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Prior research suggests that interviewers play an important role in representing their

organization and in making the interview a pleasant experience for applicants.

This study examined whether impression management used by interviewers

(organization-enhancement and applicant-enhancement) is perceived by applicants,

and how it influences applicants’ attitudes, intentions, and emotions. Adopting a

signaling perspective, this article argues that applicants’ positive attitudes and intentions

toward the organization increase if interviewers not only enhance the organization, but

if the signals they sent (i.e., organization-enhancement) are actually received by the

applicant. Similarly, applicants’ positive emotions should increase if interviewers not only

enhance the applicant, but if the signals they send (i.e., applicant-enhancement) are

actually received by the applicant. A field study that involved video coding interviewers’

impression management behavior during 153 selection interviews and pre- and

post-interview applicant surveys showed that the signals sent by interviewers during the

interview were received by applicants. In addition, applicants rated the organization’s

prestige and their own positive affect after the interview more positively when they

perceived higher levels of organization-enhancement during the interview. Furthermore,

applicants reported more positive affect and interview self-efficacy after the interview

when they perceived higher levels of interviewer applicant-enhancement. We also found

an indirect effect of interviewers’ organization-enhancement on organizational prestige

through applicants’ perceptions of organization-enhancement as well as indirect effects

of interviewers’ applicant-enhancement on applicants’ positive affect and interview

self-efficacy through applicants’ perceptions of applicant-enhancement. Our findings

contribute to an integrated understanding of the effects of interviewer impression

management and point out both risks and chances in selling and smooth-talking toward

applicants.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last three decades, interviewers have gained a lot of
research attention because of the important role they play in
attracting applicants and thus in ensuring organizations’ success.
From the perspective of the interviewer, a successful interview
is one in which the applicant is not only evaluated accurately,
but also leaves the interview room with a favorable image of the
organization and feeling good about him- or herself (Gilmore
et al., 1999; Dipboye et al., 2012; Tsai and Huang, 2014).
Research on interviewer impression management (IM)—defined
as interviewers’ attempts to influence the images applicants gain
during social interactions (Schlenker, 1980)—suggests that the
signals interviewers send to applicants have the potential to
improve the effectiveness of recruitment activities (Stevens et al.,
1990; Tsai and Huang, 2014; Wilhelmy et al., 2016). However,
despite this initial proposition, we are still unclear about the
mechanism by which the signals that are sent in terms of
interviewer IM influence recruiting outcomes.

Scholars have repeatedly pointed out that it is crucial to
study the mechanisms that explain how applicants respond
to interviewers’ IM signals. Doing so would provide a more
comprehensive theoretical understanding of the effects of
interviewer IM and offer recommendations to organizations
on how to effectively use interviewer IM in recruitment (e.g.,
Gilmore et al., 1999; Celani and Singh, 2011; Tsai and Huang,
2014). Therefore, the aim of our study was to examine how
interviewer IM influences recruiting outcomes by incorporating
applicants’ perceptions of interviewer IM: Are the signals that
interviewers send actually received by applicants, and how
do applicants react to the signals they receive? It is striking
that past research has rarely addressed whether applicants are
responsive at all to interviewers’ use of IM, as prior studies
have not differentiated between the signals that are sent (i.e.,
interviewer IM) and the signals that are received (i.e., applicants’
perceptions of interviewer IM). In addition, previous research on
the effects of interviewer IM has focused on laboratory settings
even though applicants’ perceptions and reactions can differ
in real selection settings (Hausknecht et al., 2004; Chapman
et al., 2005; Truxillo et al., 2009). Furthermore, past research
has neglected the notion that applicants may already enter the
interview with different attitudes, intentions, and emotions, and
that these initial differences need to be considered in order to
capture the influence of interviewer IM.

The current study extends existing research in several ways.
First, we draw on signaling theory (Spence, 1973; Connelly
et al., 2011; Bangerter et al., 2012) to provide the first study
that examines how signals sent by interviewers in terms of
IM influence recruiting outcomes. We develop and test a
signaling timeline model of interviewer impression management
and argue that for interviewer IM to be an effective means
for recruitment, the signals sent (i.e., interviewer IM) need
to be perceived by applicants (i.e., perceived interviewer IM),
and applicants need to react to the signals they receive (i.e.,
recruiting outcomes). Second, we examine two interviewer goals
that have repeatedly been emphasized in the literature: the
goal of representing the organization to enhance applicants’

positive attitudes and intentions toward the organization, and
the goal of making applicants feel good in terms of applicants’
positive emotions (Gilmore et al., 1999; Dipboye et al., 2012; Tsai
and Huang, 2014; Wilhelmy et al., 2016). We link these goals
to two interviewer IM behaviors that have been found to be
particularly promising for recruitment purposes in past research:
organization-enhancement, which seems to be particularly
important to increase applicants’ attitudes and intentions toward
the organization, and applicant-enhancement, which seems
particularly important to induce favorable emotional reactions
in applicants (Stevens et al., 1990; Wilhelmy et al., 2016). Third,
we extend prior research on interviewer IM by differentiating
interviewer IM as signals sent (IM behavior that is applied by
interviewers) vs. signals received (IM behavior that is perceived
by applicants) by using different data sources such as video
ratings of actual interviewer behavior and survey ratings on
applicants’ perceptions after the interview. Fourth, we extend
prior research by examining interviewer IM in a high-stakes
field setting instead of a laboratory setting. This is important
because applicants’ perceptions and reactions have been found
to be different in real high-stakes settings compared to laboratory
settings (Hausknecht et al., 2004; Chapman et al., 2005; Truxillo
et al., 2009). Fifth, the current study considers applicants’
initial attitudes, intentions, and emotions before the interview
in addition to their attitudes, intentions, and emotions after
the interview to extract the effects of interviewer IM. Finally,
from a practical perspective, an integrated understanding of
the effects of interviewer IM and the mechanisms explaining
their effects is important for designing interviewer training
programs. Interviewers could, for example, be trained on how
to conduct interviews in a way that makes it a worthwhile
experience for applicants and makes applicants feel attracted to
the organization.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

In the following sections, we delineate a signaling timeline model
of the effects of interviewer IM. As shown in Figure 1, we
propose that for interviewer IM to have an effect on recruiting
outcomes, applicants need to first perceive interviewers’ IM
behavior, and then react to it. We also propose that organization-
enhancement is particularly important for interviewers’ goal of
representing the organization in terms of increasing applicants’
positive attitudes and intentions toward the organization. On
the other hand, applicant-enhancement is particularly important
for interviewers’ goal of making applicants feel good in terms of
increasing applicants’ positive emotions. Below, we first present
signaling theory as a theoretical rationale for these effects. We
then review research on interviewer IM as signals sent and as
signals received as well as research on recruitment effects of
interviewer IM.

Signaling Theory
Signaling theory (Spence, 1973; Connelly et al., 2011; Bangerter
et al., 2012) is widely used to explain how applicants’ attraction
to an organization can be influenced by information or signals
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FIGURE 1 | Proposed signaling timeline model of impression management (IM): Interviewer IM (signals sent) are related to applicants’ perceptions of

interviewer IM (signals received), and indirectly, with recruiting outcomes (reactions to the signals received). Control variables are shown in the dashed

box.

during the recruitment and selection process. This theory
suggests that the signals to which applicants are exposed have
the potential to influence how applicants feel about themselves
and the organization (Celani and Singh, 2011). When applicants
receive information about the job and the work environment,
it helps them decide whether or not they are excited about the
job and whether they want to work for the organization (Farago
et al., 2013). An important source from which applicants receive
signals are employment interviews, which are characterized by a
dynamic exchange between applicants and interviewers (Celani
and Singh, 2011; Levashina et al., 2014).

Many theoretical frameworks suggest that the signals
interviewers send to applicants influence applicants’ attitudes,
intentions, emotions, and behavioral reactions, but relatively little
theoretical work has focused on applicants’ perceptions of these
signals. For example, as Celani and Singh (2011) point out, “an
improved understanding of how applicants are influenced by
recruitment signals will help to address outstanding research
needs” (p. 231). Particularly, an issue that remains unresolved
regarding signaling theory is how the signals that interviewers
use to induce favorable reactions in applicants ultimately lead to
these reactions.

The signaling timeline model by Connelly et al. (2011)
specifies the process of how signals ultimately influence
individual reactions, but has not been tested sufficiently in
the field. According to the model, the most basic form of a
signaling system consists of a sender (e.g., the interviewer), a
signal (e.g., IM behavior), and a receiver (e.g., the applicant). In
addition, the model suggests that there is a chronologic process
through which signals have an effect: Signals are sent to the
receiver, the receiver observes the signals, and eventually, the
receiver reacts to the signals, for example, with an attitude,
a behavioral intention, or an emotion. In the context of the

interview, this means that the signals sent by interviewers are
an effective means for recruitment when, first, interviewers send
signals to achieve their intended outcomes, second, applicants
receive these signals, and third, applicants react in the desired
way. Based on the signaling timeline model by Connelly
et al. (2011), we suggest that a better understanding of the
effects of interviewer IM can be achieved by differentiating the
signals sent (interviewer IM), the signals received (perceived
interviewer IM), and the reaction to the signals (recruiting
outcomes).

Interviewer Impression Management: What
Are the Signals That Are Sent by
Interviewers?
While earlier recruitment research suggested that interviewers
play only a minor role in influencing recruiting outcomes
(e.g., Powell, 1984; Taylor and Bergmann, 1987; Rynes and
Barber, 1990), recent work shows that interviewers actually
play an important role in attracting and retaining applicants
(e.g., Chapman et al., 2005; Carless and Imber, 2007; Wilhelmy
et al., 2016). In addition, interviewers are well-aware of their
role as representatives of the organization and of the emotional
reactions they can elicit from applicants. In a qualitative study, for
example, Wilhelmy et al. (2016) found that interviewers can have
a multitude of goals, but that interviewers’ primary concern was
about representing the organization. Most interviewers reported
that they tried to signal an attractive image of the organization
to applicants to influence applicants’ acceptance intention and
organizational reputation, for example. Furthermore, in that
study, interviewers’ secondary concern centered on their personal
interaction with applicants. Most interviewers reported that
they tried to signal closeness to applicants, for example, to
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make applicants feel comfortable and elicit positive emotions in
applicants.

To achieve their goals, interviewers can send signals to
applicants in the form of verbal IM, that is, interviewers use
the content of what they are saying to influence applicants’
impressions. Furthermore, the IM literature makes a
fundamental distinction between self-focused IM and other-
focused IM (Tsai and Huang, 2014). From the perspective of the
interviewer, a central self-focused IM behavior is organization-
enhancement, sometimes used interchangeably with the
term enhancement of the organization or self-enhancement.
Organization-enhancement refers to stressing the positive
qualities that one’s organization possesses (e.g., pointing out
strengths of the organization, Stevens et al., 1990; Wilhelmy
et al., 2016). A central other-focused IM behavior of interviewers
is applicant-enhancement, sometimes used interchangeably
with the term ingratiation or other-enhancement, which
refers to flattering the applicant (e.g., acknowledging past
accomplishments of the applicant, Stevens et al., 1990; Wilhelmy
et al., 2016).

In the present study, we chose to focus on these two
interviewer IM behaviors because research indicates that
they are relevant for applicants’ positive attitudes, intentions,
and emotions. Specifically, we assume that organization-
enhancement is related to the goal of representing the
organization such as creating an attractive image, whereas
applicant-enhancement is related to the goal of putting applicants
at ease such as creating a close relation image. For example,
qualitative interviews with applicants revealed that applicants
were impressed by interviewers who knew how to pitch the
job and the organization and felt enthusiastic when interviewers
encouraged them during the interview (Rynes et al., 1991).
Similarly, Wilhelmy et al. (2016) found that interviewers from
the health services field such as hospitals put emphasis on selling
their organization by pointing out the advantages of the job
and their respective hospital. In addition, in that study, it was
found that interviewers reported trying to ensure that applicants
would leave the interview room feeling good about themselves by
paying attention to what applicants were saying and encouraging
them during the interview. Furthermore, a laboratory experiment
conducted by Stevens et al. (1990) found initial evidence that both
organization-enhancement and applicant-enhancement elicited
overall positive reactions in applicants.

Perceived Interviewer Impression
Management: Are the Signal That Are Sent
Actually Received by Applicants?
Although research has shown that interviewers use IM to
influence applicant impressions, an important question that
remains is whether applicants discern interviewers’ IM. On the
one hand, the selection interview is a highly stressful event that
can trigger strong emotions such as anxiety (McCarthy and
Goffin, 2004). In contrast to interviewers, who are known to
be responsive to applicants’ IM, applicants are often nervous
and anxious, which might not only lower their performance but
also their attention span and the cognitive capacity to receive

all the signals sent by interviewers (Tsai and Huang, 2014).
On the other hand, signaling theory (Spence, 1973; Connelly
et al., 2011; Bangerter et al., 2012) proposes that interviewers
are an important source of information for applicants because
applicants lack information about the job and the organization.
As a consequence, applicants should try to pay attention to
interviewers’ behavior and to every piece of information that
interviewers provide.

In line with the latter suggestion, previous studies indicated
that applicants often perceive interviewer IM behavior. Wilhelmy
et al. (2016) found that applicants were able to report examples
of verbal interviewer IM behaviors that they had perceived in
prior selection interviews. Thus, applicants seem to notice these
behaviors. In addition, in Stevens et al.’s (1990) laboratory study,
recruiters who praised the applicant were perceived as putting
more persuasive effort into the interview compared to recruiters
who used other IM behaviors. Furthermore, in the same study,
participants reported a high degree of flattery when they
were exposed to a recruiter who used applicant-enhancement.
Therefore, given applicants’ ability to report and comment
on interviewer IM behavior (Stevens et al., 1990; Wilhelmy
et al., 2016), and rooted in Connelly et al.’s (2011) signaling
timeline model, we expected that organization-enhancement
and applicant-enhancement used by interviewers during the
interview would be perceived by applicants (see Figure 1).

Hypothesis 1: Interviewers’ organization-enhancement in the
interview will be positively related to applicants’ subsequent
perceptions of organization-enhancement.

Hypothesis 2: Interviewers’ applicant-enhancement in the
interview will be positively related to applicants’ subsequent
perceptions of applicant-enhancement.

Recruiting Outcomes: How Do Applicants
React to the Signals They Receive?
The signaling timeline model by Connelly et al. (2011) suggests
that when a signal is received, the receiver interprets the signal
and reacts to it. In the context of recruitment, these reactions
come in the form of recruiting outcomes, that is, applicants
construe interviewer behavior as signals of how interesting a job
and an organization is for them and also emotionally react to
these signals (Rynes et al., 1991). Prior research indicates that
important recruiting outcomes encompass applicant attitudes
such as organizational prestige, which refers to the degree
to which an organization is perceived as being well-regarded
and reputable (Highhouse et al., 2003), applicant intentions
such as offer acceptance intentions, which captures applicants’
willingness to accept an offer for a job or a place at a university
(Chapman et al., 2005), and applicant emotional reactions such as
positive affect, which reflects applicants’ positive emotional state
(Watson et al., 1988), and interview self-efficacy, which captures
the extent of their belief in their ability to succeed in an interview
(Bauer et al., 1998).

In addition, previous work indicates that organization-
enhancement plays a central role for applicants’ attitudes and
intentions, whereas applicant-enhancement is more important
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for applicants’ emotions. Qualitative findings suggest that
organization-enhancement is primarily used with the intention
to create an attractive image to “sell” the organization to
the applicant. By engaging in organization-enhancement, the
interviewer attempts to quickly recruit applicants, enhance the
organizations’ reputation, and increase applicants’ intention to
accept an offer (Wilhelmy et al., 2016). Furthermore, in Stevens
et al.’s (1990) laboratory study, participants watched three videos
of interviewers, each of whom applied a different IM behavior
to describe a hypothetical study program: self-promotion,
which is in line with the conceptualization of organization-
enhancement in the present study, other-enhancement, which
is in line with the conceptualization of applicant-enhancement
in the present study, and opinion-conformity, which combined
aspects of organization-enhancement such as advantages of the
study program and aspects of applicant-enhancement such as
emphasizing the applicants’ qualifications. The authors found
that organization-enhancement was perceived as persuasive by
some participants. However, the authors did not find full
support for their assumption that compared to other IM
behaviors, organization-enhancement would be most effective
in making participants choose the hypothetical study program,
particularly when organization-enhancement was used early
in the interview. The authors interpreted this finding by
suggesting that applicants may not always take organization-
enhancement seriously or may not always pay attention to
this kind of information. However, an important limitation
of Stevens et al.’s (1990) study is that it did not consider
whether applicants actually perceived the IM behavior that was
presented in the videos. Therefore, given that organization-
enhancement has been linked to interviewers’ intention to create
an attractive image (Stevens et al., 1990;Wilhelmy et al., 2016), we
expect that perceived organization-enhancement would increase
organizational prestige and applicants’ intention to accept a
potential offer from the organization.

Hypothesis 3: Applicants’ perceptions of organization-
enhancement will be positively related to (a) organizational
prestige and (b) offer acceptance intentions after the
interview.

Given the positive association that can be expected between
the degree of IM sent by interviewers and the degree to which
applicants perceive interviewer IM, and based on Connelly
et al.’s (2011) model, we also aimed to test the whole signaling
timeline mechanism for organization-enhancement. Extending
the arguments above, we assume that interviewers’ organization-
enhancement during the interview has an indirect effect on
organizational prestige and applicants’ intention to accept a
potential offer through perceived organization-enhancement (see
Figure 1).

Hypothesis 4: Interviewers’ organization-enhancement will be
positively related to applicants’ perceptions of organization-
enhancement, which, in turn, will be positively related to (a)
organizational prestige and (b) offer acceptance intentions
after the interview.

Although applicants’ attitudes and intentions are central to an
organizations’ success in recruiting new employees, researchers
have recognized that applicants become emotionally invested.
Thus, applicant emotions play a central role in the recruitment
process (Truxillo et al., in press). This is particularly true for job
interviews, which, unlike selection tests, involve a social exchange
and can therefore trigger emotional reactions (McCarthy and
Goffin, 2004).

So far, applicant reactions research has mainly focused on
negative affective reactions such as interview anxiety (e.g.,
McCarthy and Goffin, 2004) or perceived strain (e.g., Merkulova
et al., 2014). Several researchers, however, have called for research
that considers applicants’ affective reactions from another point
of view, that of positive emotional reactions such as positive
affect and self-efficacy (McCarthy et al., 2017; Truxillo et al.,
in press). In a recent framework on applicant perspectives in
selection, McCarthy et al. (2017) emphasize the central role of
applicant affect. They propose that treating applicants favorably
during selection procedures enhances applicants’ cognitive
processing and triggers positive emotional reactions like positive
affect. Specifically, applicants may feel more comfortable and
self-confident when recruiters and interviewers show interest
in their past achievements (Truxillo and Bauer, 2011). In
this sense, perceived applicant-enhancement, which includes
showing interest in applicants’ past achievements, flatters, and
reassures applicants, which makes them feel inspired and excited,
and strengthens their beliefs in their own interview ability.

Despite the theoretical indications for a positive relationship
between interviewers’ applicant-enhancement and applicants’
interview self-efficacy and positive affect, empirical evidence
remains scarce. Regarding general self-efficacy, meta-analytic
findings show that recruiters’ attentiveness and friendly
interpersonal treatment is related to applicants’ self-perceptions
such as self-efficacy after the selection process (Hausknecht et al.,
2004). In addition, Stevens et al.’s (1990) study provided evidence
that applicant-enhancement can be perceived as “buttering the
ego” (p. 1087) by some applicants, but can also make applicants
feel desired and reassured.

Regarding positive affect, Wilhelmy et al. (2016) found
indications suggesting that applicant-focused IM is used with the
aim of creating a close relation image and making applicants feel
good in terms of creating a positive affective state. For example,
interviewers compliment applicants with the intention to cheer
them up. In addition, Stevens et al. (1990) proposed that in
contrast to organization-enhancement, applicant-enhancement
should provide weak information about prestige and suitability of
the organization, but should provide a stronger basis for positive
emotional reactions. In line with this assumption, they found that
compared to other IM behaviors, applicant-enhancement had a
positive influence on applicants’ ratings of recruiter likeability,
but no other affective reactions were assessed in the study.
In addition, the study was limited to comparative effects of
IM behaviors, that is, there was no variation in the degree
of applicant-enhancement so that no main effect of applicant-
enhancement on recruiting outcomes was assessed.

Given preliminary evidence regarding the positive link
between perceived applicant-enhancement and feelings of
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reassurance and self-efficacy (Stevens et al., 1990; Hausknecht
et al., 2004), along with interviewers’ aim of creating a close
relation image (Wilhelmy et al., 2016), and applicants’ favorable
affective reactions to applicant-enhancement (Stevens et al.,
1990), we expected that perceived applicant-enhancement would
increase applicants’ positive affect and interview self-efficacy:

Hypothesis 5: Applicants’ perceptions of applicant-
enhancement will be positively related (a) to their positive
affect and (b) to their interview self-efficacy after the
interview.

Again, given the positive association that can be expected
between the degree of IM sent by interviewers and the degree
perceived by applicants based on Connelly et al.’s (2011) model,
we also wanted to test the whole signaling timeline mechanism
for applicant-enhancement. Extending the arguments above,
we assume that interviewers’ applicant-enhancement during the
interview has an indirect effect on applicants’ positive affect and
interview self-efficacy through perceived applicant-enhancement
(see Figure 1).

Hypothesis 6: Interviewers’ applicant-enhancement will be
positively related to applicants’ perceptions of applicant-
enhancement, which, in turn, will be positively related (a) to
their positive affect and (b) to their interview self-efficacy after
the interview.

METHODS

Participants and Procedures
Sample
Data for this field study were collected from 153 applicants who
applied for a selective Bachelor’s study program in organizational
psychology at a university in Switzerland. For this program,
applicants are selected in one of three interview periods a year
that each last 2 weeks. The study sample included applicants
from all three periods (November 2011, February 2012, and
April 2012). Applicants were markedly older than high school
graduates because this study program targets people with at least
1 year of prior work experience. Applicants’ age ranged from 19
to 48 (M = 25.0, SD = 6.2), and their average work experience
was 6.2 years (SD= 5.9). Of the 153 applicants, 74% were female.
On average, they had participated in 5.0 interviews prior to this
selection process (SD = 5.3). Of the 153 applicants, 90 received
an offer by the university. This study was carried out with written
informed consent from all participants.

This sample was appropriate for our study for several reasons:
(1) The selection process for this study program was solely
based on selection interviews (i.e., no other selection tools or
admission tests were used), which enabled us to isolate the effects
of interviewer IM without any confounding influences of other
selection procedures, (2) there was competition between this
university and others who offer similar study programs, which
is an important prerequisite for some IM behaviors (please see
Wilhelmy et al., 2016), (3) students had to pay very low tuition
fees which makes the setting more similar to an application to a
company.

Interviews
Interviews had a selection focus, were fairly structured, and
based on interview guides that consisted of six topical areas
(see Appendix A in Supplementary Material). For each topical
area there were two to five obligatory questions containing
both past behavior and situational questions. In other words,
the amount and kind of questions asked did not vary across
interviews. In addition, interviewer appearance was consistent
across interviews (i.e., professional clothing such as button-down
shirts and blazers).

Interviewers were not instructed to use IM, but they were in a
position where they could use IM. For example, interviewers had
enough latitude to use IM behaviors because they were free in
how to ask the interview questions and whether to add any other
information and personal chit-chat. Furthermore, interviewers
were aware of the fact that other universities offered similar
study programs and that the university wanted to retain its
popularity. All of the 153 interviews were videotaped. On average,
the interviews were 40.0 min long (SD= 7.0).

Interviewer Teams
The unit of analysis of the present study was the individual
interview because we were interested in the signals to which
applicants were exposed to over the course of one interview.
Each of the interviews was conducted with a different applicant
by a team of two interviewers out of a pool of 17 interviewers.
Interviewers alternated in asking the interview questions.
Overall, there were 23 different interviewer teams. Interviewers
were assigned to the interview dates based on their availability.
All of the interviewers were well-trained. They had participated
in an interviewer training by the university for which they were
conducting the interviews. Furthermore, 12 of the interviewers
had participated in additional interviewer training by other
organizations or during their postgraduate training.

Eight of the interviewers were female (47%) and interviewer
age ranged from 28 to 67 years (M = 40.7, SD = 10.8). All of the
interviewers had an academic degree and were actively involved
in the study program (13 of them as lecturers, 3 as Bachelor
thesis advisors, and 1 as an examination committee member).
On average, they had been working at the university for 5.9
years (SD= 7.2). The interviewers were diverse regarding their
interview experience, which ranged from less than a year to 27
years (M = 5.6, SD= 7.5), and had conducted an average number
of 102 interviews in their lives (SD= 134.0).

Coding of Interviewer IM Behaviors
Unlike prior studies on interviewer characteristics and behaviors,
we wanted to directly observe interviewer IM behaviors in a
real selection setting by videotaping interviews and behaviorally
coding these videotapes. Our approach to code IM behaviors
was in line with previous studies that focused on applicants’
IM (Stevens and Kristof, 1995; McFarland et al., 2005; Peeters
and Lievens, 2006). Specifically, six I/O psychology graduate
students served as coders (two male and four females; mean
age = 24.7 years, SD = 1.5 years). They had gone through 5-h
of frame-of-reference (FOR) training (Bernardin and Buckley,
1981) to recognize and record the frequency of interviewer IM
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behaviors. To record these behaviors, they used the INTERACT
video coding software, which is a software to assess the frequency
of behaviors by marking video sections with pre-assigned codes
(Version 9, Mangold, 2010). Using this software, the amount of
interviewer IM behaviors per interview was assessed based on
the number of specific keystrokes: Coders watched the video
recording of an interview and any time they identified an IM
behavior, they pressed a key that was programmed to represent
the specific interviewer IM behavior, respectively.

During the FOR training, coders were provided with
definitions and examples of IM behaviors. Interviewers’
organization-enhancement included statements promoting
the university and the study program (e.g., “We have partner
universities all over the world, you know”). Interviewers’
applicant-enhancement included statements flattering
and encouraging applicants (e.g., “that’s impressive,” “very
interesting,” “nice”). In addition, we also coded for defensive
IM behaviors, which included interviewers’ justifications and
apologies (e.g., “sorry for making you wait”). However, these
codes were neither included in the conceptual model nor in
the data analyses1. As part of the FOR training, several video
sections (overall 25 min) that each focused on different IM
behaviors were coded independently by each coder to practice
how to recognize and record each IM behavior. Based on
these frequency-codings, coders received feedback. Any coding
discrepancies were discussed to enhance coders’ understanding
of the IM behavior categories.

After the FOR training, ten 10-min video sections
representing different sections of the interview (e.g., opening
sentences, interview questions, closing sentences) were
frequency-coded independently by each coder to evaluate the
reliability of the codings. The overall percentage of agreement
was found to be good (0.81 for organization-enhancement,
0.72 for applicant-enhancement, and 0.71 for defensive IM).
The median of the interrater agreement of different pairs of
coders was reasonable (κ = 0.66) considering that organization-
enhancement and defensive IM occurred rather seldom (see
Landis and Koch, 1977). Furthermore, the level of interrater
agreement found in the present research is comparable to
previous studies on interviewees’ IM (e.g., Stevens and Kristof,
1995; McFarland et al., 2005).

Afterwards, the actual coding took place. As agreement
between the coders was shown to be good, each video of the
153 selection interviews was coded by one coder. The frequency
of organization-enhancement, applicant-enhancement, and
defensive IM per video were assessed as the sum of the IM
behaviors of the two interviewers because overall, that was
what applicants were exposed to during the interview. We
then calculated the relative frequencies of IM behaviors (i.e.,

1Defensive IM behaviors were coded for the sake of completeness, but were not

included in data analyses. Applicants usually comply with interviewers’ control in

the interview so that interviewers should feel no need to justify their behaviors

(Kirkwood and Ralston, 1999). In line with this assumption, interviewers rarely

engaged in defensive IM in the present study (M = 0.01 per minute, SD =

0.03). Thus, the main focus of this study was on organization-enhancement and

applicant-enhancement.

IM behavior use divided by interview duration in minutes) to
control for interview duration.

Survey Measures
Applicants were asked to complete two surveys at two different
points during the interview process. The first survey (Time 1) was
mailed to applicants 1–2 weeks prior to the interview along with
an informed consent form and a cover letter. This survey also
assessed demographic information such as age, gender, and years
of prior work experience. The interviews were video recorded
and directly after the interview, a second survey was handed to
the applicants (Time 2).

Unless noted otherwise, five-point rating scales ranging from
1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree were used in this
study. The items from the different scales used in the final
model of this study are listed in Appendix B in Supplementary
Material.Table 1 presents internal consistency coefficients for the
measures for which they are applicable. All scales had adequate
reliabilities.

Perceived Organization-Enhancement
Tomeasure applicants’ perceptions of interviewers’ organization-
enhancement at Time 2, we selected two items that were
particularly appropriate from Turban and Dougherty (1992) and
one item from Liden and Parsons (1986). An example item is
“The interviewers attempted to present the study program in a
positive way.” The internal consistency of this scale’s ratings was
good, with a coefficient alpha of 0.82.

Perceived Applicant-Enhancement
To measure applicants’ perceptions of interviewers’ applicant
enhancement at Time 2, we selected two items that were
particularly appropriate from Harn and Thornton (1985) and
supplemented these by generating one item to increase reliability.
An example item is “The interviewers complimented me.” The
internal consistency of this scale’s ratings was good, with a
coefficient alpha of 0.86.

Organizational Prestige
Organizational prestige was measured at Time 1 and Time 2 with
four items from a scale developed by Highhouse et al. (2003) that
was adapted to the context of a university. An example item is
“Students are probably proud to say they study at this university.”
The internal consistency of this scale’s ratings was 0.77 for Time
1 and 0.85 for Time 2.

Acceptance Intention
Applicants’ acceptance intention was measured at Time 1 and
Time 2 with a single item adapted from Powell andGoulet (1996).
This measure has been widely used in previous studies (e.g.,
Chapman et al., 2003; Slaughter et al., 2004). Participants were
asked to indicate “How likely are you to accept an offer from
this university based on the information you have so far?” on an
11-point scale ranging from 1= 0% to 11= 100%.

Positive Affect
Applicants’ positive affect was measured at Time 1 and Time
2 with five items from Thompson’s (2007) short-form of the
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Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS, Watson et al.,
1988). Participants were asked to indicate to what extent
each of the items described how they felt at the moment
they completed the survey using a five-point scale ranging
from 1 = not at all to 5 = extremely. An example item is
“At the moment, I’m feeling active.” The internal consistency
for this scale’s ratings was 0.72 for Time 1 and 0.82 for
Time 2.

Interview Self-Efficacy
Applicants’ interview self-efficacy was measured at Time 1 and
Time 2 with two items that were particularly appropriate from
Horvath et al.’s (2000) self-efficacy measure and one item from
Bauer et al.’s (1998) test-taking self-efficacy measure. We adapted
the items to fit the context of an interview. An example item
is “I believe I can perform well in interviews.” The internal
consistency for this scale’s ratings was 0.75 for Time 1 and 0.78
for Time 2.

Perceived Interviewer Competence
Applicants’ perceptions of interviewer competence were
measured at Time 2, but were not included in data analyses2.
Perceived interviewer competence was measured with four items
from Ridge and Reber (2002), Harris and Fink (1987), Carless
and Imber (2007), and Turban and Dougherty (1992). Internal
consistency of this scale’s ratings was satisfying with a coefficient
alpha of 0.74.

Control Variables
As shown in Figure 1, several control variables were included
based on theoretical justifications (Becker, 2005). We included
applicants’ prior interview experience as a control variable
because some correlational evidence suggests that applicants
with less interview experience attend to different aspects
of interviewers’ presentation than do applicants with more
interview experience (Harris and Fink, 1987; Schreurs et al.,
2005). Applicants interview experience was measured with an
item developed by Harris and Fink (1987). Applicants were
asked to indicate “How many prior interviews have you had in
your life?” Because applicants’ perceptions of interviewer IM and
their reactions may depend on their prior interview experience,
we included interview experience into our model as a control
variable for both mediators and outcomes.

In addition, we measured pre-interview baseline values of
our recruiting outcome variables at Time 1 and included them
as control variables to acknowledge the fact that applicants
differ in their attitudes, intentions, and emotions before the
interview. To avoid psychometric problems that are associated
with difference scores (see Edwards and Parry, 1993), we followed
the recommendation for mediation designs to include baseline
measures of the outcomes as control variables (MacKinnon et al.,
2012). Specifically, we controlled each recruiting outcome for its
respective baseline.

2Applicants’ perceptions of interviewer competence were measured, but due to

a legitimate conceptual comment from the Editor in an earlier version of this

manuscript, this variable was not included in further analyses.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses and Analytical
Approach
Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of the variables used in this
study. To test our hypotheses in a methodologically rigorous
manner and in one analytical model, we applied structural
equation modeling (SEM). We analyzed the data using the
statistical environment R (Version 3.3.2, R Development Core
Team, 2016) and Mplus (Version 7.4, Muthén and Muthén,
2015). Given that applicants were nested in interviewer teams,
we first explored the degree of potential non-independence of the
observations. We examined the variances in IM behavior within
and between interviewer teams by inspecting the intraclass
correlations coefficients (ICCs). These indicated substantive
dependency of interviewers’ organization-enhancement on the
interviewer teams, ICC(1) = 0.28, ICC(2) = 0.71, as well as a
comparable dependency of interviewers’ applicant-enhancement
on the interviewer teams, ICC(1) = 0.26, ICC(2) = 0.69.
In other words, ∼30% of the variance in the IM behaviors
that interviewers used was dependent on the interviewer team.
Because this dependency is not taken into account by classical
SEM (e.g., Heck and Thomas, 2015; Kline, 2016), we used the
COMPLEX procedure and theMLR estimator inMplus (Muthén
and Satorra, 1995; Muthén and Muthén, 2015). This procedure
corrects the χ

2-test of model fit, the resulting fit indices, and
the standard errors for non-independence of observations to
ultimately deliver unbiased parameter estimates.

In our study, some variables could only be measured
with single indicators. Specifically, interviewers’ organization-
enhancement and applicant-enhancement were each measured
as cumulative frequencies (i.e., number of IM behavior coded per
interview), interview experience was measured as the number
of prior interviews that applicants have had, and acceptance
intention was measured as applicants’ self-reported likelihood
to accept an offer from the university. Given that the residuals
of single indicators cannot be estimated in SEM and thus
potential measurement error of these variables cannot be taken
into account, we followed recommendations by Hayduk and
Littvay (2012) and estimated the residual variance for the single
indicators (see also Little, 2013; Kline, 2016). By doing so, we
estimated that 34% of the total variance of the interviewer IM
variables was residual variance and 25% of the total variance of
the single-item-indicators of acceptance intention and interview
experience was residual variance. In addition, in light of the
rather complex analytical procedure, we tried to reduce model
complexity whenever possible (see Landis et al., 2000). We
therefore followed the construct-to-item-balance approach (Little
et al., 2002; Williams and O’Boyle, 2008) and created two parcels
for the organizational prestige as well as for the positive affect
measures.

To establish our postulated measurement model, we
conducted three confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs; see
Table 2). Residuals were not allowed to covary because there

was no theoretical reason to assume they would (Cortina et al.,
2016). Following recommendations by Little (2013) regarding

acceptable model fit, we evaluated our models in light of five
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TABLE 2 | Model comparison based on the three confirmatory factor

analyses.

Model χ
2 df p CFI TLI RMSEA CI 90% SRMR

Lower Upper

1 factor Model did not converge

4 factors 2109.86 67 <0.001 0.00 −0.61 0.24 0.24 0.25 0.17

13 factors 191.93 138 <0.01 0.96 0.93 0.05 0.03 0.07 0.04

N = 153. CFI = Comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA = Root mean

square error of approximation; CI=Confidence interval; SRMR= Standardized root mean

square residual. The 90% confidence interval specifically refers to the RMSEA and tests

whether close fit of the model to the data (RMSEA ≤ 0.05) can be accepted.

fit statistics: (1) absolute test of fit, χ
2, (2) CFI ≥ 0.90, (3)

TLI ≥ 0.90, (4) RMSEA ≤ 0.05, (5) SRMR ≤ 0.05. First, we
estimated a one factor CFA in which all variables of interest
loaded onto a single factor. This CFA did not converge and
was therefore considered to be a misfit to the data. Next, we
estimated a four-factor model where the items of each category
of variables (predictors, mediators, outcomes, and controls)
loaded onto a corresponding category variable. This four-factor
model converged but displayed inacceptable fit to the data.
Ultimately, we estimated the postulated measurement model
with 13 factors, that is, we specified all theoretically postulated
variables as separate entities. This model displayed acceptable fit,
χ
2
(138)

= 191.93, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA =

0.05 [90% CI: 0.03 −0.07, p = 0.44], SRMR = 0.04. Therefore,
this measurement model was well-suited to test the SEM in the
next step.

To test our hypotheses in a rigorous manner, we estimated
the theoretically postulated structural model, which follows the
one depicted in Figure 1, but also tested all potential direct as
well as indirect effects. In addition, control variables3 were taken
into account by including paths from applicants’ prior interview
experience to the mediators and the outcome variables, and by
also including paths from the respective baseline value (Time 1)
of an outcome variable to its respective outcome at Time 2. This
structural model displayed acceptable fit and was thus considered
to be a valid representation of the data, χ2

(117)
= 221.30, p < 0.01,

CFI= 0.95, TLI= 0.93, RMSEA= 0.05 [90% CI: 0.03−0.07, p=
0.44], SRMR= 0.06.

Test of Hypotheses
Table 3 and Figure 2 provide unstandardized as well as
standardized path coefficients of the structural equation model.
Our first two hypotheses referred to the question of whether
applicants would notice the IM behaviors that interviewers used
during the interview. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, interviewers’
organization-enhancement in the interview was positively
related to applicants’ subsequent perceptions of organization-
enhancement, b = 1.06, SE = 0.51, p < 0.05. Furthermore, and
in line with Hypothesis 2, interviewers’ applicant-enhancement
in the interview was positively related to applicants’ subsequent

3We repeated the SEM analysis without any control variables and the pattern of

results remained the same.

perceptions of applicant-enhancement, b = 0.70, SE = 0.27,
p < 0.05.

In support of Hypotheses 3a, applicants’ perceptions
of organization-enhancement were positively related to
organizational prestige, b = 0.14, SE = 0.06, p < 0.05.
However, with regard to Hypothesis 3b, the association between
applicants’ perceptions of organization-enhancement and
applicants’ acceptance intention after the interview failed to
reach significance at the conventional level (p= 0.06).

Hypothesis 4 specified a positive indirect effect of interviewers’
organization-enhancement on (a) organizational prestige and
(b) acceptance intentions through applicants’ perceptions of
organization-enhancement. Although the COMPLEX procedure
of Mplus corrects the standard errors and consequently provides
unbiased parameter estimates, it does not provide confidence
intervals (Muthén and Muthén, 2015). Therefore, we applied
the distribution-of-product method for building 95% confidence
intervals for the indirect effects (MacKinnon et al., 2002) based
on the corrected parameters using the R package RMediation
(Version 1.1.4, Tofighi and MacKinnon, 2011). Indirect effects
and confidence intervals are shown in Table 4. Consistent
with Hypothesis 4a, the 95% confidence interval excluded
zero and therefore indicated a significant positive indirect
effect of interviewers’ organization-enhancement via applicants’
perceptions of organization-enhancement onto organizational
prestige after the interview, b = 0.15, SE = 0.10, p < 0.05. With
regard to Hypothesis 4b, the 95% confidence interval included
zero, which means that the indirect effect of interviewers’
organization-enhancement via applicants’ perceptions of
organization-enhancement onto acceptance intention after the
interview was not significant.

Consistent with Hypotheses 5a, applicants’ perceptions of
applicant-enhancement were positively related to their positive
affect, b = 0.10, SE = 0.05, p < 0.05. Furthermore, in support of
Hypothesis 5b, applicants’ perceptions of applicant-enhancement
were positively related to their interview self-efficacy after the
interview, b= 0.17, SE= 0.07, p < 0.05.

Finally, Hypothesis 6 specified a positive indirect effect
of interviewers’ applicant-enhancement on applicants’ (a)
positive affect and (b) their interview self-efficacy after the
interview through their perceptions of applicant-enhancement.
In line with Hypothesis 6a, the 95% confidence interval
excluded zero and therefore indicated that the indirect effect
of interviewers’ applicant-enhancement through applicants’
perceptions of applicant-enhancement was positively related to
applicants’ positive affect after the interview, b = 0.07, SE =

0.04, p < 0.05. Similarly, with regard to H6b, there was a
positive indirect effect of interviewers’ applicant-enhancement
onto applicants’ interview self-efficacy via applicants’ perceptions
of applicant-enhancement because the 95% confidence interval
excluded zero, b= 0.12, SE= 0.07, p < 0.05.

DISCUSSION

Evidence from a growing number of studies suggests that the way
interviewers are perceived by applicants can have tremendous
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TABLE 3 | Structural path coefficients for mediators and outcome variables.

Unstandardized

estimate

SE Standardized

estimate

PERCEIVED ORGANIZATION-ENHANCEMENT (T2)

Interviewers’ organization-enhancement (Video coded) 1.06* 0.51 0.22*

Interviewers’ applicant-enhancement (Video coded) 0.22† 0.12 0.19*

Interview experience (T1) 0.03* 0.01 0.21*

PERCEIVED APPLICANT-ENHANCEMENT (T2)

Interviewers’ organization-enhancement (Video coded) −0.47 0.99 −0.06

Interviewers’ applicant-enhancement (Video coded) 0.70* 0.27 0.36*

Interview experience (T1) 0.01 0.03 0.03

ORGANIZATIONAL PRESTIGE (T2)

Interviewers’ organization-enhancement (Video coded) 0.19 0.35 0.04

Interviewers’ applicant-enhancement (Video coded) −0.05 0.10 −0.05

Perceived organization-enhancement (T2) 0.14* 0.06 0.16*

Perceived applicant-enhancement (T2) −0.03 0.03 −0.05

Organizational prestige (T1) 0.85* 0.13 0.80*

Interview experience (T1) 0.01 0.01 0.08

ACCEPTANCE INTENTION (T2)

Interviewers’ organization-enhancement (Video coded) −0.72 10.05 −0.06

Interviewers’ applicant-enhancement (Video coded) −0.27 0.29 −0.10

Perceived organization-enhancement (T2) 0.44† 0.23 0.18

Perceived applicant-enhancement (T2) −0.11 0.09 −0.08

Acceptance intention (T1) 1.28* 0.20 0.96*

Interview experience (T1) −0.02 0.02 −0.07

POSITIVE AFFECT (T2)

Interviewers’ organization-enhancement (Video coded) −0.43 0.34 −0.09

Interviewers’ applicant-enhancement (Video coded) 0.01 0.10 0.01

Perceived organization-enhancement (T2) 0.26* 0.13 0.27*

Perceived applicant-enhancement (T2) 0.10* 0.05 0.18*

Positive affect (T1) 0.45* 0.14 0.29*

Interview experience (T1) −0.01† 0.01 −0.10

INTERVIEW SELF-EFFICACY (T2)

Interviewers’ organization-enhancement (Video coded) 0.14 0.52 0.02

Interviewers’ applicant-enhancement (Video coded) −0.10 0.16 −0.07

Perceived organization-enhancement (T2) 0.11 0.10 0.09

Perceived applicant-enhancement (T2) 0.17* 0.07 0.22*

Interview self-efficacy (T1) 0.70* 0.14 0.57*

Interview experience (T1) 0.02 0.02 0.15

N = 153. Unstandardized and standardized parameter estimates stem from the final SEM. Estimates and standard errors account for clustering of applicants within interviewer teams,

χ
2
(117) = 221.30, p < 0.01, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.05 [90% CI:0.03–0.07, p = 0.44], SRMR = 0.06. SE = Standard error; T1 = Time 1, pre-interview applicant survey;

T2 = Time 2, post-interview applicant survey; Video coded = Trained raters coded IM behavior that interviewers used during the selection interviews on the basis of video recordings

of the interviews.
†
p < 0.10; *p < 0.05 (two-tailed).

effects on recruiting outcomes. However, this literature has yet
to investigate how applicants respond to interviewer signals such
as IM behavior. As a response to repeated calls for research
on interviewer IM (e.g., Rosenfeld, 1997; Macan, 2009; Dipboye
and Johnson, 2013) and, more specifically, on the mechanism
by which applicants respond to interviewer IM (e.g., Gilmore
et al., 1999; Celani and Singh, 2011; Tsai and Huang, 2014),
our study offers a new perspective by not only incorporating
IM behavior that interviewers apply, but also applicants’
perceptions of interviewer IM and their reactions. Adopting

a signaling perspective (Connelly et al., 2011), we conducted
a field study to examine whether the signals that interviewers
send (i.e., interviewer IM) are received by applicants (i.e.,
applicants’ perceptions of interviewer IM), and how applicants
react to the signals they receive (i.e., recruiting outcomes).
We provide a conceptual model (Figure 1) that captures
a signaling timeline of interviewer IM and delineates two
interviewer goals (representing their organization and making
the applicant feel good) that can each be achieved by using
a different interviewer IM behavior (organization-enhancement
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FIGURE 2 | Unstandardized and standardized (printed in bold) structural path coefficients of the final structural equation model. Only significant paths

are shown based on the unstandardized estimates. Dashed ellipses indicate control variables. Applicants’ interview experience was used as a control variable for the

mediators and recruiting outcomes. The baseline value (Time 1) for each recruiting outcome (Time 2) was used as a control variable. Path coefficients for control

variables are presented in Table 3. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01 (two-tailed).

TABLE 4 | Indirect effects and respective confidence intervals.

Indirect effect Estimate SE CI 95%

Lower Upper

ORGANIZATIONAL PRESTIGE

Organization-enhancement: Perceived organization-enhancement: Organizational prestige 0.153* 0.098 0.002 0.379

Applicant-enhancement: Perceived applicant-enhancement: Organizational prestige −0.017 0.026 −0.075 0.029

ACCEPTANCE INTENTION

Organization-enhancement: Perceived organization-enhancement: Acceptance intention 0.464 0.350 −0.051 1.288

Applicant-enhancement: Perceived applicant-enhancement: Acceptance intention −0.075 0.071 −0.237 0.044

POSITIVE AFFECT

Organization-enhancement: Perceived organization-enhancement: Positive affect 0.273† 0.197 −0.018 0.735

Applicant-enhancement: Perceived applicant-enhancement:Positive affect 0.070* 0.043 0.003 0.168

INTERVIEW SELF-EFFICACY

Organization-enhancement: Perceived organization-enhancement: Interview self-efficacy 0.114 0.127 −0.091 0.412

Applicant-enhancement: Perceived applicant-enhancement: Interview self-efficacy 0.117* 0.069 0.010 0.274

N = 153. Indirect effects are controlled for direct effects of Interviewer IM (video coded) on the outcome variables (Time 2) as well as baseline values of the outcome variables (Time 1).

Confidence intervals were computed applying the distribution-of-product method based on the unstandardized parameters. SE, Standard error, CI, Confidence interval.
†
p < 0.10; *p < 0.05 (two-tailed).

and applicant-enhancement). Our study goes beyond the two
sole hitherto published studies on interviewer IM (i.e., Stevens
et al., 1990; Wilhelmy et al., 2016) by examining how applicants
perceive and react to interviewer IM.

Our results yielded three key findings. First, we found that
the signals that interviewers send are received by applicants.
When interviewers enhanced the image of the organization to a
stronger degree during the interview, applicants indeed reported
more perceived organization-enhancement after the interview.

Similarly, when interviewers praised and complimented the
applicant to a stronger degree during the interview, applicants
reported more applicant-enhancement after the interview.
Second, we found that applicants react to the signals they
receive. Applicants rated the organization’s prestige after the
interview more positively when they perceived interviewers to
be engaging in more organization-enhancement behavior during
the interview, and this was true even after controlling for
perceptions of prestige before the interview. In addition, when
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interviewers were perceived to be engaging in more applicant-
enhancing behaviors, applicants reported more positive affect
and interview self-efficacy after the interview, even after
controlling for initial affect and interview self-efficacy. Third,
we found support for indirect effects delineated in our signaling
timeline model for three of the four recruiting outcomes.
We found an indirect effect of interviewers’ organization-
enhancement on organizational prestige through applicants’
perceptions of organization-enhancement as well as indirect
effects of interviewers’ applicant-enhancement on applicants’
positive affect and interview self-efficacy through applicants’
perceptions of applicant-enhancement. To our knowledge, these
results are the first to show that interviewer IM behaviors can
influence recruiting outcomes through applicants’ perceptions of
these behaviors.

Implications for Theory and Practice
This study has several theoretical and practical implications. Our
study relates to signaling theory (Spence, 1973; Connelly et al.,
2011; Bangerter et al., 2012) by proposing and testing a signaling
timeline model to explain the effects of interviewer IM. It sheds
light on the effects of interviewer IM by considering both the
interviewer’s perspective in terms of sending signals and the
applicant’s perspective in terms of receiving and responding to
signals. Specifically, we found that for interviewer IM (i.e., signals
sent) to have an effect on recruiting outcomes, applicants need
to perceive interviewers’ IM behavior (i.e., signals received), and
respond to it (i.e., reactions to signals). This finding emphasizes
that in the context of the interview, it is important to conceptually
and empirically distinguish the signals sent from the signals
received because to have an effect, signals that are sent by
interviewers need to be received by applicants.

Furthermore, we expand previous theoretical frameworks on
IM (e.g., Gilmore et al., 1999; Tsai and Huang, 2014) by providing
evidence that different kinds of interviewer IM (organization-
enhancement and applicant-enhancement) are conceptually
related to different goals of interviewers (representing the
organization and making applicants feel good): Organization-
enhancement seems to be particularly effective at influencing
applicants’ positive attitudes toward the organization, whereas
applicant-enhancement seems to be particularly effective at
influencing applicants’ positive emotions. This is in line with
and further corroborates prior propositions that one kind of
IM behavior may not be relevant for every purpose (Tsai and
Huang, 2014; Wilhelmy et al., 2016). In addition, our findings
stress that it is crucial to consider various recruiting outcomes,
including those that reflect organizations’ perspective such as
organizational reputation and prestige, but also criteria that
reflect applicants’ perspective such as their positive affect and
belief in the ability to succeed with an interview.

The findings of the present study do not only benefit the
research community but also have implications for practitioners.
Our finding that interviewers’ organization-enhancement and
applicant-enhancement can influence recruiting outcomes
provides indications on the opportunity of increasing
organizations’ competitive advantage through signals that
are sent to applicants in the course of the interview process.

For instance, organizations could conduct training sessions
to enhance interviewers’ IM skills. Specifically, organization-
enhancement could help interviewers highlight strengths of
the organization and attract the best applicants. Applicant-
enhancement, in contrast, could help interviewers to make
applicants feel wanted and thus foster positive emotions and
feelings of self-confidence, which is, for example, important for
word-of-mouth recommendations. Nonetheless, the effect sizes
in the present study were relatively small, which potentially limits
the practical relevance of the findings. The small effect sizes,
however, could also be due to the large number of factors that
influence recruiting outcomes. In addition, a phenomenon can be
important despite small effect sizes (Cortina and Landis, 2009).
We therefore believe that interviewers’ IM has the potential to
be effectively used by organizations, but the findings presented
in this paper should be bolstered by insightful future research
before more specific practical recommendations can be made.

Despite these potential benefits, interviewer IM may lead
to conflicts between the selection and recruitment needs
of employers. Interviewer IM may enhance the recruitment
function of the interview but may adversely affect the
psychometric qualities such as inter-rater reliability (because of
deviations from standardization) and criterion-related validity
(because of the introduction of systematic error) and thus impede
the selection function. For example,Marr and Cable (2014) found
that interviewers’ selling-orientation reduced their judgment
accuracy and the interview’s predictive validity. However, as
Tsai and Huang (2014) pointed out, this does not mean that
employers have to sacrifice their recruitment needs for their
selection needs. For example, in order to achieve a balance
between the recruitment and selection functions, interviewers
may consider conducting two separate interviews, “one designed
strictly for prediction and the other designed to allow an
informal question-and-answer session to meet the needs of
applicants” (Kohn and Dipboye, 1998, p. 839). However, as
separate interviews involve additional costs, another solution
might be to conduct highly structured interviews but incorporate
a more personal interview stage, for example at the beginning
and the end of the interview (Schuler and Funke, 1989; Chapman
and Rowe, 2001). In addition, some researchers and practitioners
may argue against the use of interviewer IM because interviewers
might exaggerate information and try to deceive applicants when
applying IM behaviors. Unrealistic expectations can ultimately
result in negative affective reactions on the part of employees
(Wanous et al., 1992). Thus, interviewers should avoid pursuing
the wrong applicants on the wrong terms. A practical solution
may be to combine IMwith realistic job previews (RJPs, Wanous,
1976) in terms of presenting positive attributes while also
informing applicants about possible downsides of the job and the
organization (see Wilhelmy et al., 2016).

Limitations and Implications for Future
Research
Although results of the present study provide valuable insights
into the effects of interviewer IM, the study is not without
limitations. For example, our data was based on real selection
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interviews that were conducted as part of the selection process
for one specific academic organization. This may call the
generalizability of our study into question, but it does not
diminish the relevance of this sample because the challenges
that universities face regarding their recruitment efforts are
similar to those in private enterprises in terms of competition
with other universities and the need to balance selection and
recruitment aims (e.g., Colarelli et al., 2012). Furthermore, it
is important to note that even though we examined applicants
who applied for a Bachelor’s study program, our sample does
not represent a student sample. In fact, in our study, applicants
had work experience and were markedly older than high school
graduates with an average age of 25 years. The reason for
this is that the study program is specifically designed for
individuals with prior work experience who want to complement
their training and education with an additional Bachelor’s
degree.

Moreover, the present study was conducted in the field
using pre-interview and post-interview applicant survey data
and video coding of interviewers’ IM behavior, but mediators
were measured at the same time as the outcomes. This raises
common method bias concerns. However, these concerns are
alleviated to some extent by using two measurement points
(before and after the interview) and two data sources (video
recordings and applicant surveys) to separate the data collection
on predictors and outcomes (following recommendations by
Podsakoff et al., 2003) and to incorporate baselines of the
outcome variables (following recommendations by MacKinnon
et al., 2012). Nonetheless, future research should use a more
rigorous research design with multiple measurement points to
obtain predictors, mediators, and outcomes at different points
in time to strengthen causal inferences (see Ployhart and
MacKenzie, 2015).

A strength of the current study, which is also a potential
limitation, is the fact that we focused on interviewer IM behavior
that was actually applied during interviews and used an extensive
behavioral video coding procedure to gain valuable insights into
the frequency of these behaviors. Even though this methodology
is in line with previous IM research (e.g., Stevens and Kristof,
1995; Ellis et al., 2002; McFarland et al., 2005; Peeters and
Lievens, 2006), it remains unclear what intentions interviewers
had when they used these IM behaviors. Future research should
put more emphasis on interviewer IM intentions, for example,
by combining video ratings as used in the present study with
self-ratings of IM behavior (Levashina and Campion, 2007).

In the present study, interview structure, interview questions,
and the relation of selection and recruitment goals were held
constant across interviews. However, interview structure and
the ratio of recruitment vs. selection goals may be important
boundary conditions of interviewer IM and should therefore
be studied. Specifically, researchers may focus on the possibility
that there might be a minimum level of freedom regarding
the interview content and a minimum level of recruitment
objectives needed for interviewer IM to occur and to be
effectively applied. Relatedly, the present study focused on the
signals that were sent by a team of two interviewers who
alternated in asking the interview questions. To understand

how interviewer IM evolves in the first place, it is important
to also consider the individual interviewer as the unit of
analysis. It could be that some interviewers use the same
kind and degree of IM in every interview and that others
adapt their IM behavior to every interview situation and
every applicant. Thus, we encourage future research to study
larger samples of interviewers and examine the degree to
which an interviewer’s IM behavior remains stable across
interviews (e.g., depending on interview guidelines of the
organization and the interviewer’s personality), and to what
degree interviewers adapt their IM from interview to interview
(e.g., depending on how much they want to win an applicant
over).

The current study provides indications that interviewers’
IM is indeed perceived by applicants, and that it can influence
applicants’ attitudes, intentions, and emotions. However, as
a starting point for this line of research, we only focused on
two central IM behaviors, namely organization-enhancement
and applicant-enhancement. Qualitative findings revealed
that interviewers use a broad range of different verbal IM
behaviors that go beyond organization-enhancement and
applicant-enhancement such as demonstrating humor and
depreciating applicants (Wilhelmy et al., 2016). In addition,
interviewers not only use verbal IM but also artifactual IM
(i.e., using appearance and visual information to influence
applicant impressions such as displaying application
documents) and administrative IM (i.e., using timing of
communication and providing services to influence applicants’
impressions such as incorporating future colleagues). Future
research should consider this broad range of interviewer IM
behavior to provide more comprehensive insights into its
effects.

In addition, future research should consider interactive
effects and different combinations of interviewer IM. The
current study examined the effects of organization-enhancement
and applicant-enhancement on recruiting outcomes, but
there could be different configurations of interviewer IM
used by an interviewer team (e.g., mainly organization-
enhancement vs. mainly applicant-enhancement vs. both
organization-enhancement and applicant-enhancement vs.
neither organization-enhancement nor applicant-enhancement),
and these different configurations could have different effects
on recruiting outcomes. Therefore, to examine interactive
effects with increased statistical power to detect those effects,
we encourage future research to use experimental study
designs to specifically vary and combine interviewers’ IM
behaviors. In addition, in real selection settings with large
samples of interviewers, the prevalence and effects of different
configurations of interviewer IM could be examined through
latent profile analyses. Furthermore, Stevens et al. (1990)
found that organization- and applicant-enhancement can
have a positive influence on recruitment by increasing
applicants’ perceptions of interviewer competence, but can
also backfire by appearing presumptuous to applicants. This
raises the question of what kind of IM may tip the scale
between perceiving organization-enhancement as valuable
information and as a signal of interviewer competence
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vs. arrogance. Future research exploring the interactive
effects of different kinds of interviewer IM behavior and the
role of perceived interviewer competence vs. arrogance is
warranted.

Another potential limitation is that the current study
examined the effects of interviewer IM on applicants’ attitudes,
intentions, and emotions, but not on behavioral outcomes.
For example, we do not know the extent to which applicants’
job choice decisions would be influenced by interviewer
IM. Recent findings from a military context indicate that
perceived recruiter characteristics such as personableness can
influence applicants’ acceptance decisions (Harold et al.,
2016). However, as Tsai and Huang (2014) point out, it
is possible that applicants’ attitudes and intentions after
the interview are influenced by interviewer IM, but that
their actual job choice behavior will be primarily based on
information provided by other sources than the interviewer
such as friends or insiders that work at the organization.
Future research should therefore employ longitudinal designs
in selection settings where there is enough variance in
applicants’ job choice decisions to answer this important
question.

Finally, several unexpected findings warrant attention. In
the current study, applicants’ perceptions of organization-
enhancement were not significantly related to their intention to
accept a potential offer. Stevens et al. (1990) found that only a
few of the study participants opted for the university that was
presented by a recruiter who used organization-enhancement,
and that this was because the arguments presented were not
seen as convincing. Thus, future research should consider
how applicants interpret organization-enhancement, and how
much weight this information carries for different applicants.
Another interesting finding is that applicants’ perceptions of
organization-enhancement were related to applicants’ positive
affect after the interview. This may be because strengths and
advantages of the study program and the organization that
were pointed out by interviewers may increase applicants’
excitement and enthusiasm for the interview and thus elicit
positive affective reactions in applicants. Lastly, the mean level
of the recruiting outcomes decreased after the interview. This
is in line with prior studies: When comparing means before
and after the interview, applicants’ acceptance intention and
ratings of organizational attractiveness were often found to
decrease (Powell, 1991; Carless, 2005; Carless and Imber, 2007).
In another study, applicants’ test taking self-efficacy was found
to decrease after the selection process (Bauer et al., 1998). A
possible explanation for this decrease in recruiting outcomes is
that after the interview, applicants are often overwhelmed and
buried in information that they need to process. In addition,
it could be that the interview helped applicants decide against
the organization and select themselves out of the process, which
might have decreased the mean level of recruiting outcomes.
Furthermore, we do not know how much the mean level of
the recruiting outcomes would have decreased without any
interviewer IM during the interviews. Future research could
therefore use longitudinal, quasi-experimental designs with
several groups that differ in the amount of interviewer IM

to examine main effects of interviewer IM on recruitment
outcomes.

CONCLUSION

The insights gained in this study do not only provide valuable
implications for current interview practice and theory, but also
lay the foundation for more multifaceted, insightful research on
signaling processes in the future. Overall, our results suggest
that interviewer IM behaviors can serve as effective means for
recruitment through applicants’ perceptions of interviewer IM.
These effects should be tested across different organizations for
different kinds of IM such as paraverbal and non-verbal IM,
and by combining video ratings and self-report measures of
interviewer IM. In addition, we encourage future research to
further explore the conditions within organizations, interview
settings, and interviewers that facilitate the use and effectiveness
of interviewer IM.We hope that future research on the topics and
questions that we have mentioned will provide further insight
into how and when interviewer IM can lead to positive outcomes
of the interview process for both applicants and organizations.
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