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ABSTRACT

This paper empirically analyzes the interviewer-interviewee interaction during semi-
structured employment interviews. It searches to identify the manner in which selection
decisions are influenced by interviewers’ first impressions and factors that account for the
relationships between first impressions and selection decisions. Data collected from interviews
conducted in a major public Midwestern university are part of the selection information for the
admission in a graduate program. The multi-level analysis of the data reveals that first
impressions have a significant effect on selection decisions, but do not significantly influence
interviewers’ behaviors during employment interviews. Data analysis also indicates that
interviewers’ need for cognition and interviewers’ accountability moderate the relationship
between first impression and selection decision, albeit in opposite directions. Our results indicate
that need for cognition strengthens and accountability weakens the relationship between first
impression and selection decision. The present study goes beyond previous research on
confirmatory behavior and shows that dispositional differences can account for the tendency to
weigh first impressions more in the selection decision. In conclusions of our analyses, we
suggest that the interview structure may not necessarily eliminate a cognitive bias in the

employment interview decision-making.



Employment interviews are a universal feature of recruitment and selection processes in
organizations. While the employment interview literature prescribes the use of structured
employment interviews, where structuring and standardization minimize the influence of
irrelevant contextual features and personal biases, anecdotal evidence suggests that structured
interview are less popular with managers (e.g., Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey, 2011).
Different organizational members ranging from senior managers to non-managerial employees
can be mvolved in interviewing job candidates. Thus, interviewers can vary in terms of their
experience in recruitment and selection. This diversity in the managerial background of
organizational interviewers increases the likelihood of lack of familiarity with the benefits of
structured interview format. Moreover, managers who are aware of the superior validity of
structured interviews, may still resist structure, as practitioners use interviews to fulfill multiple
goals (e.g., socializing with the candidate, promoting the job, or gaining new ideas) that may go
beyond solely assessing job-relevant behaviors. These factors may explain why real interviews

may depart from structured interviews.

The most common form of departure from structured interview is the use of semi-
structured interview (Wengraf, 2001), which is a guided conversation in which broad questions
are asked and new questions arise as a result. In the semi-structured interview, interviewers have
some flexibility to ask follow-up and probing questions, while still relying on the same core
questions. The use of semi-structured interviews may affect the reliability and validity of
interviewers’ decisions. Semi-structured interviews may have lower inter-rater and intra-rater
reliability than structured interviews, as well as lower construct validity, though not necessarily
lower concurrent and predictive validity than structured interviews.
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Interviewers who use semi-structured interviews consider the social interaction with the
interviewee an essential aspect of the interview process (Dipboye, 1982). Moreover, these
interviewers may gather more comprehensive and accurate information about interviewees as a
result of flexible and less formal interaction with interviewees. Given the semi-structured
interviews’ relative lack of rigidity, it is likely that interviewers use them to gather a large
volume of applicant information that can hardly be gained through other selection techniques.
Semi-structured interviews also allow interviewers to probe and investigate the same applicant

capabilities repeatedly in order to clarify information gathered throughout the selection process.

Studies of semi-structured interviews identified substantial support for primacy effects, in
the form of a significant relationship between first impressions of the interviewee, formed by an
interviewer before the interview or during the first minutes of the interview, and selection
decision made by the interviewer following the interview (Dipboye, 1992). These studies suggest
that the relationship between first impressions and selection decisions is mediated either by
confirmatory behavior (Dougherty, Turban, & Callender, 1994) or by cognitive factors
Cacioppo, Feinstein &, Jarvis, 1996). According to these studies, both mediators can cause the
interpretation of the interview interaction in a manner that is consistent with interviewers’ first
impressions, but they follow different pathways. While confirmatory behavior or expectancy-
confirmation (Dougherty, et al., 1994) consists of interviewers’ behaviors that are intended to
confirm their first impressions, cognitive factors can be more covert and include interviewers’

selective attention, recall, and interpretation of the interview interaction (Cacioppo et al., 1996).

Since interviewers’ behaviors may not be easily spotted and cognitive factors are not
overt, it is not surprising that relatively few studies have examined the mediational pathways
between firgt impressions and selection decision in semi-structured interviews. The present
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research is concerned with the saliency of first impressions that interviewers form, the impact of
these impressions, and mediational pathways of the relationship between first impressions and
selection decision. In order to properly observe both behavioral and cognitive effects of the first
impression on the final decision, a semi-structured interview format was preferred. Fully-
structured interviews result in more uniform interviewer behavior, which increases their validity,
but makes it difficult to observe any behavioral and cognitive effects of the first impression.
Moreover, as explained earlier, given the prevalence of semi structured interviews in practice, we

as researchers need to study the dynamics of these interviews in more detail.

This research measures indicators of interviewers’ confirmatory behavior and cognitive
selectivity, in addition to indicators of first impressions and selection decision based on a
comprehensive evaluation of interviewees. Then, it evaluates the relationship between first
impressions and selection decisions both directly and indirectly, through the mediational effects

of confirmatory behavior.

From a practical perspective, this study sheds additional light on the effectiveness and
potential limitations of the recruitment and selection processes in organizations. Despite apparent
confidence that interviewers can identify individual strengths or weaknesses and make accurate
selection decisions, post-hiring evaluations of former interviewees are puzzling. For instance, in
the 2011 Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey only 45.5% indicated that their work unit is able
to “recruit people with the right skills” (http://www fedview.opm.gov/2011/Reports/). According
to the same report, only 35.6% of the respondents believed that personnel decisions in their work

unit are based on merit.



Given the important organizational implications of employment interview, as well as the
complexity of the personal interaction between interviewer and interviewee, this study aims to
further develop this field of research. The study contributes to the advancement and refining of
employment interview literature by taking a comprehensive view on the interviewer-interviewee
interaction to focus on the following research questions: (1) How are first impressions
influencing selection decisions? (2) What factors account for the relationship between first

impressions and selection decisions? Our hypothesized model is depicted in Figure 1.

Insert Figure 1 about here

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

Each interviewer may catch a different glimpse of the candidate from his or her own unique
lens. As an interpersonal interaction, the semi-structured interview may be idiosyncratic in
nature, in that an mterviewer may conduct interviews dissimilarly. While the interviewer might
be willing to use a similar approach across interviewees for the same positions, it might be that
different interviewees pose different challenges (Hogue, Levashina, & Hang, 2013), motivating
the interviewer to use different approaches for different interviewees. As an information-
gathering and processing process, the employment interview has the characteristics of a complex
decision process, in which interviewers collect, encode, sort, rank, interpret, retrieve, and
integrate information (Dipoboye, 1992). Some of this information is made available by the
interviewees themselves; some is obtained by interviewers from additional sources (e.g.,
references, application forms, resumes). Part of this information may be contradictory, as it is

based on opintons and perceptions of different individuals (e.g., interviewers, interviewees,



individuals with whom interviewees interacted previously). In addition, the volume of
information and its processing may differ from interviewer to interviewer, as it is suggested by

the interview’s moderate-to-low inter-rater reliability.

In support of the view that different interviewers can combine and process the same
information differently during semi-structured interviews, Dougherty, Ebert, and Callender
(1986) found that individual interviewers display differences in the way they combine applicant
information into summary judgments. Using a policy capturing analysis, Dougherty et al.’s
(1986) study identified interviewers’ differences in the predictive validity of their information
processing. In the same vein, Ryan and Sackett (1989) found that the individuals who evaluated
the same applicants for a job using different methods (e.g., personality tests) and assessing
different areas (e.g., supervisory skills, assertiveness) disagreed with each other. Also, Graves
and Karren (1992) suggested that effective interviewers are more aware of their decision
processes and use more complex decision models than less effective interviewers. Therefore,
different interviewers may not give the same consideration to all interview information and may
process similar information differently. Some interviewers may retain only part of applicant
information, while others may try to retain more available information but prefer certain sources
(e.g., educational and work achievements, face-to-face interaction skills) and types (c.g., test
scores, resume} of information. Accordingly, interviewers may be subject to limitations with
regard to information gathering and processing. One of these limitations is related to the use of
heuristics and other judgmental shortcuts, with the objective of creating a simple and manageable
cognitive representation and reducing the cognitive load or length of the decision-making. The
heuristic paradigm (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974) implies that some interviewers may deviate

from the standards of rational reasoning when they make selection decisions.



Impressional primacy effect is a heuristic identified by researchers in the area of social
cognition. For example, Asch (1946) observed that it is hard to forget our view (i.e., first
impression) of a person once it has formed, and that impressions grow with great ease and
rapidity. Interviewers who use this heuristic may reduce the lengthy process of gathering and
analyzing information by relying on their first impressions about the evaluated individual. Asch
(1946) stated that first impressions may be imperfect but still reasonably accurate, and suggested
that people who hold strong opinions tend to form first impressions to a higher degree than
people who do not. During the gathering and processing of information about the evaluated
individual, these people tend to examine relevant empirical evidence in a biased manner.
Springbett (1958} also suggested that interviewers’ first impressions play a major role in their

selection decisions.

The impressional primacy heuristic is particularly relevant to this study. With regard to
this heuristic, Lord, Ross, and Lepper (1979) suggested that some individuals may form an early
impression and opt for an initial decision based on that impression. Accordingly, the selection of
alternative options and the final decision are influenced by this initial choice. Individuals who
use the impressional primacy heuristic tend to accept without further review the arguments that
are compatible with their initial choice, but to carefully scrutinize the incompatible arguments.
Interestingly, Edwards and Smith (1996) suggested that the use of the impressional primacy
effect is independent of the level of knowledge about the decision topic. We hypothesize that
interviewers can form first impressions and then make selection decisions based on these

impressions.

Hypothesis 1. Selection decisions are positively correlated with first impressions.



According to Lord et al. (1979), people who are influenced by the impressional primacy
effect tend to gather undue support for their first impressions by accepting the confirming
evidence at face value, while subjecting the disconfirming evidence to a critical evaluation.
Evaluators influenced by the impressional primacy heuristic may consider information contained
in their first impression as more important than the additional information that is gathered
subsequently and, accordingly, give it more weight during decision-making. Moreover,
additional information that is consistent with first impressions may be considered more important

than inconsistent additional information.

Two literature streams that are related to the processes described above are the
experimental psychology literature on the salience bias (e.g., Tversky & Kahneman, 1974) and
the management and psychology literature on the confirmatory bias These research streams
suggest that interviewers influenced by the impressional primacy effect tend to interpret
observed evidence in accord with their beliefs and the information accumulated early in the
interpersonal interaction. Thus, information gathered at the beginning of the interview may shape

the ways in which interviewers purposefully seek information during the interview.

The initial information has been shown to guide the use of the behavioral information
during the rest of the decision-making. For example, Lingle and Ostrom (1979) suggested that
the initial judgments made about a person at the beginning of an interpersonal interaction are
more likely to be used in the subsequent judgment and evaluation of that person than concrete
information actually gathered during the interaction. In the same vein, Higgins and McCann
(1984) suggested that most individuals making memory-based judgments, who most likely fit the
profile of interviewers, recall and use their initial decision, rather than the specific behaviors of

the observed person.



Similar to findings of these studies of impressional primacy effects, the interviewer may
form first impressions about applicants at the beginning of an interview and, subsequently,
conduct that interview so as to confirm first impressions. Accordingly, we hypothesize that

interviewers’ first impressions influence their interview behaviors.
Hypothesis 2. Interviewer behaviors are positively correlated with first impression.

In employment interview research, interview behavior that is significantly influenced by
interviewer’s first impressions and is intended to confirm them such that the selection decision is
positively correlated with these impressions has been referred to as confirmatory behavior ot
expectancy-confirmation behavior (Dougherty et al., 1994). This behavior may include the actual
interviewer’s interaction with the interviewee, as well as the perceptual interpretation and

analysis of the information gathered about the interviewee during the employment interview.

Confirmatory behavior encourages the selective treatment of information gathered during
the interview. This treatment of information consists of the preferential processing of
information that confirms first impressions and discounting of information that disconfirms these
impressions. The selective treatment of information can be assimilated to seeking out hypothesis-
congruent information or to the Aypothesis-maintenance strategy (Skov & Sherman, 1986). In
the context of the employment interview, the interviewers’ confirmatory behaviors are likely to
lead to the confirmation of information consistent with first impressions. Meanwhile,
confirmatory behavior may lead to the invalidation or simply forestalling of information that is

inconsistent with first impressions.

Klayman and Ha (1987) interpreted the process of seeking out hypothesis-congruent

information as positive hypothesis test, which specifies the tendency to test hypotheses by



examining instances in which the expected event is likely to take place, at the expense of
complementary information. Central to the concept of positive testing is the confirmatory
behavior, which searches for information consistent with the tentatively preferred decision. By
contrast, disconfirmation involves seeking out hypothesis-incongruent information and focusing
on the hypothesis-disconfirming evidence (Snyder & Swann, 1978). Klayman and Ha (1987)
referred to these behaviors using the term negative hypothesis testing and emphasized their
importance for effective learning, reasoning, and inquiry and suggested that this behavior can be
revealed through falsification and verification of one’s assertions. Klayman and Ha (1987)

observed that there can be conclusive falsifications, but only ambiguous verifications,

A different stream of research that is relevant to the study of confirmatory behavior
consists of studies of confirmatory bias. Davies (2003) mentioned that the confirmatory bias
concerns the tendency to seek out information that is consistent with initial information (e.g.,
beliefs, impressions) and overlook information that is potentially inconsistent with that
information. An important aspect of the confirmatory bias may be the use of positive test
strategies (Klayman & Ha, 1987), In addition to the confirmatory bias, interviewers who engage
in confirmatory behavior may be influenced by the disconfirmation bias effects (Edwards &
Smith, 1996), according to which, when confronted with an incompatible argument, these
interviewers seek out information that can be used in proving that the argument is false. Because
most of the information collected by such evaluators is likely to be refutational in nature, as it is
preferentially searched for, evaluators’ judgments tend to be biased toward judging the

potentially incompatible argaments as weak.

Findings of Fiedler, Walther, and Nickel (1999) seem to give further support to the
suggestion that evaluators may engage in confirmatory behavior. Starting from the observation
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that most hypotheses have a built-in tendency to verify themselves, they coined the term auto-
verification to refer to this tendency. Fiedler et al. (1999) suggested that the consideration of a
hypothesis in the form of imagining, explaining, discussing, or repeating it, tends to increase the
belief in its subjective truth. Moreover, Fiedler et al.’s (1999) study demonstrated that, when
positive observations are more diagnostic than negative observations, and when the sample of

observations is large, even a low confirmation rate may be sufficient for auto-confirmation.

An interesting observation was made by James and Rentsch (2004) who suggested that
behavior during interpersonal interaction such is the employment interview can be influenced by
both affective mechanisms (e.g., anticipation, sense of challenge) and cognitive mechanisms
(e.g., goals, expectations). Consistent with this observation, research on interaction goals (Hilton
& Darley, 1991) suggests that interviewers may be in either an assessment set or an action set,

with the latter being less likely to elicit behavior that is confirmatory in nature.

Research from the employment interview literature found empirical support for the
interviewers’ tendency to engage in confirmatory behavior. For instance, Macan and Dipboye
(1988) found that some interviewers tend to ask poorly qualified interviewees more difficult
questions than they ask qualified interviewees. Nevertheless, Macan and Dipboye (1988) found
that interviewers reported that they spent, on average, more time with qualified interviewees (32
minutes) than with unqualified interviewees (19 minutes). Based on this research, it appears that
interviewers engaged in confirmatory behavior toward qualified interviewees, interacting longer
with them. Meanwhile, interviewers may not engaged in confirmatory behavior toward the
poorly qualified interviewees, asking them more difficult questions and spending less time with
them. Two years later, these researchers found that the more favorable the interviewers’ first
impressions of an interviewee, the more likely the interviewers were to believe that the
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interviewee performed better in the interview and the more positive was the selection decision
(Macan & Dipboye, 1990). Similarly, Dougherty et al. (1994) found that interviewers tend to use
confirmatory behavior toward applicants. Confirmatory behavior analyzed included a more
positive style of interviewing, a tendency to sell the company, to provide more job information,
and to gather less information from the applicants for whom there was a more positive first

impression (Dougherty et al., 1994),

As the previous studies suggest, an interviewer who relies on first impressions may
exhibit confirmatory behavior during the interview. It might be that such an interviewer adjusts
her/his behavior during the interview so as to be more likely to reach a selection decision that
coincides with first impressions. It is likely that such an interviewer seeks information that
confirms, and overlooks information that disconfirms, his/her first impressions, and shows more

consideration to those interviewees who were initially perceived favorably.

Hypothesis 3. Selection decisions are positively correlated with interviewer behaviors.

Interviewers’ dispositional characteristics and situational factors can influence the
_interview behavior and relationship between first impressions and selection decision. Moreover,
cognitive factors related the interviewer’s memory, and learning and encoding of materials, as
well as critical evaluation and other cognitive processes can influence this relationship. Some

mterviewers may choose to reduce the cognitive burden and effort by engaging in more

automatic and routine employment interview evaluation and decision.

Need for cognition has been conceptualized as the dispositional tendency to engage in
effortful processing (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982). High need-for-cognition individuals tend to be

thoughtful (Chatterjee, Heath, Milberg, & France, 2000) and favor the process of thinking.
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In contrast to low need-for-cognition individuals, individuals characterized by high need
for cognition show greater depth and breadth of information search (Levin, Huneke, & J asper,
2000), are more knowledgeable about and recall more of the information to which they have
been exposed (Cacioppo, Petty, Feinstein, & Jarvis, 1996), interpret more cognitive information
(Sojka & Giese, 2001), and are more likely to evaluate the quality of the argument and engage in
more thorough processing of persuasive communications (Haugtvedt, Petty, & Cacioppo, 1992).
Moreover, high need-for-cognition individuals are likely to engage in explanatory thinking
(Lassiter, Briggs, & Slaw, 1991), develop complex causal explanations for the behavior of others
(Fletcher, Danilovis, Fernandez, Peterson, & Reeder, 1986), hold concordant attitudes

(Thompson & Zanna, 1995), are persistent and resistant to change (Haugtvedt & Petty, 1992).

Conversely, people situated at the low end of the need-for-cognition continuum tend to
avoid effortful processing and are persuaded by the peripheral, rather than substantive, cues
(Cacioppo et al., 1996). They are routinely outperformed by high need-for-cognition individuals
in solving complex and ill-defined problems (Unnikrishnan Nair, & Ramnarayan, 2000). When
compared to high need-for-cognition individuals, low need-for-cognition individuals are more
likely to fall victim to framing effects, which are thought to be due to susceptibility to peripheral

2

rather than substantive, cues (Smith & Levin, 1996, Zhang & Buda, 1999).

Concurring with the previous research, studies of persuasion and attitude change suggest
the existence of individual differences in need for cognition. According to these studies,
individual differences in need for cognition are reflected in decision-making strategies. For
instance, Petty and Cacioppo (1986) suggested that some people low on need for cognition use
heuristics that require less-than-effortful behaviors when assessing the validity of messages. In
the same vein, Eagly and Chaiken (1993) suggested that decision-makers who score Jow in need
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for cognition tend to engage in less thorough and systematic processing of information relevant
to the decision than their high need-for-cognition counterparts. Similarl y, Cacioppo, Petty, and
Morris (1983) found that low need-for-cognition individuals tend to rely on simple cues when
forming and modifying their attitudes, whereas high need-for-cognition individuals tend to think
and process a larger range of cues. Additionally, Haugtvedt et al. (1992) implied that the
threshold at which low need-for-cognition individuals choose to increase their efforts is likely
higher than the corresponding Vthreshold for high need-for-cognition individuals. A likely
explanation for the effortful information processing of high need-for-cognition individuals is
their tendency, when making decisions, to become alert sooner and start processing information

at lower levels of perceived information difficulty than do low need-for-cognition individuals.

From the studies described above, it appears that a decision-making strategy that sets
apart high need-for-cognition from low need-for-cognition decision-makers is the use of
heuristics. Among these heuristics, impressional primacy may be especially relevant in
distinguishing between high and low need-for-cognition individuals in interview contexts. It
might be that low need-for-cognition individuals use more heuristics, such as impressional
primacy, and, therefore, less-than-thorough information processing. On the contrary, high need-
for-cognition individuals might be less prone to the use of impressional primacy and
confirmation of first impressions. Consequently, high need-for-cognition individuals may be less
influenced by first impressions, process more thorough information, and engage in less
confirmatory behavior and, potentially, in less confirmatory behavior than low need-for-

cognition individuals.

In support of the claim that high need-for-cognition individuals tend to engage in less
confirmatory behaviors, Lassiter et al. (1991) found that these individuals recall more of the
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information to which they are exposed, especially when that information is inconsistent.
Moreover, high need-for-cognition, but not low need-for-cognition, individuals who are faced
with conflicting and contradictory evidence are likely to recognize the inconclusive nature of this
evidence and less likely to draw conclusions that support one side or the other (Kardash &
Scholes, 1996). Mantel and Kardes (1999) put forward an explanation for these findings,
suggesting that the high need-for-cognition individuals use detailed and aitribute-based
mformation-processing strategies, rather than generalized and attitude-based strategies such as
those based on the use of first impressions. It might be that need for cognition is positively
related to a tendency to consider more strategies in addition to those based on first impressions.
As aresult, the effect of first impressions on the judgments made by high need-for-cognition
individuals may be more diluted than in the case of low need-for-cognition individuals. In sum, it
might be that high need-for-cognition individuals tend to engage in verification rather than

confirmation of applicant information, and in less confirmatory behavior.

Other researchers suggested that need for cognition is negatively related to the ability to
make accurate decisions. For instance, Gulgoz (2001) suggested that need for cognition is not
necessarily an antecedent of superior cognitive performance, and Evans, Kirby, and Fabrigar
(2003) mentioned that need for cognition is only modestly correlated with the 1Q. To summarize,
these findings seem to suggest a somehow counter-intuitive idea: that high need-for-cognition
individuals may, in fact, use more heuristics during decision-making than low need-for-cognition

individuals, when the perceived social context requires it.

In support of this alternative hypothesis, Petty and Jarvis (1996) found that the bets of
high need-for-cognition individuals, but not the bets of low need-for-cognition individuals, were

influenced by priming about either winning or losing a bet. Also consistent with the alternative
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hypothesis, Cacioppo et al. (1996) and Lord, Paulson, Sia, Thomas, and Lepper (2004) posited
that the ability of high need-for-cognition individuals to objectively process new information
about an attitude object (e.g., evaluated individual) may be affected by the attitudes of those
individuals. Likewise, Haugtvedt and Petty (1992) observed that attitudes developed by high
need-for-cognition individuals tend to be more persistent and resistant to change than the

attitudes of low need-for-cognition individuals.

In the same vein, Kassin, Reddy, and Tulloch (1990) showed that high need-for-cognition
Jurors were more prone to impressional primacy effect than their low need-for-cognition
counterparts. These researchers carried out a series of mock jury experiments in two groups of
participants who were presented with defense arguments, prosecution arguments, and a 45-
minute interrogation of a suspect who empathically asserted her innocence but told an imperfect
story. One group of participants were presented first with defense arguments, then with the
interrogation, and finally with prosecution arguments, while the other group of participants were
presented first with prosecution arguments, then with the interrogation, and finally with defense
arguments. Contrary to what they hypothesized, Kassin et al. (1990) found that high need-for-
cognition participants were more influenced than low need-for-cognition participants by the first-
presented arguments (ie., arguments that preceded the interrogation), supporting the positive
relationship between need for cognition and susceptibility to first impressions. One reason why
Kassin et al.’s (1990) hypotheses were not supported might be that, when faced with a strong
initial argument, high need-for-cognition individuals tend to process subsequent information in a
biased and overactive manﬁer. These findings further support the hypothesis that need for
cognition positively influence the relationships between first impressions, confirmatory behavior,

and selection decisions.
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Hypothesis 4. Need for cognition moderates the effect of first impression on selection
decisions such that these decisions have stronger correlations to first impressions for

individuals high on need for cognition.

Hypothesis 5. Need for cognition moderates the effect of first impression on interviewer
behaviors such that interviewer behaviors have sironger correlations to first impressions

Jor individuals high on need for cognition.

In previous research, need for cognitive closure, which is referred to in this study simply
as need for closure, has been investigated as both a dispositional and a situational variable. As a
situational variable, need for closure may be heightened through time pressure, fatigue,
perceived attractiveness of the task, accountability, and environmental variables such as noise
(Kruglanski, 1989; Kruglanski & Webster, 1991). For instance, Kruglanski (1989) suggested that
accountability lowers the individuals’ need for closure because the evaluation apprehension
increases when people are required to explain their decisions, thereby increasing the cost of

premature closure.

In this research, we analyze need for closure as a dispositional variable, that is, as a
dimension of stable individual differences, rather than a function of the situation. In order to
minimize the impact of situational factors, this research is based on interviews that take place in
similar environments (i.e., interview rooms). In addition, three other situational conditions —
accuracy instructions, evaluation apprehension, and accountability pressures — that may lower

need for closure (Richter & Kruglanski, 1999) has been controlled in this research.

According to the lay epistemic theory (Kruglanski, 1989), need for closure has been

described as the tendency to process information quickly, formulate a solution, and maintain a
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clear view of the situation, as opposed to accepting confusion, ambiguity, or uncertainty.
Research on need for closure, led in the last two decades by Kruglanski and Webster, suggests
that need for closure varies along a continuum. At one end of the continuum, high need-for-
closure individuals display cognitive impatience, thought rigidity, a tendency to leap to judgment
on the basis of inconclusive evidence (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996); experience particular stress
in relatively unfamiliar environments (Kosic, Kruglanski, Pierro, & Mannetti, 2004) and have a
tendency toward self-enhancement (Taris, 2000). At the other end of the continuum, low need-
for-closure individuals tend to increase the level of information processing, engage in extensive
information search and processing, and generate multiple interpretations of the data collected

(Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; Mayseless & Kruglanski, 1987).

It might be that these individual differences in need for closure influence decision-
making behavior. For example, need for closure was found to induce a tendency to consult less
information and exhibit less cognitive complexity and more simplicity (Van Hiel & Mervielde,
2003). In the same vein, high need-for-closure individuals were found to seek immediate and
permanent answers (Shah, Kruglanski, & Thompson, 1998), use relevant judgmental cues, and
preserve past knowledge and prior judgments (Webster & Kruglanski, 1998). Based on this
research, it seems that need for closure tends to be positively related to the use of decision-

making approaches that bring the most immediate practical benefits.

In addition to leading to immediate benefits, need for closure may have another
advantage. Specifically, Webster and Kruglanski (1994) emphasized that the relative absence of
closure (i.e., low need for closure) may seem costly in some circumstances, in that no decision is

made within reasonable time limits. Indeed, in the context of a selection task, the absence of
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closure would translate in the absence of any selection decision (ie., either accept or reject an

interviewee), which would give no base for action toward that interviewee.

It is likely that high need-for-closure individuals may be motivated by having a more
parsimonious representation of the environment. Accordingly, they may seek a simple and
manageable-cognitive representation of the environment. Such a cognitive representation is
likely to be achieved through the use of heuristics. Most experimental findings seem to suggest
that high need-for-closure individuals are more likely to use their first impressions in evaluating
the other individuals and accept early hypotheses without further review than would low need-
for-closure individuals. For instance, Webster and Kruglanski (1994) suggested that high need-
for-closure individuals tend to be confident in their judgments and Taris (2000) found that they
are not influenced by subsequent evidence that is potentially relevant, and tend to filter and
reinterpret information that is not self-enhancing. By contrast, low need-for-closure was shown
to foster the use of previously acquired information and extend the information-gathering and

processing process (de Dreu, Koole, & Oldersma, 1999; Mayseless & Kruglanski, 1987).

Previous research also suggests that first impressions seem to guide the evaluation of
high need-for-closure individuals, in the sense that more positive evaluations are likely to be
formed when first impressions are positive and more negative evaluations are formed when
preceded by negative first impressions. In this regard, Webster and Kruglanski (1994) discovered
that people classified as high, versus low, in need for closure rated the job candidates more
positively after hearing a positive-negative sequence and more negatively after hearing a
negative-positive sequence, suggesting that they are influenced by impressional primacy effects.
In the same vein, need for closure was found to enhance the magnitude of primacy effects during

impression formation (Richter & Kruglanski, 1999), making high need-for-closure individuals
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more likely to base their evaluations of others on the first few pieces of information they gather.
Trying to identify a mechanism that can explain this effect of first impressions, Shah, Friedman,
and Kruglanski (2002) suggested that need for closure is positively associated with goal
shielding. Shah et al. (2002) suggested that goal shielding consists of the activation of one focal
goal, to which high need-for-closure individuals were committed, inhibiting the accessibility of
the alternative goal(s). One interpretation of this finding is that, after making the initial decision
that is based on first impressions, interviewers may focus on the confirmation of that decision, at
the expense of the identification of arguments for the alternative decision(s). In other words, to
the extent that an initial decision is made, the opposed alternative(s) is no longer endorsed. Had
the opposed alternative to the selection decision been endorsed, it would have interfered with the
commitment to the initial decision by competing for the limited time and effort of the decision-

maker (Shah, 2005).

The previous research findings seem to support the suggestion that need for closure has
important effects on the rigidity of first impressions formed about interviewees and on the
manner in which information is processed when first impressions are formed. According to the
conceptual work on need for closure (e.g., Kruglanski & Webster, 1996), interviewers may reach
decisions more quickly, and reduce uncertainty and ambiguity associated with the selection
decision. It might be that the cognitive closure can be fostered by favoring and defending an
initial decision that is based on first impressions, rather than challenging that decision through
the rest of the interview and reversing it. To put it differently, high need-for-closure may
motivate interviewers to engage in confirmatory behavior that is likely to contribute to the
defense and confirmation of initial decisions. Conversely, low need-for-cognition can promote

behavior that challenges and, eventually, even disconfirms first impressions.
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Hypothesis 6. Need for closure moderates the effect of first impression on selection
decisions such that selection decisions have stronger correlations to first impressions for

individuals high on need for closure.

Hypothesis 7. Need for closure moderates the effect of first impression on interview
behaviors such that interview behaviors have stronger correlations to first impressions

Jor individuals high on need for closure.

Despite the implication of the previous research that high need-for-cognition individnals
would be less prone to the use of heuristics (such as first impressions, referred to as impressional
primacy), empirical evidence is still inconclusive. As mentioned during the development of the
need-for-cognition hypotheses, some research findings seem to support the idea that, under
specific circumstances, need for cognition may be positively related to the use of heuristics. For
example, Klayman and Ha (1987) proposed that decision-makers rely on positive test strategies
under less friendly conditions, such as conditions characterized by situational variables including
inadequate time, lack of experience, and heavy memory load. However, a positive test strategy

encourages confirmation of first impressions and use of heuristics, such as impressional primacy.

Tetlock and Boettger {1989) found that accountability is a situational variable that
nfluences decision-making, by stimulating information processing and increasing the likelihood
that decision-makers use a heuristic known as the dilution effect. Accountability is a motivational
induction (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999} that refers to the implicit or explicit expectation that the
interviewer may be called on to justify the selection decision. Under conditions of high
accountability, dilution of diagnostic information attenuates its impact and intensifies the impact

of non-diagnostic information on final selection decisions. In the conclusion of their study,
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Tetlock and Boettger (1989) suggested that decision-makers’ concerns about accountability tend
to increase their susceptibility to the use of the dilution effect. More specifically, they found that
individuals who are kept accountable for their decisions may gather and process information
more thoroughly, but also fail to recognize and disregard non-diagnostic information. Moreover,
Lerner and Tetlock (1999) suggest that under high-accountability conditions, interviewers may
think simultaneously to the reason(s) they give in support of their selection decision, therefore
shifting the focus away from the gathering and processing of interview information and potential
effectiveness of outcomes (e.g., accuracy of selection decision) to the justifiability of selection
decision. After interviewers have committed themselves to a selection decision, its justification,
along with interviewers’ self-justification are likely to motivate their cognitive effort, increasing
the escalation of commitment to that decision (Simonson & Staw, 1992). Just like the dilution
effect, the emphasis on justifiability rather than accuracy can weaken the relationship between

first impression and selection decision.

In addition to the dilution effect and interviewer’s focus on the justifiability of selection
decision, anxiety emerging from the interviewer’s perceived need to make a selection decision —
any decision — and to convince others of its merit can stimulate interviewers to adopt a go-along-
to-get-along heuristic (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999) that would lead to a selection decision that is
first and foremost consistent with the believes of other organizational members (e.g., recruiter,

line manager, supervisor etc.).

Hypothesis 8. Accountability moderates the effect of first impression on selection
decisions such that selection decisions have weaker correlations to first impressions for

individuals high on accountability.
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METHODS

Procedure

The research participants included graduate students at a major public Midwestern
university who conducted employment interviews with undergraduate students enrolled in the
Fundamentals of Management class. The graduate students had the opportunity to conduct
employment interviews for developmental and training purposes. Undergraduate students
obtained extra credit for their participation in the research. Interviews for the proposed study
were conducted using facilities provided by the College of Business Career Center, where both
graduate and undergraduate students who participated in this study are likely to interview for

jobs upon their graduation.

The total number of research participants was 372, including 41 graduate students who
conducted interviews (referred to as inferviewers) and 331 undergraduate students who were
interviewed for their suitability for the College’s Graduate Programs (referred to as
interviewees). The time duration of each interview varied, but was limited to a maximum of 30
minutes. Graduate students received interview training that covered the type of candidate
qualities that the school was interested in and the type of questions that could be asked to

evaluate those qualities.

Between six and ten candidates were randomly assigned to each interviewer. In the day
of the interview, right before the beginning of the interview session, the interviewer evaluated
the resumes of the interviewee. Post interview, the interviewer rated the interviewee’s suitability
for the graduate program. The interview sessions were videotaped to allow for the assessment of

interviewer behaviors.
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Measures

First impressions. Immediately preceding each interview, interviewers were asked to
complete, on the Interview Rating Form, the Pre-interview Impression Scale (Chapman & Rowe,
2001), for which the reported internal reliability is .77. Interviewers were asked to rate applicants
on a 7-point scale, where 1 = poor and 7 = excellent based on the pre-interview assessment of the

suitability of the applicant based on his/her resume.

Interviewer behaviors. Based on the video recordings of the interview sessions, six
trained raters provided independent ratings of the behaviors observed on tape. Following
Dougherty et al. (1994), interviewers’ interview behaviors (i.e., whether the interviewer shows
positive or negative regard toward the applicant) are measured using coders” tallies of the type of
questions asked and verbal attitude, including incidents of agreeing with an applicant, emotional
expression, interviewing and vocal style, and interview focus. The inter-rater reliability estimates

are between 0.63 and 0.89. Items were averaged out before use in the analysis.

Selection decisions. The suitability of the candidate was assessed with items adopted
from Dougherty et al. (1994) and Stevens and Kristof (1995). These items were used to measure
interviewers’ assessment of the applicant’s job attitude, compatibility, responsibility, suitability,

and probable interview outcomes (a =.93). The response format was on a 7-point scale.

Motivational traits and accountability. Need for cognition is assessed using the Short
Form of the Need for Cognition Scale (Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984); Cronback a = .89. Need
Jor closure is assessed using the reduced 20-item scale for Need for Closure (Houghton &
Grewal, 2000); Cronbach a = .84. Accountability was measured by asking interviewers to rate

themselves with regard to how accountable for their selection decisions they perceive to be.
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RESULTS

The analysis of the data was conducted using Mplus v7 (Muthen & Muthen, 2012). The
nested structure of the data (i.e., several interviews nested within the same interviewer) required
an analysis of the within- and between-level components of variance. ICC estimates showed that
only 13.26% of the variance in the first impression was found at the between-level. This is not
surprising, as interviewees were randomly assigned to interviewers, and thus each interviewer

should have received roughly the same quality of interviewees.

In contrast, 46.45% of the variance in interview behaviors was found at the between
level. This reflects the fact that we used a semi-structured interview that did not produce uniform
behavior across interviewees or interviewers. We modeled this variable at both the within- and
between-levels. Finally, the selection decision ICC showed that only 4.33% of the variance in
selection decision was found at the between-level; on average, interviewers did not differ much
on their final evaluations of the interviewees. This was also expected, given the random
assignment of the interviewees. Thus, we modeled this variable at the within-level only. We first
tested the effects of first impressions on interview behaviors and on selection decision, and the
effects of interview behaviors on selection decision. This fully saturated model explained 23.5%
of the variance in selection decisions (p<.001) and only .6% of the variance in interview
behavior (p=.571). First impressions and interview behaviors both had significant effects on
selection decisions. Interviewers were more likely to select candidates whose resumes they
viewed favorably (8=.403, p<.001); thus, hypothesis 1 was supported. Hypothesis 3 was also
supported: interviewers were more likely to select candidates towards whom they had behaved
more warmly during the interview (B=.240, p<.001). However, interviewers’ behaviors towards

the candidate did not depend on how favorable they regarded the candidate’s resume (p=.076,
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p=.258). Thus, hypothesis 2 was not supported. We refitted the model with first mmpressions and
behaviors modeled as independent predictors of recruitment decisions (see Figure 2). This model

had excellent fit: ¥* (2) = 2.123, p = .35; CF1 = .99, GFI = .99; RMSEA = 014.

Insert Figure 2 about here

Next, we modeled the cross-level moderation effects of need for cognition, cognitive
closure, and accountability on the paths from first impression to selection decision. To achieve
this, we specified this path as a random effect, and the three moderators as predictors of the two
slopes. Since first impressions did not explain any variance in interview behaviors, moderation
hypotheses for this path (i.e., Hypotheses 5 and 7) were rejected. Mplus v7 does not provide
model fit estimates or R-square estimates for random models; as such, we discuss only the

significance of the moderation effects.

As indicated in Table 1, need for cognition significantly and positively moderated the
effect of first impression on selection decision. First impressions influenced the selection
decision more for interviewers high in need for cognition (b= 0.08, p=001), supporting
hypothesis 4. The moderating effect of need for cognitive closure was not significant. However,
the moderating effect of accountability was significant and negative as predicted: interviewers

who felt more accountability did not weigh first impressions as strongly in their decisions (b= -

.05, p=.001), supporting hypothesis 8.

Insert Table 1 about here
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DISCUSSION

Our study found that first impression had a significant effect on selection decisions, but
not on the way interviewers behaved during the interview. In essence, we have evidence for a
cognitive manifestation of the confirmation bias (e.g., Kruglanski, 1989), but not for its
behavioral manifestation. The semi-structured nature of the interview may have accounted at
least partially for the lack of influence of first impressions on behaviors. However, variance
components analysis revealed that significant variance in interviewer behaviors existed both
across interviewers and across interviews. Another possible explanation may be that interviewers
were aware of being recorded and thus were more conscious about not letting any kind of bias

affect their behavior.

We also found that both need for cognition and accountability moderate the relationship
between first impression and selection decision, albeit in opposite directions. Our results indicate
that need for cognition strengthens and accountability weakens the relationship between first
impression and selection decision. The present study goes beyond previous research on
confirmatory behavior and shows that dispositional differences can account for the tendency to
weigh first impressions more in the selection decision. Previous studies have documented the
effects of first impressions, but have not clarified whether this effect was an indication of a bias
or an indication of the high validity of resumes as a predictor of selection. Our study shows that
the resumes of randomly assigned interviewees were weighted more heavily in the selection
decision by candidates high in need for cognition, and less heavily when interviewers felt high

accountability for outcomes. These effects more clearly reflect a cognitive bias, rather than
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interviewers accurately using important resume information to make selection decisions. The
interview design used in this study has a sufficient degree of structure to prevent any behavioral
effects of first impressions. However, the cognitive effects were still present. This opens the
possibility that structure may not necessarily eliminate this form of bias in decision making.
Further research is needed to determine whether individual differences still affect the way

interviewers weigh first impressions in the final decision in highly structured interviews.

Our study tested the effects of need for cognition and need for cognitive closure on the
relationships between first impressions and interviewer behaviors and decisions. These
moderators were chosen because of their particular relevance for decision making processes.
However, other individual differences may play an important part in this context. Further

research is needed to explore other potential moderators of these relationships.

The presence of cognitive biases can be particularly problematic for recruitment and
selection practice, as they are more difficult to observe compared to a behavioral manifestation
of the bias. The findings of this study highlight the importance of justifying ratings.
Accountability decreased the reliance on resume information on the selection decision, thus
helping to keep these two sources of information about the candidate more separate.
Accountability could be increased in practice by asking interviewers to discuss and provide
justification for their ratings. In addition, a panel interview may help to reduce the bias observed
in this study. Our results showed that need for cognition played a role in the evaluations of
interviewers. An interview panel in which the influencing trait varies across the panel members

may serve to reduce the effect of the trait on the overall decision.
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Figure 1: Hypothesized Model
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Figure 2: Tested Model!
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' Hypothesis 2, depicted with a dotted line, is not fitted in the full cross-level moderation model
and is shown for illustrative purposes only.
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Table 1. Variable correlations?

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
I. Need for cognition 3.78 0.51 (.89)

2. Need for closure 3.02 0.36 -.40 (.84)

3. Accountability 1.12 0.59 -.09 07 1.00

4. First impression 4.39 1.35 A1 -.09 -.08 (77)?

5. Interview behaviors 2.94 1.00 20 -.16 .00 09 (76

6. Selection decision 4,96 1.27 0.17 -0.05 -0.13 0.42 0.23 (.93)

% Correlations greater or equal to .11 are significant at p<.05. Cronbach alpha reliabilities in parentheses.

? Inter-rater reliability.
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