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Perceived interviewee anxiety and performance in telephone interviews

Purpose: The current research focused on the role of interviewee anxiety as a predictor of perceived
hireability (Study 1, N = 82) and job suitability (Study 2, N = 74).

Design: Using an experimental design, participants were randomly allocated to one of two
conditions (an audio recording of either a confident or anxious job candidate with identical scripts)
and asked to take the role of an interviewer.

Findings: The anxious interviewee (played by an actor) was consistently rated as less hireable (in
a combined sample based on Study 1 and Study 2), less suitable to the job and received less
favorable hiring recommendations (as assessed in Study 2) than the confident interviewee (played
by the same actor).

Limitations: The study was conducted with students who may have less interview experience than
experienced interviewers.

Practical implications: The results suggest that anxiety has a negative biasing effect on perceived
hireability and job suitability ratings. In other words, the behavioral manipulation of anxiety affects
hireability ratings, independent of any subjective assessment of anxiety.

Originality: The findings provide evidence of an anxiety bias in telephone interview settings. The
results highlight the importance of considering anxiety cues when training employment

interviewers.

Keywords: anxiety; hireability; job suitability; telephone interviews; verbal cues
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Introduction

Interviewing is a ubiquitous part of the employment recruitment process and is still one of the
most common forms of human resource selection. Thus, one of the main aims of an employment
interview is to gain an accurate assessment of candidates and whether they would be a good fit for
the vacancy and the organization. Therefore, it is important to understand the factors which may
influence, and potentially bias, an interviewer’s perceptions of job candidates. One such variable
IS perceived interviewee anxiety (see Huffcutt, VVan Iddekinge and Roth, 2011; McCarthy and
Goffin, 2004). In the context of telephone interviews, such anxiety may have a number of
detrimental effects for how interviewees are evaluated in terms of their characteristics and likely
performance.

To date, most previous research investigating performance and anxiety in interviews has only
focused on the face-to-face method (McCarthy and Goffin, 2004; Sieverding, 2009; Feiler and
Powell, 2013). None of the research specifically examined perceived hireability and job suitability
in relation to anxiety. Given the increasing prominence of such interviews (e.g., 38% according to
a study by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development in 2009), it is important to gain
a better insight into the potentially biasing effects of anxiety on perceived interviewee performance
— in the absence of visual cues.

In this article, we argue that the way in which this anxiety is exhibited via verbal cues by a
candidate in telephone interview settings may be potentially linked to performance inferences on
the one hand, and therefore potential rating error on the other. We therefore propose that anxiety
in telephone interviews will also reduce ratings of hireability and job suitability. We briefly explore

each of these suggestions.
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Absence of visual cues: Anxiety effects on ratings

In telephone interviews indicators of anxiety may be incorrectly conceived as measures of
assertiveness or intelligence or competence, on account of absence of visual cues. This negatively
impacts conclusions regarding a candidate’s hireability or job suitability negatively. Indeed, some
evidence suggests that anxious interviewees are seen as less assertive (Feiler and Powell, 2016).
The link to performance is also present. A number of studies provide some insight on how anxiety
impacts interview performance (e.g., Feiler and Powell, 2013, 2016; Blacksmith et al., 2016; Poh,
2015). Anxiety has been shown to negatively affect performance in face-to-face interviews among
students (e.g., Feiler and Powell, 2013; McCarthy and Goffin, 2004). Interviewers in telephone
interview settings will use verbal indicators to form impressions about a candidate’s characteristics.
These impressions may be based, in the absence of visual information, on interviewees’ vocal
fluency, voice intensity and pitch, energy, affect, emotional expressiveness, and voice modulation
(DeGroot and Gooty, 2009; Frauendorfer and Schmid Mast, 2014; Riggio and Riggio, 2002). Yet
many of these verbal indicators are negatively affected by anxiety (Gilboa-Schechtman and
Shachar-Lavie, 2013). For example, anxiety may exhibit itself in terms of hesitations, unfinished
sentences, stutters, inconsistent pitch, repeated words, use of filler words and intruding incoherent
sounds — that is a noise that cannot be identified as a word, stutter or laugh (Kasl and Mahl, 1965;
Pope, Siegman, and Blass, 1970; Ragsdale, 1976). The inability to express oneself clearly or
answer questions smoothly are verbal indicators of anxiety (Feiler and Powel, 2016). This situation
may also further increase applicant anxiety. In the absence of other informaiton, anxiety indicators
such as stutters or hesitation marks may be interpreted as a sign that the candidate lacks the
confidence or competence for the role. We therefore propose the following when raters encounter

an anxious or confident interviewee in a telephone setting (using experimental manipulation):
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Hypothesis 1: Ratings for job suitability and hireability will be lower when raters (our
participants) listen to the anxious interviewee compared to the raters who listened to the confident

interviewee.

Absence of visual cues: Potential for rater bias

Since in telephone interviews only ‘verbal behaviors’ such as fluency, hesitations, stutters, pitch,
and long silences, are observed, the anxiety-driven verbal cues will weigh more heavily as there is
no means to correct for these via visual cues (e.g., firm conduct, looking interviewer in the eyes,
or smiling) as is the case in real-life interviews. While face-to-face interviews usually provide
interviewers with visible anxiety cues, interviewers are not exposed to such indicators in telephone
interviews. Not surprisingly, several authors suggest that generalizing findings across different
interview types is inappropriate (Blacksmith, Willford, and Behrend, 2016; Poh, 2015).

Indeed the potential for rater bias is substantiated by other research. A number of researchers
moreover noted that anxiety in interview settings may operate as a an extraneous variable that
affects test scores and may thus make it harder to discern the interviewee’s actual ability (see
Arvey et al., 1990; Ryan and Ployhart, 2000). Due to the lack of visual feedback, interviewers are
unable to see and correct for anxiety cues (such as blushing, see Bogels et al., 2010) and may
therefore make inferences about the ability of the candidate to perform on the job without being
able to take into account their level of anxiety during the interview. The lack of visual feedback or
confirmation may contribute to this impression among raters (Cavanaugh et al., 2000). By linking
anxiety to potential competence, raters will also generate lower performance ratings. As a result,

we hypothesize:
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Hypothesis 2: Perceived interviewee anxiety (as reported by the rater) is a negative predictor
of their ratings (job suitability and hireability), even controlling for which candidate (anxious or

confident) they evaluate.

Contribution

Research on virtual interviews has looked at nonverbal behavior (Langer et al., 2016) and
nonverbal cues in relation to verbal cues (Kwon et al., 2013; see also face-to-face interviews in
Feiler and Powell, 2016). However, no research has specifically examined verbal anxiety cues in
telephone interviews. It is this research gap that we focus on in our study. The next section outlines
what we know to date before proceeding to our research rationale: To examine anxiety effects in
the context of telephone interviews. Finding answers to our two hypotheses is important for two
reasons. First, while telephone interviews are quite established today, most of the research on
anxiety is still based on face-to-face research. Second, the perceived anxiety of interviewees may
close doors long-term. Competent but anxious interviewees may also be less likely to be invited
to a second interview (Cook, Vance, and Spector, 2000). Using an experimental design involving
a simulated interview task, we therefore aimed to provide answers to these two questions about
how anxiety (experimentally manipulated and perceived by raters) effects hireability and job

suitability ratings in telephone interviews.

Materials and Methods
Design
The study featured a between-subjects groups design with two conditions. In the experimental
condition, participants listened to a telephone interview recording with an anxious job candidate.

In the control condition, participants listened to the same interview recording but with a confident
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job candidate (in both Study 1 and 2). These interviews were based on one and the same interview
(transcribed from an actual interview with a computer science professional) that was read by two
actors (the same two for each of the interviews, one taking the role of the interviewer and one
taking the role of the interviewee). The decision to use professional and experienced actors was
based on ethical concerns about recording of a particularly anxious interviewee and the issue of
poor comparability if we used another and more confident interviewee. The script also referred to
a number of programs that the job candidate was expected to use and know in the new job. The
script for both conditions was identical across both conditions. This decision was taken to control
for narrative effects (Borges et al., 2015) and very similar to the script procedures used for video
and telephone interviews in Poh (2015). The male actor playing the interviewee was instructed to
include a number of anxiety cues while reading the interview script in the experimental condition.
The anxiety cues were taken from the literature on anxiety cues and included coughs, filler sounds
(e.g., ‘ah’, ‘er’, and ‘um’), brief hesitations, stutters, and voice changes as reported in the literature
(Kasl and Mahl, 1965; Pope, Siegman, and Blass, 1970; Ragsdale, 1976). The equipment used to
create the recordings was Pro Tools recording Software and a C24 Mixing Desk at a university
recording studio under the supervision of a qualified sound technician. Our design therefore
included measures of both actual (experimentally manipulated) anxiety and perceived interviewee
anxiety (as rated by the rater = participant). All materials were included in the format of an online
survey (one including the confident and the other the anxious interviewee recording).
Participants

For Study 1, 94 participants were recruited to act as raters of the two recorded telephone
interviews. Of these, only 82 provided complete data used in the analysis (this was assessed based

on the time they spent to complete the study and the number of sections they had completed).
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There were 41 participants in each condition. Data collection was closely monitored to ensure the
number of participants in each condition was equal. There was an overall age range of 18 to 49
years of age (M = 22.08, SD = 6.54). The final sample included 14 men and 68 women. Around
half of the sample were also working at the time of the survey (n = 44, 53.7%).

For Study 2, 88 participants were recruited. Following the exclusion of 14 reports due to missing
values and drop-outs, the final sample included the data from 74 participants (with 37 participants
in each interview condition). Participants were between 18 and 53 years old (M = 25.44, SD =
7.19). The sample included 22 men and 49 women (3 missing values). Just under two third of the
sample was working at the time they participated (64.9%).

Procedure

The participants (raters) in Study 1 were recruited through an opportunity sample via email and
the University participant pool of social science students in exchange for course credit (UK
sample). The participants in Study 2 were recruited through email and in-class announcements by
instructors and included a mix of business and social science students (combined UK and US
sample). Participants in Study 2 received a small incentive for participating in the research (£3 in
the UK and $5 in the US). All participation was voluntary. The only exclusion criterion was that
they must be over 18. Participants who indicated that they had been diagnosed with an anxiety
disorder in the past were excluded, as such history may impact their ratings (i.e., either increasing
their sensitivity to such cues or potentially raising their own anxiety while completing the study).
Both studies received ethical approval from all participating universities.

As soon as participants read the participant information sheet, they were asked to give consent
and a code word (in case they wish to withdraw data within a specific timeframe). Allocation to

interview condition was random, although attention was paid to ensure similar numbers were
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recruited at the end of the data collection effort. All participants were asked to act as raters and
evaluate the interviewee on the audio recording in terms of their hireability and job suitability. We
use the term ‘rater’ here as the participants did not actually interact with the interviewee. While
listening to the interview, participants were asked to identify all those software programs which
were mentioned in the telephone interview and asked to complete a series of questionnaires on
hireability (Study 1), as well as job suitability and hiring recommendation (Study 2). Other
measures followed, including perceived anxiety of the interviewee, participants’ anxiety and
interview experience, followed by demographic questions. The debriefing statement concluded the
survey.

Measures

The studies included several measures, some of which were shortened to reduce cognitive load
due to the length of the study and recording (25 minutes). Study 2 featured a number of additional
measures (indicated below). The scale characteristics and reliability of all measures for both Study
1 and Study 2 are provided in Table 1.

Attention check. This measure was created to ensure participants were attentively listening to
the audio, this included a list of programs related to the role of a web developer (Asp.NetMVC, C
Sharp, HTML, Sequel, JavaScript, LINQ, XML, AJAX, jQuery and CSS). Participants had to
identify which of these programs were mentioned in the telephone interview. The right answers
were: ASP.NetMVC, C#, JavaScript, HTML, CSS, and SQL.

Hireability questionnaire. Hireability was based on eight of 16 items of the hireability
measure developed by Howard and Ferris (1996). The items that we retained were those which
related to perceived competence of the applicant and job suitability. The items not included were

those pertaining to perceived similarity and affect towards applicants as they were not considered



RUNNING HEAD: Interviewee anxiety in telephone interviews

to relate to hireability per se. We added “in web development™ to several questions to contextualize
the items to the position being advertised. An example item is: “This applicant appears to have a
good understanding of web development.” The response range was 1= Totally disagree and 7 =
Totally agree.

Job suitability (added in Study 2). Job suitability was measured using eight items taken from
Krueger (2011) and based on measures used by Hosoda, Stone and Stone-Romero (2003), Stone
and Stone (1987). An example item is: “This job applicant is well suited for the job.” The response
options ranged from 1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree.

Hiring recommendation (added in Study 2). The assessment of hiring recommendation
involved 7 items used by Krueger (2011), based on the measures by Hosoda et al. (2003). An
example item is: “I highly recommend that this job applicant be hired for the job.” The response
options were 1 = Strongly disagree and 7 = Strongly agree.

Anxiety (interviewee). Perceived interviewee anxiety was used to gain an impression as to how
anxious our raters viewed the interviewee to be (as portrayed by the actor playing the interviewee),
keeping in mind that the participants were not aware of there being two conditions. In order to
assess participant’s perception of these impressions, we utilized 12 modified items from the
Measure of Anxiety in Selection Interview (MASI) including twelve of the 16-item scale by
McCarthy and Goftin (2004). The content of the items was slightly changed to refer to ‘the
interviewee’ whose interview participants listened to. The four excluded items all referenced
thoughts or comparisons to others that the participants had no means of assessing, given that they
only listened to, but did not interact with the interviewee. An example item is: “The interviewee
seemed Vvery nervous about whether or not they would be a good candidate for the job.” The items

were scored on a five point scale where 1 = Strongly disagree and 5 = Strongly agree.

10
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Control variables. Four characteristics of our participants are considered as potential control
variables. This included participant’s own anxiety in interviews, their previous interview
experience, age and gender. The rationale and form of measurement are outlined next.

First, research has shown that more anxious individuals believe themselves to be less likeable
and competent (Voncken, Dijk, de Jong, and Roelofs, 2010) and tend to self-evaluate themselves
more negatively (see Brozovich and Heimberg, 2011). In addition, anxious interviewees tend to
focus on more negative information (e.g., Clerkin and Teachman, 2010), which may drive bias in
terms of how they evaluate others. We used 16 items from the Measure of Anxiety in Selection
Interview (MASI) by McCarthy and Goffin (2004) to assess participant’s own interview anxiety.
We excluded items referencing behavioral anxiety and appearance as they also asked about
behaviors that would not be observable in a telephone interview. An example item is: “I get so
anxious while taking job interviews that I have trouble answering questions.” The items were
scored on a five point scale where 1 = Strongly disagree and 5 = Strongly agree.

Second, personal interviewee (or managerial) experience may influence the reliability ratings.
Third, experience tends to increase with age, making age an important control variable. And fourth,
gender differences tend to be frequently observed in anxiety research (see also Boyer et al., 2017;
Egloff and Schmukle, 2004; Feeney, McCarthy, and Goffin, 2015; Zalta and Chambless, 2012), if
not always (see Feiler and Powell, 2013). Interview experience was measured with the help of
three newly developed items. The three items were as follows: (1) “Have you been interviewed in
the last 6 months?”; (2) “Do you currently hold a managerial positon that requires you to conduct
interviews?”; (3) “Have you interviewed anyone in the last 6 months?”. All answering options
included two response options: Yes and No. These items were used to code interview experience.

Age and gender were part of the demographic section that was presented at the end of the survey.

11
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Age was recorded as a numerical variable while gender included options such as 1 = male, 2 =
female, and 3 = prefer not to say.

Results
Descriptive Statistics and Scale Characteristics
The scale descriptive statistics for all scales in the combined sample are listed in Table 1, while
correlations are reported in Table 2.
As early indicators suggested very similar correlation patterns between the independent and
dependent variables of interest in both studies, we combined the samples from Study 1 and Study
2. This step increased statistical power for subsequent regression analysis. And lastly, in line
with the analysis run by Borges et al. (2016) to control for group differences in participant
anxiety in their study, we also checked and found that participant anxiety did not differ

significantly across the two conditions (p > .05).

Table 1: Scale properties (Study 1 and 2)

Scale Total sample Control (conf.) | Experimental (anx.)
(N =156) (n=78;ng=37) | (n=78; ng=37)
Items |a M SD |a M SD |« M SD
Attention check 6(10) |-- 454 154 |- 436 1.60]- 4.67 1.70
Hireability (1) 8 91 484 079|.79 530 051|.93 440 133
Anxiety (1) 12 91 313 052|.90 2.68 0.46|.85 354 0.59
Anxiety (P) 16 90 268 046 |.93 272 055|.85 265 0.36
Job suit.(I) § 8 94 464 141|091 506 1.18|.95 4.24 151
Hiring rec. (1) § 7 94 417 161|.89 478 1.25|.96 3.59 1.71

Note. Study 1 N = 82. Study 2 N = 74. | = Interviewee. P = Participant. Missing values were replaced with mean
(maximum number of missing cases was 2). The attention check included four red herrings (only six items were

12
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correct). Skew and kurtosis were unremarkable (below 1) for all scales. § Added to Study 2 = values for job
suitability and hiring recommendation are based on ng = 37 participants each in the control (confident) and the
experimental (anxious) condition.

Table 2: Correlations between scales (combined sample)

Scale 1) 2) 3) 4) 5) 6)
1) Hireability -

2) Job suit. § 83" -

3) Hiring recomm. § 797 917 -

4) Interviewee anx. -53"  -50™ -537 -

5) Participant anx. A1 .05 A1 A2 -

6) Age 04 02  -08 -12  -03 -

Note. N = 156. § Added to Study 2 (N = 74).

Experimental vs. Control Conditions (Interview Condition)

The first step was to check that our audio recordings were indeed successful in evoking different
ratings of the interviewee on tape. Rather than assuming the conditions are effective, we have to
demonstrate that the participants in the anxious condition also considered the interviewee more
anxious than the participants who listened to the interviewee in the confident condition. As
expected, the anxiety of the interviewee was rated as significantly higher in the anxious than in the
confident condition in the combined sample (t(148) = 28.57, p < .001, n? = .16). The results were
largely identical (F(1, 145) = 29.45, p < .001, n? = .17) when taking into account potential
covariates (age, gender, the attention check, and whether participants had listened to the end of the

recording; all covariates were found to be not significant at p < .05).

13
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Hypothesis Testing

Interviewee anxiety (condition and measured) and job suitability/hireability (H1).
Hypothesis 1 proposed that ratings for job suitability and hireability were predicted by whether or
not raters listened to the anxious or confident interviewee. The effect of interview condition was
tested using a means test. Participants who rated the anxious interviewee less hireable (t(154) = -
4.40,p<.001, n?=.11, M = 4.59, SD = 1.10) compared to the participants who rated the confident
interviewee (M = 5.27, SD = 0.82). Participants also rated the anxious interviewee as less suited
for the job (t(72) = -2.56, p = .012, , n?>= .08, M = 4.24, SD = 1.51) compared to the participants
who rated the confident interviewee (M = 5.04, SD = 1.15). Participants who rated the anxious
interviewee were less likely to recommend hiring him ((72) = -3.37, p=.001, , n?= .13, M = 3.58,
SD = 1.70) compared to the participants who rated the confident interviewee (M = 4.75, SD =

1.22).

Evidence of attribution bias in hireability/job suitability ratings (H2).

In the next step, we wanted to assess if raters’ perception of interviewee anxiety (reported for
interviewee, not manipulated) explain ratings — above and beyond the experimental design. In
theory, the manipulated variable (interview condition) should capture all the variance in ratings,
unless our raters make further attributions about the anxiety of their interviewee. We considered
participants’ gender, age, and experience as covariates. However, these variables were not

significant variable here, we excluded it from the results (as reported in Table 3).

14
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Table 3: Regression results for job suitability and hiring recommendations

Study 1 & 2: Study 2 only:
main outcome additional outcomes
Hireability Job suitability Hiring recom-
mendation
R24 B R2A B R4 B
Step 1
Interview condition Q7*** .08* 14**
Step 2
Perceived interviewee anxiety | .22*** -0.51 16*** -0.48 A5*** - -0.46
(as rated by participants)
Total R? 28F** L24FF* 29%**
N 156 74 74

Note. Participants were not made aware that there were two interview conditions. Their ratings of the actor’s
perceived interview anxiety is therefore based on the impressions the participants acting as raters formed about the
interviewee. Control variable included interview condition (manipulated, explained 14% in perceived interviewee
anxiety alone). No other potential covariates were significant. tp <.10; ** p <.01; *** p <.001.

The results for the combined sample from Study 1 and 2 revealed that the perceived anxiety of
the interviewee as rated by the interviewer had a significant influence on their perceived hireability
(8 =-0.51; p <.001; Table 3), even after we controlled for our manipulation variable (interview
condition). Very similar results were obtained for job suitability and hiring recommendation. In
the absence of rater bias, the manipulated variable should have been the only one to explain
variance in ratings. While 6.8% of variance in hireability was due to the dichotomous (anxious or

confident) interview condition, 21.1% of variance in ratings were due to how the raters perceived

15
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the interviewees’ anxiety. This means that 21% of 27% of variance can be considered bias on

behalf of our untrained raters.

Discussion

The purpose of the present research was to examine the effect of effect of manipulating anxiety
and interviewer perceptions to understand the effect of anxiety generally, and potentially
interviewer perceptions of interviewee anxiety, on telephone outcomes. In our design, we
considered the extent to which verbal anxiety cues could convey anxiety in the absence of visual
indicators. The work thus builds on a number of recent studies on anxiety that has emphasized the
role of more studies on verbal cues (Feiler and Powell, 2016), interview medium, rater bias and
errors (Huffcutt et al., 2011).

Our first hypothesis proposed that ratings will be lower when raters (our participants) listen to
the anxious interviewee compared to the raters who listened to the confident interviewee. Our
results demonstrated a statistically significant group effect with a small to medium effect sizes.
Participants who rated to the anxious interviewee were rated as lower on all three job outcomes
(hireability, job suitability, and hiring recommendation), with the suitability outcome having a
slightly lower effect than the two hireability outcomes. In other words, they were considered less
hireable, job suitable, and less likely to receive an endorsement to be hired. This provides support
for our first hypothesis of anxiety. Our results match the results of Feiler and Powell’s (2013) mock
interview study. In this study, the authors also observed a negative correlation between interview
anxiety (as reported by the participant) and ratings. In addition, this finding provides support for
McCarthy and Goffin (2004) who found that interviewee anxiety negatively predicted interviewee

ratings in face-to-face interviews.

16
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One additional reference provides more information on context effect, specifically, the Masters
dissertation by Poh (2015). In this research, Poh (2015) gave her student participants two interview
assignments involving both a telephone and a one-way video interview, the order of which was
counter-balanced for all participants. In contrast to our findings, Poh (2015) anxiety was only
negatively correlated with performance in the one-way video interview, but not the telephone
interview. A number of factors may explain this, including novelty of video interviews and lack
of training in this type of interview. First, Poh’s (2015) as well as Feiler and Powell’s (2013) raters
received interview training and had prior interview experience, training that our participants did
not receive (they also had limited previous experience). And second, Poh’s (2015) trained raters
evaluated interviewees during the interview rather than having access to a recording as our sample
did. This leads us to the discussion of our second hypothesis on bias.

In the words by Boyer et al. (2017, pg. 1), “it is important for the recruiters to understand the
level at which anxiety can influence selection outcomes”. We took this suggestion further by
considering interviewer perceptions on anxiety as a source of bias. The second hypothesis
investigated the possibility of bias by also considering the role of perceived interviewee anxiety as
rated by our participants and the influence of this perception above and beyond the experimental
condition. In other words, ratings about a candidate may be subject to experimental condition
(anxious/confident candidate, H1), perceived anxiety (rater bias, H2) and rating error. This means
that unlike McCarthy and Goffin (2004), our experimental manipulation also means that we can
discern a significant effect of bias in terms of how perceived anxiety might impacts ratings in an
experimental setting when the information presented in the interviews is one and the same.

This meant any differences in interviewee ratings our research could only be attributed to the

anxiety manipulation. And when this effect is controlled for, the differences in ratings can only be
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attributed to participant rating bias when judging the interviewee’s (actor’s) level of anxiety. In
other words, rater variance is more attributable to the rater than to the interviewee (see also Scullen,
Mount, and Goff, 2000). Our results showed a strong negative effect of how anxious the
interviewees were perceived on ratings, with lower ratings being given the more anxious the
interviewers perceived the interviewee to be. These findings are in line with the negative
association between anxiety and assertiveness, which in the context of an interview, may be to the
disadvantage of the interviewee. But we should also note that our results are dependent on a
number of factors, such as the managerial position of the rater. The meta-analysis by Viswesvaran,
Ones and Schmidt (1996) showed that rater-specific factors are smaller with managers. Gender

differences may also come into play, which is why interview training is essential for interviewers.

Contribution

Our results contribute to the existing research on interviewee anxiety in two important ways. First,
we capture the effect due to interviewee (or situation-specific/actor) anxiety. Second, we examined
the anxiety perceptions our raters gained from listening to the interviewee as potential source of
bias. Our results suggest that anxiety perceptions may bias interviewers above and beyond what
we expected based on our carefully controlled experimental design.

Our findings contribute to the growing research on observer accuracy in employee selection
(Zimmerman, del Carmen Triana, and Barrick, 2010). At the same time, we need to be careful
when interpreting findings. First, as our discussion of anxiety and context indicates, different forms
of anxiety may come into play depending on the type of interview settings. This may also then
influence the generalizability and transferability of findings. Blacksmith, Willford and (2016)

propose that it is inappropriate to generalize findings from face-to-face to telephone interviews.
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Poh (2015) similarly cautioned that different interview techniques may also result in varying
outcomes.

Second, interviewer experience may have more or less detrimental effects in the interpretation
of anxiety in telephone interviews. Context (e.g., type of interview) as well as interviewer
experience may therefore jointly influence ratings. Anxiety cues (e.g., stuttering, long pauses and
repeated words/phrases) may be misinterpreted as indicators of insecurity and apprehension (e.g.,
Cook et al., 2000), leading raters to conclude that the person may be unlikely to perform well on
the job. Yet, the influence of these cues may be given less weight when less visual information is
available. Maybe a combination of telephone and video interviewing could help to avoid bias due
to missing anxiety cues. However, the question of whether or not our raters showed evidence of
bias due to inexperience or misattributions is not easily answered. We attempt an answer next. The
question then is how reliable interview ratings can be expected to be. If anxiety in interviews does
predict performance on the job (and there is some evidence of this by McCarthy et al., 2013), it
will be important to understand to what extent anxiety is perceived as anxiety, and heuristics
interviewers employ, that may also result in rater bias.

Practical Implications

A number of practical implications arise from our findings and previous discussion. First, it is in
human resource managers’ best interest to ensure better observer accuracy in employee selection
(Zimmerman et al., 2010). If video or telephone interviews are the most likely forms of interviews
to be conducted in the future, interviewer training should be revised accordingly to prevent bias
due to lack of experience with such interviews. Even interviewers experienced with face-to-face
interviews may need training to assess candidates in other forms interview settings. One practical

way to accomplish this is through the use of behavioral interviewing techniques (Barclay, 2001),
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where interviewers are trained to focus their attention on key behavioral indicators, rather than
irrelevant factors such as interviewee anxiety. This might require training the managers who
conduct interviews in their organization to recognize anxiety cues in telephone interviews and to
not let the applicant’s anxiety bias their competency rating. Consequently, training to detect
anxiety cues may be helpful (see work by Givens, 2014) for both face-to-face and telephone
interviews, as detecting anxiety appears to be a concern for both interview methods.

The second implication relates to recent technical innovations. New software running alongside
the interview may be able to identify anxiety cues better than a human interviewer, recognizing
stutters, voice changes, and other indicators. Several free speech analysis software programs exist
that could be modified for this purpose, while new programs are available to test voice stress and
even indicators for depression (see Chu, 2009). Several recent press reports also emphasize the
importance of speech analyses and voice in hiring (e.g., Heller Zaimont, 2014; Morrison, 2017).
This suggest some resources already exist that may be used as a starting point for the development
of such software to identify anxiety cues. Such software may also be a useful training tool for
interviewer training, that is, such software could be used to teach individuals with interview
anxiety how to control their voice and reduce the frequency or occurrence of anxiety indicators.
From a human resource managers’ perspective, such software and training may ensure better
accuracy in employee selection (Zimmerman et al., 2010).

And third, an established review process for interview recordings and a scoring system for
anxiety cues could help interviewers to retroactively (rather than in the moment) check for
indicators for anxiety and adjust on their ratings accordingly. Again, software could make this
particularly simple and help to assess anxiety in both contexts. Training to detect anxiety cues may

be helpful when interviewers do not have access to such software. The benefit of such procedures
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may extend from telephone to face-to-face interviews as well (see work by Givens, 2014) as
detecting anxiety appears to be a challenge in both cases. In terms of the generalizability we ought
to note that anxiety may also arise as a matter of traits and performance concerns, making it
difficult to tease apart the origin of anxiety. Not all anxiety is indicative of trait anxiety or low
assertive. Interviews are not the best instruments to measure ability, so additional selection tools

such as a works samples test may be more effective to help differentiate anxiety and ability.

Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations apply to the present studies. First, hesitation markers, stutters and similar
verbal interrupters may not be due to anxiety alone. Please note that we assessed the effect of
participants needing less time than anticipated (calculated by audio clip length and average
completion rate of questions). No significant effect emerged — length of time was not a significant
covariate in any analyses. From a methodological perspective, our outcome measures also
correlated very highly with one another. Although we used different measures, several items in
each scale tapped into similar constructs such as job suitability (e.g. Howard & Ferris, 1996;
Krueger, 2001). This suggests that the three different measures performed remarkably similar,
although hireability was meant to focus also on perceived competence, while the hiring
recommendation was meant to focus on rater’s behavioral intentions. While the results suggest
consistent findings, future researchers may wish to reduce the number of measures.

Second, the current research looked at telephone interviews alone, examining the findings from
cross-sectional student populations. In addition, the interview involved two male actors. The
decision to use male actors was based on the fact that males have been noticed to show greater

impairments in job interviews as a result of interview anxiety (Feiler and Powell, 2013), a finding
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we were mimicking in the anxious condition. It would be interesting to examine how well the
trends are replicated when the interview involves two women instead of two men. General trait
ratings often show greater bias than more concrete task (competence) ratings. More work in this
area may also reduce rater bias and inform ways to improve interviewer performance.

Third, all reports were based on self-reports (Schwarz, 1999), did not differentiate the impact
of specific anxiety cues as attempted by Feiler and Powell (2016), and featured a study design that
included only one male candidate. In realistic settings, raters interact with interviewees and will
interview multiple candidates that are male or female. This means our results may not generalize
across all settings and jobs. The importance of verbal performance may also need to be weighted
and considered. Computer scientists may not often be in customer-focused role, but work in
designated teams. Anxiety may therefore not necessarily affect performance on the job itself. As
noted above in the “Practical implications” section, seeking additional ability indicators may help
recruiters identify, by comparing the performance on two selection tools, those candidates who
may perform more poorly in telephone interviews due to anxiety rather than a lack of ability. If
performance of interviewees improved over subsequent interviews, recruiters may also be able to
narrow down whether or not anxiety stems from ability concerns or anxiety during the selection
process.

In addition, we had selected a computer science job with only a certain degree of social
interaction and leadership responsibility. It would be interesting to examine the extent to which
anxiety in interviews for jobs requiring an increasing degree of interpersonal interactions and
confidence in interaction with others (e.g., hospitality, education, or retail) is even more
detrimental to how interviewers rate potential candidates. In line with Woods et al.’s (2013) work,

we would encourage researchers to conduct interview studies with more age-diverse samples. This
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may also enable researchers to examine the dynamic influence of age as well as situation strength

(Bortfield et al., 2001).
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