21, SD = 7.91, 107 female) via social network portals to fill in a short online 

questionnaire. Participants were asked to report on a 11-point Likert scale ranging from -5 to 

+5 (including the zero point) whether they think a gender stereotype exists within society 

about the performance dimensions planning and leadership and if so whether it favors men 

(negative numbers) or women (positive numbers). Irrespective of their own gender, partici-

pants rated the dimension planning neutrally, i.e., no gender stereotype exists concerning 

planning (M = .47, SD = 2.54). However, participants rated the dimension leadership as gen-

der stereotyped, i.e., society stereotypes women to be worse leaders than men (M = -2.89, SD 

= 1.83).  

Participants and simulation. One hundred and twenty-two graduate students and 

graduates (68 female, M age = 26.89, SD = 6.57) participated in a one-on-one personnel selec-

tion training. This training lasted between one and two hours in total and included both the se-

lection simulation relevant for this study as well as subsequent feedback on both one’s perfor-

mance during the simulation as well as on one’s resume and application letter. Also, partici-

pants could ask the female graduate HR-student running the experiment any information on 

selection procedures in general. 

During the simulation participants were in the role of a customer representative in a 

hospital emergency room and interacted with a video-based scenario (Smith-Jentsch, 2007). 

Within the scenario, different characters appeared to speak directly to the participants and par-

ticipants were instructed to react verbally to those characters. Each character provided differ-

ent information, sometimes placing participants in a dilemma in which participants had to de-

cide on the spot and defend decisions. During several trigger events, participants had to re-

spond to unreasonable requests, demonstrate opinions, defend interests or structure sequences 

of activities. Scenarios ran continuously in that the computer automatically detected the par-

ticipant’s voice, recorded it and the character to whom the participant appeared to talk to was 
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looped, i.e., leaving the impression that the character was waiting for a response. If the partic-

ipant did not say anything or stopped talking for a long enough time, the computer automati-

cally continued with the next sequence.  

During the recruitment, participants learned that this task is not a typical computer task 

but an interpersonal task more akin to classic assessment center tasks such as a series of role-

plays. Thus, participants knew that no prior computer skills or knowledge were needed to per-

form well, as was indeed the case as the simulation needed no further input by the participants 

than their verbal responses to each scenario presented to switch to the subsequent scenarios. 

Manipulation and experimental design. We employed a two (gender: female/male) 

by three (transparency conditions) between subject design in order to test our hypotheses. Par-

ticipants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: the non-transparent control con-

dition (n=45), transparency on the gender-neutral performance-dimension planning (n=39), or 

transparency on the gender stereotyped performance-dimension leadership (n=48). Following 

the procedure employed by earlier interview and assessment center studies testing the effect 

of transparency (Klehe et al., 2008; Kleinmann et al., 1996), participants of all three condi-

tions read the instruction for the simulation task before doing the actual simulation. In the 

non-transparent condition, participants received no information about the underlying dimen-

sions. In the two transparent conditions, participants learned that the simulation served to as-

sess their planning skills or their leadership skills, respectively. 

Performance. Besides a degree in work and organizational psychology, the experi-

menter had gained experience in personnel selection prior to her involvement in the current 

study. While being blind to the study’s research purpose and conditions, she had been explic-

itly trained for observing performance on the dimensions leadership and planning in the cur-

rent simulation via a classic frame of reference training in order to ensure (1) a correct under-
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standing of the dimensions leadership and planning, (2) attention to specific behaviors and un-

derstanding on how to observe them accurately and completely, and (3) a consistent standard 

for rating behaviors across candidates.  

The observer employed a validated observation sheet (König et al., 2007) adjusted for 

the current study. This observation sheet contained examples of desirable and undesirable be-

haviors representative of both leadership and planning as well as blank space for notes on ob-

servations. The observer took extensive notes during the simulation and rated each dimension 

on a scale from 1 (undesired, unsuccessful behavior) to 5 (desired, successful behavior). Plan-

ning was operationalized as participants’ ability to set priorities, structure information cor-

rectly and develop and gain a correct understanding of the situation. Leadership was opera-

tionalized as participants’ assertiveness, emotional stability, stress resistance and decisive-

ness.  

Results 

In order to test hypotheses 1a, we ran an independent factorial ANOVA on candidates’ 

planning performance. There was no significant main effect of gender (F(1,74) = 2.209, p = 

.16 ² = .028) but a significant main effect of transparency condition (F(1,74) = 42.03, p < 

.001, ² = .375). Both men and women performed better on the dimension planning, when 

planning was revealed to them (M = 4.0, SD = .62) compared to when it remained non-trans-

parent (M = 2.71, SD = 1.03). Therefore, this supports that when a dimension that neither tar-

gets men nor women with a (negative) stereotype is revealed, transparency can have a boost-

ing effect on performance.  

To test hypothesis 1b, we compared the mean of leadership performance between men 

who learned that leadership was assessed and men who did not receive such information. 
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There was no difference in leadership performance between men in the non-transparent condi-

tion (M = 3.85, SD = 1.04) compared to men in the transparent condition (M = 3.79, SD = 

.77). Therefore, the hypothesis could not be confirmed (t (37) = -.21, d = .29, p = .84). 

To test hypothesis 2, we compared the mean of leadership performance between 

women who learned that leadership was assessed and women who did not receive such infor-

mation. In line with hypothesis 2, women performed worse on leadership in the transparent 

leadership-condition (M = 2.6, SD = .85) than in the non-transparent condition (M = 3.20, SD 

= 1.02, t (52) = -2.13, d = .59, p =.04).  

Discussion 

Together, results of Study 1 indeed support the notion that transparency can have dif-

ferent effects depending on the participants’ gender and the dimension revealed. While trans-

parency on the dimension planning proved beneficial to all candidates, transparency on the 

dimension leadership had a detrimental effect on women’s performance. As no such inhibiting 

effect was found for men, findings from Study 1 challenge the notion that transparency is an 

essential component of a procedurally fair personnel selection (Gilliland, 1993). Rather, re-

sults suggest that transparency may inadvertently contribute to the low representation, of, for 

example, women in leadership positions. In order to shed more light on the potential negative 

effects of transparency more research is needed, especially with bigger sample sizes. In the 

current study the sample is rather small and as stereotype threat can be caused very easily but 

also diminished quickly, more studies are called for to find out when, how, and in what cir-

cumstances such a threat can occur under transparent selection conditions.  

Additionally, the nature of the task (computerized simulation) may have also influ-

enced participants’ performance. Even though all participants have been informed beforehand 

that the simulation does not require any computer skills, it is still possible that some partici-

pants, and possibly women in particular, felt more threatened than men by having to work 
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with a computer. Additionally, this exercise was conducted individually, with only simulated 

interaction partners, and performance was rated by only one observer, albeit a well-trained 

one. The next study tries to compensate for this challenge and extends our knowledge by test-

ing the assumptions with a more interactive, non-computerized task, i.e., a group discussion, 

observed by varying panels of observers. 

Study 2 

Still, 24% of all leading positions in organizations worldwide are held by females 

(Grant Thornton International Business Report, 2014). At one point, these female leaders had 

to go through a selection procedure and demonstrate that they are indeed the best candidate 

for the job. Interested why some individuals suffer from stereotype threat and others do not, 

Pinel (1999) argued that a person needs to be aware of a stigma and needs to experience being 

treated differently because of one’s social group. Arguably, people who are more aware of the 

stereotypes connected to them and who might expect to be stereotyped may entertain more in-

vasive thoughts about whether others judge them on basis of a stereotype instead of their ac-

tual performance (Pinel, 2002; Smith, 2004). In contrast, a person who does not expect to be 

treated or viewed according to a stereotype about his or her social group might not experience 

such invasive thoughts and will therewith be less distracted from the task.  

Indeed, several studies have demonstrated that people systematically differ in their 

stigma consciousness, i.e., in the extent to which they expect to be stereotyped (Pinel, 1999), 

and that stigma consciousness influences whether stereotype threat is even experienced (e.g., 

Brown & Pinel, 2002; Guyll, Madon, Prieto, & Scherr, 2010). Brown and Pinel (2002) found 

that the more an individual is aware about a stigma concerning his or her social group, the 
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more he or she expects to be treated stereotypically and is therefore vulnerable to stereotype 

threat. 

Therefore, Study 2 not only aims to replicate findings of Study 1 and to extend results 

from a single-actor to a more interactive group-based selection procedure (i.e., a classic group 

discussion as frequently used in assessment centers), but also to study the moderating role of 

stigma consciousness on the link between gender, transparency, and performance. Similarly to 

past studies, we assume that stigma consciousness enhances the unequal consequences of 

transparency on perf ormance. We propose: 

Hypothesis 3: Stigma consciousness moderates the differential effect of gender and 

transparency-condition (transparent and non-transparent) on performance. More specifically, 

the adverse consequences of making the required dimension ‘leadership’ transparent on 

women’s performance will grow stronger, the higher women score on stigma consciousness.  

Method 

Participants and assessment center exercise. Seventy-nine advanced university-stu-

dents and graduates (53 females, M age = 26.91, SD = 5.04) participated in a one-day assess-

ment center training organized by the university’s career center for students and graduates 

who were currently applying for jobs or were intending to do so in the near future. Among 

them, 46.9% already held a bachelor’s or a vocational degree, 19% a master’s degree, 5% a 

PhD whereas the remaining participants were still completing their bachelor education. Partic-

ipants’ area of study was diverse (e.g., 17% nutritional science, 15% economics, 13% lan-

guages).  

At the start of the assessment center training (which later also included components 

irrelevant to the purpose of the current study, such as interviews, pen-and-paper tests, and in-

dividualized feedback), participants encountered a 4-person leaderless group discussion ask-
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ing them to select a new employee from a list of eight potential candidates. The discussion in-

cluded components of both a conflict negotiation in that each participant had been given indi-

vidual criteria that the group’s solution had to meet as well as components of a hidden profile 

(Strasser, 1988) in that relevant information about candidates was distributed across partici-

pants. After finishing the group discussion, participants filled out a questionnaire about their 

stigma consciousness.  

Manipulation and experimental design. We employed a two (gender: female/male) 

by two (transparency: non-transparent control-group, transparency on gender stereotyped di-

mension leadership) between subject design in order to test our hypotheses. At the start of the 

assessment center, participants were randomly divided into four-person groups which then 

were randomly assigned to the experimental conditions, thus ensuring equal treatment of all 

participants within one group-discussion. All participants received preparatory instruction ma-

terial about the following group discussion. For participants in the transparent leadership con-

dition (N = 31), this material also included the information that the following group discus-

sion aimed to assess their leadership skills. Participants in the non-transparent condition (N = 

48) read the instruction manual without learning about the underlying dimension.  

Performance. Performance was rated by teams of two out of a total of 23 observers 

(totaling 15 females and 8 males). Pairs of observers differed depending on the assessment 

day, with observer-teams being homogeneously female (45%), male (12%) or mixed in gen-

der (43%). All observers were blind to the research question, hypotheses, and possible manip-

ulations. Similarly to Study 1, Study 2 employed a validated observation sheet (e.g., König et 

al., 2007) adjusted for the current study. Again the observation sheet contained examples of 

desirable and undesirable behaviors representative of leadership as well as blank space for the 

observer to note down their observations. After undergoing a frame of reference training, ob-

servers took notes during the group discussion and subsequently rated all four participants on 
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their leadership skills, using a 5-point scale from 1 (undesired, unsuccessful behavior) to 5 

(desired, successful behavior). The observers’ inter-rater reliability (ICC) reached .91.  

Stigma consciousness. Participants completed a 10-item self-report measure for stigma con-

sciousness (Pinel, 1999). Items such as “Stereotypes about women/men never affected me personally” 

were phrased according to the participant’s own gender and were responded to on a Likert scale, rank-

ing from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree; α = .70). 

Results 

As in Study 1, data were analyzed with SPSS Version 21, using regression analyses 

and PROCESS (Hayes, 2013). In these analyses, participants’ leadership performance served 

as the criterion, gender as the predictor, and the transparency condition, and stigma conscious-

ness as moderators. As expected, results revealed a meaningful albeit only marginally signifi-

cant three-way interaction between gender, condition and stigma consciousness (b = 2.08, ex-

plaining an incremental 4% of variance, F(1, 71) = 3.10; p = .08). More specifically, the inter-

action effect between transparency and gender depended on participants’ level of stigma con-

sciousness, in that this interaction was negligible for participants scoring low (b = -.20, t = -

.24, p = .80) and was still non-significant for participants scoring moderate on stigma con-

sciousness (b = .87, t = 1.38, p = .17), but that it did turn significant for participants scoring 

high on stigma consciousness (b = 1.93, t = 2.04, p = .04). Reversely, gender turned from a 

non-significant predictor of participants’ leadership performance in the non-transparent condi-

tion (see Figure 1) to a meaningful predictor in the transparent condition (see Figure 2), reach-

ing marginal significance among participants reporting a moderate (b = .82, t = 1.66, p = .10) 

and full significance among participants reporting high stigma consciousness (b = 1.69, t = 

2.37, p = .02).  

Analyzing participants separately by transparency condition further supported this 

conclusion: In the non-transparent condition, neither gender (b = 1.04; p = .67) nor stigma 
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consciousness (b = .02, p = .97) nor their interaction term (b = -.39, p = .67) offered any 

meaningful prediction of participants’ leadership performance (R2 = .006, p = .97). In the 

transparent condition, however, both gender (b = -3.91, p = .05) and the interaction term (b = 

1.70, p = .02) were significant predictors, with stigma consciousness reaching marginal signif-

icance (b = -.71, p = .08), thus accounting for a total of 27.5% of variance in participants’ 

leadership performance (p = .03). As can be seen in Figure 2, this effect was only partially 

due to women performing tentatively, i.e., marginally significantly, worse in the transparent 

assessment condition, the more stigma consciousness they reported (b = -.71, p = .10). Addi- 

tionally, the interaction effect was caused by men performing better in the transparent condi-

tion, the higher they scored on stigma consciousness (b = .99, p = .04).   

Post-hoc analyses. Different from Study 1, Study 2 was conducted in a group context 

with varying gender ratios among both co-participants and observers. Both, a relative un-

derrepresentation of one’s own gender (e.g., Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2000) and having a mem-

ber of the comparison group administer the test (e.g., Marx & Goff, 2005) can reportedly 

elicit stereotype threat as well, and thus we decided to test for the effect of observers’ and par-

ticipants’ gender ratio as possible moderators to the effect of gender and transparency. More 

specifically, we ran two additional PROCESS models with participants’ leadership scores as 

the criterion, gender as the predictor, and transparency condition as the first moderator. In the 

first of these models, we added the observers’ gender ratio as the second moderator to the 

equation, in the second model the gender ratio of the other participants. Results revealed that 

neither observers’ gender ratio - either as a main effect (b = .68, p = .24) or as a moderator to 

either the impact of participants’ own gender (b = -.02, p = .21) or to the interaction between 

gender and transparency condition (b = .03, p = .18) – nor the gender ratio among the other 

participants (main effect: b = .46, p = .52; moderator-effects: b = -.01, p = .58 on the impact 
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of participants’ own gender, and b = .01, p = .80 on the interaction between gender and trans-

parency condition) impacted participants’ performance. We can therefore conclude that gen-

der of the observer or other participants present did not influence participants’ performance.  

Discussion 

Study 2 refined the finding reported in Study 1 by showing that transparency not auto-

matically harms performance of participants in the stereotype-sensitive group, but that results 

also depend on the same participants’ conscious awareness of these stereotypes. This aware-

ness moreover did not affect women only, i.e., the members of the stereotype-sensitive group, 

but affected men, too. This is in line with past research on stereotype lift or stereotype boost, a 

phenomenon that people experience when they are aware that another group is stereotyped 

negatively within a domain (e.g., Shih, Pittinsky, & Ambady, 1999; Walton & Cohen, 2003). 

The boost is likely caused by a reminder of the advantage of one’s group compared to the 

other social group (Smith & Johnson, 2006). In the current case, transparency on the dimen-

sion leadership might have functioned as such a reminder to men, particularly men aware of 

their positive stigma as being the more prototypical leadership group compared to women, 

possibly leading to higher confidence and thus better performance among men. As a result, 

transparency again widened the performance gap between men and women, at least for partic-

ipants who were aware of gender as a source of stereotype. In the end, the route may thus be 

more complex than originally assumed and supported in Study 1 (i.e., transparency impairing 

the performance among the stereotype-threatened group), but the result of Study 2 is still 

comparable: Transparency on the dimension leadership created a relative advantage of male 

over female candidates that had not been there in the non-transparent condition.  
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General Discussion 

Together, results of both studies indicate that candidates’ benefits from transparent se-

lection procedures are far from universal, thus revising results from earlier research (Klein-

mann et al., 1993). More precisely, Study 1 shows that transparency can harm performance 

depending on the candidates’ gender and the dimension revealed. When women learned that 

the simulation aimed to assess their leadership skills, they performed worse than women who 

did not have this information. This lower performance may result from the experience of ste-

reotype threat: A transparent dimension that reminds candidates of a stereotype connected to 

their group may scare them to fulfill that stereotype and may therewith distract candidates 

from the task at hand, rather than helping them to gain confidence and perform well. Yet, 

Study 1 also showed that transparency can still boost performance as soon as the dimension 

revealed has no negative stereotype attached to candidates’ social group: When men and 

women learned that the simulation aimed to assess their planning skills, their performance 

surpassed that of candidates who did not know the dimension assessed.  

Study 2 further supported the role of proposed stereotypes in eliciting the above ef-

fects by showing that results also depended on participants’ own stigma consciousness: While 

participants of the threatened group (i.e., women) performed tentatively worse under the 

transparent condition, the higher they scored on stigma consciousness, men performed signifi-

cantly better. This also suggests that the effects of transparency are somewhat more complex, 

however, with quite some variance in reactions among participants of both the stereotypically 

favored and the stereotypically disadvantaged group.  

 Combining the results of both studies we can conclude that the dimension revealed 

may determine whether it harms or benefits the performance of some but not all job appli-

cants. By causing different effects for different groups of job applicants, transparency does 

not actually provide a fair starting ground for all job candidates, thus casting serious doubt 
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upon the strongly held assumption that transparency increases fairness between candidates 

(Gilliand, 1993; Kleinmann et al., 1996). Especially when the task is to select a new employee 

in a typical male occupation in which most job candidates today are male (e.g., engineering or 

mechanical position), practitioners should consider carefully whether the performance dimen-

sions should be made transparent, as transparency may quickly undermine the performance of 

the few female candidates available, not because of lacking skills but because of stereotype 

threat. At the same time, male participants might experience a boost in performance due to 

transparency and practitioners would then unintentionally widen the selection gap between 

genders.  

We therefore recommend avoiding making stereotype loaded dimension transparent, 

especially in occupations that are seen as female or male. If, however, transparency is still de-

sired, practitioners should present those dimension as stereotype free as possible in order to 

minimize the chances of stereotype threat among one and stereotype boost among another 

group.  

Direction for future Research 

The two studies presented in the current manuscript are to our knowledge the first 

studies challenging the assumption that transparency fosters both fairness and performance 

across all candidates. In doing so, the studies are not without limitations, however. A first lim-

itation, borne out of ethical considerations, is that participants were no true job candidates but 

participated in the studies in the context of applicant trainings. Given the life-changing stakes 

involved in actual personnel selection, however, it is well conceivable that actual job candi-

dates’ stereotype threat would be enhanced rather than reduced compared to lab settings and 

low-stakes conditions. Future research should still try to test whether transparency can harm 

performance under real selection situations, e.g., by employing a within-subject design. If 

candidates first go through non-transparent selection exercises and then through transparent 
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exercises, one could not only investigate the effects of transparent dimensions but also deter-

mine what further individual differences beside stigma consciousness might play a role. Field 

studies could also investigate whether the type of exercise influences the extent of stereotype 

threat. While Studies 1 and 2 employed two different types of selection exercises, both of 

these exercises present high-fidelity simulations as they are usually used rather late in the se-

lection process. It would be important to know whether other common selection exercises, 

such as single person presentations, role-plays or even interviews bear the same effect when 

presented transparently. If for example, research shows that some types of exercises are more 

prone to cause stereotype threat under transparent conditions compared to other exercises, 

practitioners could decide more easily when to avoid transparency and when to implement it.  

Secondly, the current studies focused on the effect of transparency on one particular 

social group, gender, while the underlying theory would suggest similar effects across other 

types of groups (ethnic background, age, etc.). To be able to generalize across dimensions and 

social groups, also the potential harming effect of transparency with negative stereotypes 

about men and the potential boosting effect on performance due to positive stereotypes about 

women should be investigated. For example, König and Eagly (2005) found that men can in-

deed suffer from stereotype threat when they are tested on social sensitivity, and thus also 

male candidates might experience stereotype threat when being in a transparent selection pro-

cedure for a typical female position (e.g., nursing).  

Additionally other social groups could be investigated, such as older and younger em-

ployees or other ethnicities. Stereotype threat theory proposes that technically anybody could 

be victim of stereotype threat as long as a few factors are present: The individual must be 

aware of the (negative) stereotype, the task must be of importance to the person, and the per-

son knows to be compared to others (Smith, 2004; Steele & Aronson, 1995). Interesting, 
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though also more complicated, would be the study of more than one social group being acti-

vated during personnel selection. Social identity theory suggests that people tend to classify 

others and themselves into various and different social groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1985). Thus, 

an older man may categorize himself as belonging to the group of men and also to the group 

of older employees. Similarly a black woman may self-categorize herself as belonging to the 

social group of blacks and females. The latter example refers to something known as double 

jeopardy or double negative, categorizing oneself or belonging to two disadvantaged social 

groups in society (Shorter-Gooden & Washington, 1996). Reversely, the activation of posi-

tively stereotyped identities (e.g., being Asian) may also counteract the inhibiting effects asso-

ciated with negatively stereotyped group identities (e.g., being female) on stereotype sensitive 

tasks (e.g., Math, Rydell, McConnell, & Beilock, 2009; Shih et al., 1999). Therefore, future 

research could aim to identity circumstances or cues that need to be present within a personnel 

selection situation that help individuals to categorize themselves rather to a positive social 

group than to a social group that might be stigmatized, i.e., aiming to activate a positive self-

image.  

Finally, results indicate that future research should study affected groups not in isola-

tion of each other but investigate how revealing a dimension that if stereotyped can influence 

the performance of both the negatively and the positively stereotyped groups, with results 

likely pointing in opposite directions. If future studies replicate the finding that transparency 

of one dimension can harm performance of one social group but boost the performance of the 

other (comparison) group, and extends our knowledge by investigating more social groups 

and the effects of activating the schema of a certain (positive) social group membership, trans-

parent selection procedures will be understood in more detail and practitioners can weigh the 

risks and benefits when deciding on fairness considerations.  
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Appendix C: Summary of Statistics of Study 3 

Table 3.1  

Correlations and descriptive data of Transparency in Personnel Selection Study 1 

Performance of targeted dimension Variable ID V1 V2 V3 M SD 

Gender V1 -     

Non-transparent Condition (n = 45)      

Planning Performance V2 .37* -  2.66 1.03 

Leadership Performance V3 .31* .62** - 3.48 1.07 

Transparent Condition Planning (n = 29)       

Planning Performance V2 -.14 -  4.02 0.62 

Leadership Performance V3 .01 .43* - 4.00 0.71 

Transparent Condition Leadership (n = 48)       

Planning Performance V2 .53** -  2.76 1.19 

Leadership Performance V3 .57** .71** - 3.09 1.00 

Note. Gender is scored as 0 = women, 1 = men; * p < .05; **p < .01 (two-tailed).  
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Table 3.2  

Correlations and descriptive data of Transparency in Personnel Selection Study 2 

Performance of targeted dimension Variable ID V1 V2  M SD 

Gender V1 -     

Stigma Consciousness V2 -.260*   2.79  .51 

Non-transparent Condition (n = 48)      

Leadership Performance V3 .010 -.040  2.86 1.31 

Transparent Condition (n = 31)       

Leadership Performance V3 .318 -.142  2.82 1.05 

Note. Gender is scored as 0 = women, 1 = men; * p < .05 (two-tailed).  

 



Chapter 3: Unintended consequences of transparency during personnel selection 97 

 

Appendix C.2: Figures of Study 3 

 

Figure 3.C1.  Performance and Stigma Consciousness in non-transparent condition 

Note. Study 2 participants’ leadership performance, depending on gender and stigma con-

sciousness in the non-transparent condition.  

  

Figure 3.C2.  Performance and Stigma Consciousness in transparent condition 

Note. Study 2 participants’ leadership performance, depending on gender and stigma con-

sciousness in the transparent condition.  
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General Discussion 

Leaving the right impression brings along challenges for both the applicant and poten-

tial employer. However, both parties have the same interest - the applicant wants the job and 

the organization wants to fill the position. Even so, on the way to filling the position, organi-

zations and applicants face opportunities and challenges.  

Organizations not only want to provide a fair selection situation, but also aim to select 

the right candidate as objectively as possible. To achieve both fairness and objectivity, organi-

zations choose different selection tools. Regardless of the selection tool implemented or the 

selection step they are currently in, candidates also try to leave the best possible impression. 

These two viewpoints often collide and threaten the validity, fairness, and objectivity of per-

sonnel selection.  

This line of research highlights how the interest of the applicant and the interest of the 

organization can collide or converge. Further, it shows how applicants attempt to make a fa-

vorable impression throughout the selection process, and how some selection tools hinder 

some applicants’ ability to impress positively, while other tools are prone to be influenced by 

response distortion or IM of applicants. 

Summary of Findings  

The first study illustrates that IM behaviors already start when an applicant writes a 

cover letter and CV. At this point, applicants mostly engage in self-promotion. Research in 

the interview domain shows that self-promotion can lead to being perceived as more confident 

and better suited for the job. However, past research on cover letters and CVs shows that it 



General Discussion: Summary of Findings 99 

 

may also lead to seeming arrogant and over-confident (e.g., Knouse, 1994; Knouse, Gia-

calone, & Hinda, 1988). Thus, the consequence of IM and their potential influence on deci-

sion-making starts before the applicant has the chance to impress in person. Nevertheless, our 

research shows that IM does not seem to be an individual disposition, but that the selection 

situation can influence whether or to what extent an applicant shows IM behaviors. Just be-

cause an applicant engaged in IM in the cover letter and CV does not mean he or she contin-

ues to express IM during the interview. As McFarland et al. (2005) found, the format of the 

selection instrument seems to influence the extent an applicant engages in IM. Our study un-

derlines this finding by extending our knowledge that cover letters and CVs may elicit IM, but 

whether IM is shown during the interview depends on the type of interview employed. This is 

good news for practitioners, because by bearing in mind what effects IM may have, practi-

tioners could decide on a format that minimizes the opportunity to implement IM. Many or-

ganizations already use online application formats, i.e., filling in all biographical data on their 

recruitment page. With such a format and providing specific guidelines on what information 

should be provided, IM might be minimized. Yet, our line of research does not end with the 

distorted impression after the first two initial contact points, cover letter/CV and selection in-

terview; it goes further. 

Our second study shows that personality tests are also influenced by applicants’ re-

sponse distortion. Again, applicants use the selection method, whether consciously or uncon-

sciously, as an opportunity to present themselves as more favorable than they realistically are. 

The second study shows that applicants not only distort the personality items of emotional sta-

bility and conscientiousness, but also the items of a third, most relevant trait for the specific 

job they apply to. Past research has already indicated that an extra factor evolves mostly due 

to distortion on emotional stability and conscientiousness. This factor consists of loading of 

those two personality traits, but no study to date has shown that other personality items that 
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are particularly important to a job profile also become part of the extra factor (e.g., Klehe et. 

al., 2012; Schmitt & Rzan, 1993). Thus, our study replicates the finding of the IEF but ex-

tends our knowledge, i.e., shows that the IEF may change according to the specific job re-

quirements. While the first sample of the study helped us to replicate past findings and inves-

tigate the loadings onto the IEF between two jobs, the second sample allowed us to compare 

personality questionnaire answers, taken once under a non-evaluative situation, and once un-

der an evaluative, i.e., simulated personnel selection situation. With the help of this compari-

son, we were able to illustrate that both the emergence of an additional factor and score infla-

tion essentially represent the same phenomenon. Additionally, we were able to show that the 

IEF does not only consist of emotional stability and conscientiousness loadings, but that other 

loadings of traits that are important for the job load highly onto the IEF. The findings of our 

study therefore make the IEF and/or response distortion more predictable. Practitioners and 

researchers can either use the emergence of a sixth factor or score inflation as a guide to iden-

tify response distortion. Depending on the job, practitioners can even anticipate how the IEF 

may look, or how applicants might distort theirs answers on personality questionnaires. Next, 

they can decide whether the correct (i.e., according to the job requirements) response distor-

tion of an applicant is something desirable. As our study also showed, some applicants distort 

more than others. Past research has found that people with a high understanding of what is ex-

pected on the job also perform better during a job interview or even in their jobs (Kleinmann 

et. al., 2012). Our study indicates that people who correctly identify the personality traits that 

are required on the job also distort their answers more. However, if one tries to minimize re-

sponse distortion, the situation can be adjusted. As our study shows, if applicants perceive the 

test to be difficult, they distort less and in turn, their motivation to distort, yet another predic-

tor we found to relate to response distortion, might decrease. Overall, this study clearly illus-

trates that response distortion on personality questionnaires is taking place, but we hope to 
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have shed more light onto how exactly the IEF forms and what other factors might be of in-

fluence. 

People who engage in IM behaviors in their cover letter or interview, or people who 

engage in response distortion on personality questionnaires might gain an advantage com-

pared with people who do not engage in such behaviors. Practitioners constantly try to de-

velop selection tools and create environments that minimize the opportunities to engage in 

such behaviors. By doing so, practitioners and scientists aim to provide a fair starting ground 

for all applicants and create an environment that helps to focus on the relevant skills and abili-

ties to maximize objective selection.  

One situational variable that is used to foster such fairness is transparency. Our last 

study, however, shows that transparent selection tools do not automatically mean increased 

fairness for all applicants. The first part of the study indicates that when a dimension includes 

a stereotype about the applicant’s social group, it may influence performance. Past research 

concluded that providing information about what a selection exercise aims to assess increases 

the performance of all applicants. However, we showed that this might only be concluded for 

stereotype-free dimensions. We were able to highlight that providing applicants with the in-

formation that planning skills are being assessed, resulted in an increase in all performances. 

However, when a dimension was revealed that contained a negative stereotype for some ap-

plicants but a positive stereotype for others, only the performance of applicants who connect a 

positive stereotype with the revealed dimension increased. In our study, we therefore showed 

that revealing information could lead to a performance boost for some and not for others, cre-

ating an unfair advantage point. Additionally, we showed that the stigma that a revealed di-

mension might entail must be conscious to some degree. In the second part of our study, we 

were able to show that the more aware an applicant was about the social stigma (we argue that 

such an awareness is influenced by the transparency of the dimension), the more performance 
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was influenced. We therefore showed that transparency does not automatically cause fairness, 

but may cause quite the opposite. 

Overall, our research aimed to examine, embrace, and discuss several factors that 

might influence the objectivity of several personnel selection step. However, while our re-

search contains some strength, it also bears some limitations that future researchers could an-

ticipate.  

Limitations and Future Research 

With our first study, we were able to show that IM behaviors are indeed expressed in 

cover letters and CVs, independent of whether the same candidate also expresses IM behav-

iors during a selection interview. Nevertheless, although our sample size was sufficient for a 

repeat measurement design, a more diverse or complex sample comparison is needed to gain 

more understanding on IM behavior during the first contact point. As we showed in our sec-

ond study, the IEF may change according to the job opening. The same might be true for IM 

tactics expressed in cover letters and CVs. For example, a person who applies for a legal sec-

tor position will engage in different IM tactics than a person who applies for a social sector 

position. In order to impress, the former might engage in more self-promotion, and the latter 

in more ingratiation. Additionally, the position a person applies for might also influence the 

IM tactic chosen. The higher the position, or the more leadership skills are required, the more 

assertive the IM tactics. As we know rather little about IM tactics in cover letters and CVs and 

their carried consequences, researchers could try to explore the amount and variety of IM 

from a real applicant sample, and ideally for different positions and jobs. Our participants un-

derwent a simulated selection procedure, and even though past research has shown that such a 

simulated setting yields meaningful results (e.g., Kleinmann et. al., 2012; Peeters & Lievens, 

2006), an actual applicant sample would not only provide the opportunity to explore IM tac-
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tics in a cover letter or CV that was written for a specific job, but could also be used to inves-

tigate whether IM tactics influenced decision-making (i.e., who is invited for an interview). 

Moreover, research could focus on whether IM on a free-written CV or cover letter (i.e., no 

additional information provided by the hiring organization) is different from the biographical 

data provided on a recruitment page. Notably, a new trend in personnel selection to optimize 

the objectivity of applicant screening is to ask applicants to fill out all their information online 

according to the organization’s recruitment page. Often, organizations also clearly instruct ap-

plicants how to state their motivation. If IM indeed influences decision-making, it is possible 

that some formats on a recruitment site minimize the opportunity to express IM behaviors 

and, in turn, help to control that some applicants engage in it more than others. 

The desire to control IM tactics or other forms of response distortion might lead re-

searchers to compare selection formats. Future studies could compare different, but already 

proven personality questionnaires or answering formats, to investigate whether the formation 

of an IEF or score inflation is affected. In our second study, in both samples the applicants an-

swered on a scale ranging from low to high agreement. Future research could investigate how 

the IEF behaves if a forced choice format is employed. Christiansen, Burns and Montgomery 

(2005) already illustrated that a forced choice format increases validity and decreases re-

sponse-distortion. However, Christiansen et al. (2005) have used other measures for response 

distortion, and no study so far has investigated this relationship with the emergence of an IEF 

or score inflation.  

Similarly, the effects of transparency could be explored with such a forced choice for-

mat. We argued that transparency of leadership might decrease female performance because 

the anxiety to conform to a negative stereotype interferes with performance, but what if a fe-

male applicant does not have to freely decide or even implement a behavior, but can decide 

between pre-selected behaviors? A situational judgment test contains such pre-selected behav-

iors. Having to decide between different options that are offered induces less stress than hav-

ing to decide freely in a high-pressure situation (e.g., Iyengar, Huberman, Jiang, & Schwarzt, 
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2000). It is therefore possible that the effects of transparency of stereotype sensitive dimen-

sions are minimized in a situational judgment test. To test the effects of transparency, using a 

situational judgment test is only the beginning of research in this domain. While we are the 

first to attempt to illustrate that transparency is not always a performance boost for all appli-

cants, we have so far only investigated this relationship with two different selection exercises. 

Researchers can focus on a variety of selection instruments to find selection tools that opti-

mize fairness through transparency for all applicants.  

Implications for Organizational Practices 

Personnel selection has been under the research lens for several years. Due to such re-

search, organizations have regularly adjusted their selection policies. Our research tries to 

help organizations evaluate some of the personnel selection tools they might be implementing 

to a) find the right person for the job, and b) do so fairly. 

First, considering that applicants might express IM tactics in cover letters and CVs, 

practitioners may consider what effects such tactics can have. Our research shows that appli-

cants do engage in IM in their biographical data, but it also shows that the format of the selec-

tion tool influences the extent of the IM. IM can be minimized by using a structured interview 

compared with an unstructured one (Ellis et al., 2002); the same might be true for biograph-

ical data. Practitioners could decide to provide greater structure on how the biographical data 

is presented to the applicant. Future research can determine whether and what kind of struc-

ture can minimize the usage and effects of IM in cover letters and CVs. For now, practitioners 

should keep in mind that cover letters and CVs might impress differently, not only because of 

different skill levels but also because of IM. 

Second, our research helps practitioners not only to understand the IEF better, but also 

helps them control the effects of something that seems unavoidable and uncontrollable. A vast 

majority of past research has already showed organizations that the formation of a sixth factor 
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in personality testing under selection conditions is unavoidable. However, practitioners can 

now either decide to use the emergence of the IEF or score inflation as a tool to identify appli-

cants who distort more or less, and accurately or inaccurately (i.e., according to specific job 

demands). Practitioners can even decide to use the IEF as a selection tool. Response distortion 

has often been viewed as something that carries negative consequences. However, if an appli-

cant is able to correctly identify the personality requirements needed for the job, he or she 

might also be able to do so successfully on the job. Thus, practitioners may use an applicant’s 

“correct” IEF as criterion to decide whether he or she understands what is expected and 

needed of him or her on the job. A second selection exercise can then determine whether 

he/she actually possesses the personality traits that lead to high work performance. 

Third, practitioners are most often eager to be fair and objective during personnel se-

lection. However, through our research, practitioners might reconsider when and how they in-

form applicants about the underlying purpose or dimensions of the testing. By understanding 

that revealing a dimension that might lead to a performance boost, and potentially, perfor-

mance loss, practitioners might leave the dimension non-transparent or use an expression that 

is not a sensitive stereotype. For example, instead of labeling and informing applicants that an 

exercise is going to assess their leadership skills, practitioners can either not provide this in-

formation or choose to label it with a more generic term, such as management skills.  

Concluding Remarks 

This dissertation aims to take a different perspective on a variety of topics in personnel 

selection. These topics are not new in the research domain, but are still in need of more atten-

tion. Even though IM has been a popular and well-researched topic, so far the initial first con-

tact between an applicant and hiring organization has been neglected. Response distortion on 

personality tests can now be understood more clearly, and researchers and practitioners can 

start to view response distortion as less negative. Transparency might most often lead to a 
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more fair personnel selection procedure, but now we might consider leaving some dimensions 

unknown. Overall, this dissertation’s objective has been to walk through some of the major 

selection steps from the perspective of the applicant and the hiring organization, illustrate 

what we know and what knowledge we lack, and provide greater insight into each of the se-

lection steps. In sum, the picture is still incomplete and in need of many more painters. 
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