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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Previous recruitment research has not paid enough attention to organizational
attraction in the first recruitment phase and has largely ignored the existence of
external recruitment sources and social influences. This doctoral dissertation
examines the impact of word-of-mouth communication as a recruitment source
on organizational attractiveness for potential applicants. An introduction to the
domain of recruitment is provided, reviewing relevant previous research. Five
overarching research questions are identified that have guided the empirical

studies presented in the following chapters.
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INTRODUCTION

In today's business environment, human capital is one of the most valuable
assets a company can have and recruitment serves the important function of
bringing the necessary talent into the organization (Barber, 1998). As
recruitment influences the quantity and quality of the applicant pool, it has
implications for all other human resources practices, such as the utility of
selection (Murphy, 1986; Saks, 2005). Despite economic upturns and
downturns, recruitment remains a crucial human resources function for at least
three reasons. First, there will always be hard-to-fill vacancies for which
organizations must compete fiercely to attract potential applicants, even in an
otherwise loose labor market. Second, the most talented job seekers continue to
have enough options to critically investigate and compare potential employers.
Therefore, organizations that wish to attract these highly desired applicants have
no choice but to participate in the "war for talent". Third, demographic trends
such as a smaller supply of younger workers and retirements among baby

boomers indicate that recruitment will be even more important in the future
(Rynes & Barber, 1990; Saks, 2005).

Accordingly, there has been a dramatic increase of research interest in
recruitment over the last thirty years. In the first edition of the Handbook of
Industrial and Organizational Psychology, a single page was sufficient to
describe the status of recruitment research at that time (Guion, 1976). By the
time of the second edition, the increased volume of recruitment research already
required an entire chapter (Rynes, 1991). In 1998, there had even been enough
recruitment studies to devote a complete book to the subject (Barber, 1998). In
recent years, there have been several other excellent reviews and critiques of
recruitment research (Breaugh & Starke, 2000; Cable & Turban, 2001;
Chapman, Uggerslev, Carroll, Piasentin, & Jones, 2005; Ehrhart & Ziegert,
2005; Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001; Rynes & Barber, 1990; Rynes & Cable,
2003; Saks, 2005; Taylor & Collins, 2000).



INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 11

Nevertheless, considerable gaps and unanswered research questions can be
identified in the recruitment literature (Barber, 1998; Breaugh & Starke, 2000;
Saks, 2005; Taylor & Collins, 2000). As much of the existing research has
focused on post-hire outcomes such as the satisfaction and performance of new
employees, surprisingly little is known about what influences organizational
attractiveness for potential applicants, a more immediate recruitment outcome
(Barber, 1998; Rynes, 1991; Turban, 2001). However, it is imperative to
understand why potential applicants decide to apply to an organization because
if they do not, they disappear from the recruitment process and cannot be
reached by later recruitment or selection activities. Therefore, there have been
numerous calls for more research about organizational attraction in the first
recruitment phase (Barber, 1998; Breaugh & Starke, 2000; Collins & Han, 2004;
Collins & Stevens, 2002; Rynes, 1991; Rynes & Barber, 1990; Rynes & Cable,
2003; Saks, 2005; Taylor & Collins, 2000; Turban, 2001). For instance, Rynes
(1991) stated that "the principal recommendation with respect to dependent
variables would be to accord the immediate objective of recruitment - applicant

attraction - higher priority in future research" (p. 435).

The source through which potential applicants receive employment information
(e.g., job advertisement) is one of the factors that might influence their attraction
to the organization, but unfortunately most studies have examined the effects of
recruitment sources on post-hire outcomes only (Barber, 1998; Breaugh &
Starke, 2000; Rynes, 1991; Rynes & Barber, 1990; Rynes & Cable, 2003;
Zottoli & Wanous, 2000). In addition, previous research has largely ignored the
existence of external or company-independent recruitment sources such as
publicity and word-of-mouth (Cable & Turban, 2001; Collins & Stevens, 2002).
In fact, Cable and Turban (2001) suggested that:

Any information source, ranging from company's brand advertisement to
friends' word-of-mouth, has the potential to affect job seekers' employer
knowledge (Cable et al., 2000). Unfortunately, several sources of
organizational information suggested by the marketing literature have been

relatively ignored in past recruitment research. (p. 132)
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The lack of research about the impact of word-of-mouth on organizational
attractiveness is especially startling. Even though it is generally recognized that
potential applicants often consult family or friends about jobs and organizations,
most studies have treated potential applicants as individual decision-makers in
social isolation (Barber, 1998; Cable & Turban, 2001; Highhouse & Hoffman,
2001; Kilduft, 1990, 1992; Ryan, Sacco, McFarland, & Kriska, 2000; Rynes,
Bretz, & Gerhart, 1991). Kilduff (1990) asserted that "a good example of
scholarly neglect of social influences on behavior occurs in the area of
organizational choice" (p. 271). Ryan et al. (2000) stated that "several streams of
research suggest the importance of considering the influence of others in
examining behavior during a hiring process, yet little research has been
conducted in this area" (p. 166). Indeed, on the basis of their review of the
recruitment literature, Highhouse and Hoffman (2001) concluded that "although
it has been over 30 years since Soelberg (1967, p. 23) referred to social
influence as the 'single most promising direction' for job-choice research, very

little attention has been given to this topic" (p.47).

Therefore, the main objective of this doctoral dissertation is to examine the
impact of word-of-mouth as an external recruitment source on organizational
attractiveness for potential applicants. This chapter provides an introduction to
the domain of recruitment and an overview of relevant previous research. On the
basis of this literature review, the research questions guiding the present
dissertation are identified at the end of the chapter. In addition, an outline of the
empirical studies in this dissertation is presented and their relation to the

research objectives is discussed.

RECRUITMENT

Recruitment consists of "those practices and activities carried on by the
organization with the primary purpose of identifying and attracting potential
employees" (Barber, 1998, p. 5). Three phases can be delineated within the
recruitment process as potential applicants turn into actual applicants and finally

become selectees. In the first phase, recruitment is aimed at the applicant
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population or "the group from which the organization can recruit given the
choices it has made regarding recruitment (e.g., decisions to target a particular
segment of the labor market or to use a particular source)" (Barber, 1998, p. 13).
During this phase, both organizations and potential applicants look for limited
information about numerous possibilities and there is little interpersonal contact.
The objective of the first phase is not a final choice, but a screening to reduce
the number of possible applicants or jobs. The second phase focuses on the
applicant pool or "those individuals from the applicant population who choose to
apply to the organization" (Barber, 1998, p. 13). Both organizations and
applicants search for in-depth information about the remaining possibilities and
there is more interpersonal contact. The second phase results in a final choice
made by the organization about whom to hire. In the last phase, the selectees or
"those individuals from the applicant pool who are actually offered
employment" (Barber, 1998, p. 13) decide whether to accept or reject job offers.
Recruitment has a distinct function in each of these phases. In the first phase,
recruitment aims to identify potential applicants and persuade them to apply to
the organization. In the second phase, recruitment tries to persuade applicants to
remain interested until the organization makes its final choice. Finally, in the
third phase, recruitment wants to persuade selectees to accept job offers and

become new employees.

It follows from the description of the different recruitment phases that
recruitment by organizations and job search by individuals are inextricably
connected. Surprisingly, these two research domains have developed relatively
independent from each other, in spite of the obvious similarities. The job search
process is generally conceptualized as consisting of two distinct phases (Blau,
1994). In the preparatory job search phase, individuals (i.e., potential applicants)
gather information about potential job leads through various sources. In the
active job search phase, individuals (i.e., applicants) contact and apply to

prospective employers.

The first recruitment phase is of crucial importance because if potential

applicants decide not to apply, they never enter the subsequent recruitment
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phases. Organizational attractiveness represents an attitudinal construct that can
already be measured in the first phase of recruitment and that has been found to
be related to actual application and job choice decisions in later stages
(Chapman et al., 2005; Collins & Stevens, 2002; Highhouse, Lievens, & Sinar,
2003; Judge & Cable, 1997; Powell & Goulet, 1996; Turban, Campion, &
Eyring, 1995). Despite numerous calls for more research, many interesting
questions about the effects of initial recruitment activities on organizational
attractiveness remain unaddressed (Barber, 1998; Breaugh & Starke, 2000;
Collins & Han, 2004; Collins & Stevens, 2002; Rynes, 1991; Rynes & Barber,
1990; Rynes & Cable, 2003; Saks, 2005; Taylor & Collins, 2000; Turban,
2001).

ORGANIZATIONAL ATTRACTIVENESS

In the narrow sense, organizational attractiveness refers to an individual's
attitude towards an organization as an employer, as expressed by a typical item
"I would like to work for this organization" (Highhouse et al., 2003). In a
broader sense, organizational attractiveness can also encompass an individual's
intentions towards an organization as an employer, exemplified by items such as
"I would exert a great deal of effort to work for this organization". Most
previous recruitment studies have used a single measure of organizational
attractiveness combining attitude and intention items (e.g., Turban & Keon,
1993).

In the broadest sense, organizational prestige or perceived reputation could be
considered as a component of organizational attractiveness as well. Prestige
refers to a perceived social consensus on the degree to which an organization's
characteristics are regarded as either positive or negative, which is illustrated by
items such as "This organization probably has a reputation as being an excellent
employer" (Highhouse et al., 2003). Previous research has typically studied
prestige as a distinct construct, measured separately from organizational
attractiveness (e.g., Cable & Turban, 2003).
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PERSPECTIVES ON ORGANIZATIONAL ATTRACTIVENESS

DECISION MAKING PERSPECTIVE

Organizational attraction research from a decision making perspective studies
how job seekers make application and job choice decisions. One stream of
research has focused on the content of job choice to discover which specific
attributes influence job choice. Another research stream emphasizes the process
of job choice to find out how these attributes are combined into an ultimate
choice. Highhouse and Hoffman (2001) provide an excellent review of previous
research about both these aspects of the decision making perspective on

organizational attractiveness.

With respect to the content of job choice, both job and organizational
characteristics and recruitment activities have been found to influence
organizational attractiveness and job choice (Barber, 1998; Boswell, Roehling,
LePine, & Moynihan, 2003; Breaugh & Starke, 2000; Chapman et al., 2005;
Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001; Rynes, 1991; Rynes & Barber, 1990; Rynes &
Cable, 2003; Saks, 2005; Taylor & Collins, 2000). Although changing job and
organizational characteristics might be a more effective strategy for increasing
organizational attraction, altering recruitment activities may be more efficient
because it is easier and less costly to achieve (Rynes & Barber, 1990). Signaling
theory postulates that decision makers faced with uncertainty and incomplete
information use the information that they do have as the basis for making
inferences about missing information (Barber, 1998; Spence, 1973). This
implies that recruitment activities are likely to have a greater effect on
application decisions than on final job choice because job seekers in the first
phase of recruitment typically possess only limited information about the job
opportunity. Therefore, they may use recruitment activities as signals of
important job and organizational characteristics. Rynes et al. (1991) and Barber
and Roehling (1993) found strong empirical support for the premises of
signaling theory. The impact of recruitment activities on organizational

attractiveness is discussed in more detail later in this literature review.
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Process-oriented studies have focused more on final job choice than on initial
application decisions (Barber, 1998). One of the more popular process models of
job choice has been Vroom's (1966) application of expectancy theory. Basically,
this model asserts that job attractiveness is based on the attractiveness of
attributes (i.e., valence) and the likelihood that these attributes will be present in
the job (i.e., instrumentality). The valence of each attribute is multiplied by its
instrumentality and these products are summed to generate an overall
attractiveness score. Job seekers will exert the most effort to obtain jobs that
maximize the product of this attractiveness score and the perceived probability
that effort will lead to the desired job (i.e., expectancy). Reviews of research
about expectancy theory suggest that it is fairly successful in predicting job
choice (Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001; Wanous, Keon, & Latack, 1983).
However, it might be less useful to predict application decisions (Barber, 1998;
Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001). On the one hand, the first recruitment phase is
characterized by screening instead of final choice (Barber, 1998). On the other
hand, not all job attributes seem to be considered in a compensatory way, as
suggested by expectancy theory (Barber & Roehling, 1993; Osborn, 1990).
Potential applicants seem to use some attributes as noncompensatory screening
variables (i.e., jobs are rejected if they do not meet minimum requirements) and
allow for trade-offs among other attributes (Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001). An
alternative model that takes these considerations into account is Soelberg's
(1967) generalizable decision processing theory. This theory suggests that the
initial screening of jobs occurs on the basis of a few noncompensatory attributes.
In later decision stages, more information is sought about the "implicit favorites"
to rationalize these initial choices. However, there has not been sufficient
empirical research to validate this model (Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001; Power
& Aldag, 1985).

PERSON-ORGANIZATION FIT PERSPECTIVE

The person-organization fit perspective postulates that potential applicants are
more likely to be attracted to organizations with characteristics compatible with

their own characteristics (for reviews, see Kristof, 1996; Kristof-Brown,
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Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005; Van Vianen, 2005; Verquer, Beehr, & Wagner,
2002). This 1s in line with Schneider's (1987) attraction-selection-attrition
framework, which proposes that different kinds of organizations attract, select,
and retain different kinds of people (see also Schneider, Goldstein, & Smith,
1995). More specifically, job seekers are attracted to organizations that match
their own personal attributes, organizations select people who match the
attributes of the people already working for the organization, and employees
who do not fit well are expected to leave the organization. Therefore, the
person-organization fit perspective represents an extension of the content-
oriented decision making perspective in that the attributes influencing
organizational attractiveness are not assumed to be the same for all job seekers.
This implies that potential applicants will react differently to an organization's
recruitment activities depending on their personal characteristics such as their
personality, needs, values, preferences, and goals. There has been considerable
empirical support indicating that the effects of job and organizational
characteristics and recruitment activities on organizational attractiveness are
indeed moderated by individual difference variables (Cable & Judge, 1994,
1996; Dineen, Ash, & Noe, 2002; Honeycutt & Rosen, 1997; Judge & Bretz,
1992; Judge & Cable, 1997; Kristof-Brown et al., 2005; Lievens, Decaesteker,
Coetsier, & Geirnaert, 2001; Moss & Frieze, 1993; Ng & Burke, 2005;
Ramamoorthy & Carroll, 1998; Rau & Hyland, 2002, 2003; Rentsch &
McEwen, 2002; Schein & Diamante, 1988; Tom, 1971; Trank, Rynes, & Bretz,
2002; Turban & Keon, 1993; Turban, Lau, Ngo, Chow, & Si, 2001). For
instance, Judge and Cable (1997) found that potential applicants scoring high on
extraversion were more attracted to organizations with a team-oriented culture

than potential applicants scoring low on extraversion.

Two different kinds of fit can be distinguished: objective person-organization fit
or the actual congruence between individual and organizational characteristics
and subjective person-organization fit or the individual's own perception of the
degree of fit with the organization (Kristof, 1996). Judge and Cable (1997)
found that both objective and subjective fit were related to organizational

attractiveness and more specifically, that subjective fit mediated the effect of
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objective fit on attractiveness. On the basis of a meta-analytic review, Verquer et
al. (2003) concluded that subjective fit had better predictive validity for work
attitudes than objective fit, leading them to suggest that it might be more

efficient to use measures of subjective fit in future studies.

MARKETING PERSPECTIVE

One of the recruitment strategies suggested by the American Management
Association's Executive Forum on Solutions to the Labor Shortage Crisis was to
use marketing concepts in recruitment and to view potential applicants as a key
customer group (Capowski, 1997). Applying a marketing metaphor to
recruitment research (for a review of the recruitment literature from a marketing
perspective, see Cable & Turban, 2001) is based on the conceptual parallels
between the two disciplines. In both marketing and recruitment, organizations
compete to attract a limited number of individuals. These individuals expend
resources to gather and process ambiguous information, and invest resources in
a chosen alternative. Communication and persuasion are inherent in both
processes (Cable & Turban, 2001). Therefore, potential applicants and
application decisions can be compared to consumers and buying decisions
(Maurer, Howe, & Lee, 1992).

A number of studies have fruitfully applied marketing concepts to recruitment
issues, demonstrating that a marketing metaphor can provide an innovative and
theory-driven approach to understanding organizational attractiveness (Cable,
Aiman-Smith, Mulvey, & Edwards, 2000; Cable & Turban, 2003; Collins &
Han, 2004; Collins & Stevens, 2002; Hanssens & Levien, 1983; Highhouse,
Beadle, Gallo, & Miller, 1998; Larsen & Phillips, 2002; Lievens & Highhouse,
2003; Maurer et al., 1992; Perkins, Thomas, & Taylor, 2000; Roberson, Collins,
& Oreg, 2005; Slaughter, Zickar, Highhouse, & Mohr, 2004). For example,
borrowing from research on low and high involvement marketing strategies,
Collins and Han (2004) demonstrated that low involvement recruitment
practices (e.g., sponsorship) resulted in higher applicant pool quantity and
quality for organizations with lower levels of corporate advertising and

reputation, whereas high involvement recruitment practices (e.g., detailed
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recruitment advertisements) were more effective for organizations with higher

levels of corporate advertising and reputation.

RECRUITMENT ACTIVITIES

In order to enhance organizational attractiveness, recruitment typically involves
that a particular message about the organization as an employer is
communicated to a target group of potential applicants through a specific
channel or source (Rynes & Barber, 1990). Therefore, choosing a recruitment
message and choosing a recruitment source represent two important recruitment

activities.

RECRUITMENT MESSAGE

A crucial aspect of the recruitment message concerns the job and organizational
characteristics that are being described. Previous research has demonstrated that
information about attributes such as location, industry, size, salary and benefits,
type of work, work environment, advancement and educational opportunities,
diversity management, human resource systems, social consciousness, culture,
image, reputation, and position scarcity, influences organizational attractiveness
(Barber & Roehling, 1993; Boswell et al.,, 2003; Chapman et al., 2005;
Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001; Rynes & Cable, 2003).

In addition, informational characteristics seem to affect organizational
attractiveness as well. More specifically, previous research found that the
amount, specificity, and uniqueness of the provided information were positively
related to organizational attractiveness (Barber, 1998; Barber & Roehling, 1993;
Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001).

Finally, a lot of research attention has been paid to the realism of the recruitment
message. The underlying concern is that providing overly favorable information
to potential applicants leads to unrealistic expectations among new employees
that cannot be met, causing them to leave the organization (Breaugh & Starke,

2000). The general conclusion from empirical research is that presenting a
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realistic job preview (i.e., both favorable and unfavorable information) to
potential applicants can result in lower initial expectations, lower turnover,
higher performance, and higher satisfaction; although these effects are rather
modest (Hom, Griffeth, Palich, & Bracker, 1998; Meglino, Ravlin, & DeN:isi,
2000; Phillips, 1998; Premack & Wanous, 1985). Even though the research
focus has been on post-hire outcomes, there is some evidence that realistic job
previews can have a negative effect on organizational attractiveness, especially
for higher quality potential applicants (Bretz & Judge, 1998; Meglino et al.,
2000; for a divergent view see Thorsteinson, Palmer, Wulff, & Anderson, 2004).

RECRUITMENT SOURCE

Organizations can choose from a wide range of information sources to
communicate their message to the applicant population such as advertising,
websites, employee referrals, employment agencies, campus recruitment, and
job fairs. Although the effectiveness of recruitment sources is one of the most
intensely researched aspects of recruitment, the focus has been on post-hire
instead of pre-hire outcomes (Barber, 1998; Rynes & Cable, 2003). For the past
thirty years, the main finding has been that employees recruited through
informal sources such as employee referrals and direct applications show higher
job satisfaction, better job performance, and lower turnover than employees
recruited through formal sources such as newspaper advertisements and
employment agencies (Breaugh, 1981; Breaugh & Starke, 2000; Saks, 2005;
Ullman, 1966; Zottoli & Wanous, 2000). Two major theoretical explanations for
these source differences have been investigated, both of which have received
some empirical support (Blau, 1990; Breaugh & Mann, 1984; Griffeth, Hom,
Fink & Cohen, 1997; Moser, 2005; Saks, 1994; Taylor & Schmidt, 1983;
Werbel & Landau, 1996; Williams, Labig, & Stone, 1993; Zottoli & Wanous,
2000). The realistic information hypothesis states that informal sources might
provide more accurate and specific information about what the job entails than
formal sources. Not only does the more realistic information allow applicants to
apply for jobs that better fit their interests and skills, it also tempers their

expectations avoiding disappointment upon hiring. The individual differences
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hypothesis proposes that informal sources might reach other types of applicants
than formal sources. These pre-existing differences would then explain the later

differences between new employees recruited through different sources.

Even though the relationships between recruitment sources and post-hire
outcomes have received the most research attention, some studies indicate that
recruitment sources can also have differential effects on pre-hire outcomes such
as organizational attractiveness, application decisions, job choice decisions, and
quantity and quality of the applicant pool, with informal sources generally
outperforming formal sources (Allen, Van Scotter, & Otondo, 2004; Breaugh,
Greising, Taggart, & Chen, 2003; Collins & Han, 2004; Collins & Stevens,
2002; Kirnan, Farley, & Geisinger, 1989; Williams et al., 1993).

In addition to the focus on post-hire outcomes, the study of recruitment sources
has suffered from a number of other methodological weaknesses, on the basis of
which Zottoli and Wanous (2000) formulated some important suggestions for
future research. First of all, other effectiveness criteria that have often been
ignored in the past should be considered, such as organizational attractiveness
(Barber, 1998; Breaugh & Starke, 2000). This implies that the effect of
recruitment sources should be studied among potential applicants instead of
applicants, selectees, or new employees. Second, additional theoretical
explanations or mediating process variables should be considered for expected
source effects, especially on organizational attractiveness (Breaugh & Starke,
2000). Next, differences between recruitment sources have to be investigated at
three levels of specificity: between theoretically relevant categories, but also
between individual sources across and within categories, and even within
sources (e.g., newspaper versus radio advertisements). Fourth, future studies
need to take into account that individuals can use more than one source to obtain
job and organizational information and that they can vary in the extent to which
they use a particular source (Rynes & Cable, 2003; Saks & Ashforth, 1997).
Finally, a wider variety of recruitment sources has to be examined including
web-based recruitment (Saks, 2005; Taylor & Collins, 2000). In line with these
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suggestions, the next section introduces three new perspectives that can guide

future research on recruitment sources and organizational attractiveness.

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON RECRUITMENT SOURCES

CABLE AND TURBAN'S (2001) CLASSIFICATION OF RECRUITMENT SOURCES

Cable and Turban (2001) borrowed from the marketing literature to develop a
new conceptual framework of the sources of potential applicants' employer
knowledge. One of the most important premises of their model is that
organizational attractiveness can be influenced by job and organizational
information from a broad array of sources, not restricted to the ones
organizations intentionally incorporate in their recruitment activities. Their
classification of recruitment sources consists of two major dimensions, resulting
in four distinct categories (see Table 1 for an example of a typical source in each
category). The internal-external dimension refers to the degree of control the
organization has of the information source. Internal or company-dependent
sources are part of the organization's recruitment activities and can be directly
managed to communicate a positive message to potential applicants. On the
contrary, external or company-independent sources can only be influenced
indirectly through other recruitment activities and can contain positive as well as
negative information. Although both kinds of sources can influence
organizational attractiveness, very little research has investigated the effects of
external sources such as publicity and word-of-mouth (Cable & Turban, 2001;
Collins & Stevens, 2002). The experiential-informational dimension represents
the degree to which the source allows potential applicants to acquire information

through personal, vivid media versus impersonal, pallid media.

Table 1. Classification of Recruitment Sources (Cable & Turban, 2001).

Internal External

Informational Recruitment advertising Publicity

Experiential Recruiter Word-of-mouth
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THE ACCESSIBILITY-DIAGNOSTICITY MODEL

The accessibility-diagnosticity model (Feldman & Lynch, 1988; Herr, Kardes, &
Kim, 1991) can serve as a new theoretical framework to formulate predictions
about the effects of recruitment sources on organizational attractiveness. This
model posits that the likelihood that information is used to form an evaluation is
determined by the accessibility of that information in memory, the diagnosticity
of that information, and by the accessibility and diagnosticity of other
information. The vividness of the information provided by the source is an
important determinant of its accessibility. An information source is perceived as
diagnostic if it helps to discriminate between alternative hypotheses,
interpretations, or categorizations. In other words, a recruitment source is
diagnostic if it helps potential applicants to decide whether a specific

organization would be a good or bad employer for them.

One of the predictions that can be derived from the accessibility-diagnosticity
model is that experiential sources are likely to have a greater impact on
organizational attractiveness than informational sources because they are more
easily accessible in memory due to their more personal and vivid nature (Herr et
al., 1991). The model also offers explanations for the effects of multiple
recruitment sources, an area in need of further research attention (Cable &
Turban, 2001; Collins & Han, 2004; Collins & Stevens, 2002). For instance, the
order in which potential applicants are exposed to recruitment sources is
expected to moderate their effect on organizational attractiveness. The
accessibility-diagnosticity model proposes that earlier information is more
diagnostic than later information and therefore has a greater impact on final
judgments. People often overestimate the validity of prior impressions and
interpret subsequent information in light of earlier evaluations (Herr et al., 1991;
Smith & Vogt, 1995; Wooten & Reed, 1998). Finally, the model can take into
account that the information provided by external sources can be positive as well
as negative. In this respect, the accessibility-diagnosticity model posits that

negative information is more diagnostic and therefore more influential than
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positive or neutral information, especially in a marketing or recruitment

environment that is predominantly positive (Herr et al., 1991).

THE SOURCE CREDIBILITY FRAMEWORK

An alternative theoretical explanation for the effects of recruitment sources is
provided by the source credibility framework, which postulates that more
credible sources of information are more persuasive in both changing attitudes
and gaining behavioral compliance (Eisend, 2004; Pornpitakpan, 2004).
Perceived credibility is based on perceptions of accuracy, appropriateness, and
believability of the information received from the source (Allen et al., 2004;
Eisend, 2004). This theory implies that recruitment sources vary in the degree to
which potential applicants perceive them as providing credible employment
information, which in turn might explain their different effects on recruitment
outcomes (Allen et al., 2004; Breaugh & Starke, 2000; Cable & Turban, 2001;
Fisher, Ilgen, & Hoyer, 1979). Compared to internal recruitment sources,
external sources might be perceived as providing more credible information
because they do not have the explicit purpose to promote the organization
(Cable & Turban, 2001; Fisher et al., 1979).

A NEW RECRUITMENT SOURCE:
WORD-OF-MOUTH COMMUNICATION

SOCIAL INFLUENCES ON ORGANIZATIONAL ATTRACTIVENESS

Although several studies have indicated that social influences on organizational
attractiveness are potentially large, little systematic research has been conducted
in this area (Barber, 1998; Cable & Turban, 2001; Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001;
Kilduff, 1990, 1992; Ryan et al., 2000; Rynes et al., 1991). Moreover, it is hard
to find an unequivocal definition of what exactly is meant by "social influences"
and normative and informational social influences are often intertwined
(Higgins, 2001).
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Normative social influences result from a pressure to conform to certain
expectations held by another person or group and are motivated by desires for
self-maintenance or external rewards. The internal processes operating here are
identification and compliance (Cohen & Golden, 1972; Wooten & Reed, 1998).
Informational social influences refer to accepting information provided by
others as evidence about reality and are motivated by desires for problem-
solving or coping with one's environment. This type of influence operates
through internalization (Cohen & Golden, 1972; Wooten & Reed, 1998).

Even though recruitment research typically does not distinguish between these
different kinds of social influences, it is sometimes possible to discern the major
focus of the study. For instance, Liden and Parsons' finding (1986) that parental
and peer pressure on young applicants to accept a job was significantly related
to job acceptance intentions, provides evidence for normative social influences
on organizational attractiveness. The theories that are most often used to
examine normative social influences in a recruitment context are the theory of
reasoned action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) and the theory of planned behavior
(Ajzen, 1991) (e.g., van Hooft, Born, Taris, & van der Flier, 2004). According to
these theories, beliefs about the normative expectations of others and the
motivation to comply with these expectations result in perceived social pressure

or subjective norm.

Less recruitment studies are found that clearly focus on informational social
influences. For instance, Fisher et al. (1979) explicitly studied other people as a
source of information about jobs and organizations, using the source credibility
framework as a conceptual background. They found that friends were perceived
as more credible and more influential sources than recruiters. Another example
is provided by the finding of Rynes et al. (1991) that a quarter of interviewed job
seekers based their initial perception of a positive fit with the organization on
information they got from friends or acquaintances already working for that
organization. They proposed signaling theory as an explanation for these results,
stating that job seekers used this social information as the basis for making

inferences about unknown organizational characteristics.
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However, most studies in this area have examined only the outcomes and not the
antecedents of social influences, which makes it difficult to establish what kind
of social processes were involved to produce those outcomes. For instance,
Kilduff (1990) reported that MBA students who perceived each other as similar
or as personal friends, tended to interview with the same employing
organizations. Yet, this finding could have resulted from normative social
influences (e.g., complying with the dominant employer choice of the peer
group for desire of belonging to it) just as well as from informational social
influences (e.g., accepting peer evaluations of these organizations as reality).
The same is true for Turban's (2001) conclusion that perceptions of an
organization by university personnel were related to students' attraction to that

organization.

Conversely, the marketing literature has since long recognized the importance of
social influences on consumer behavior and makes a clear distinction between
normative and informational social influences. With respect to informational
social influences, the concept of word-of-mouth communication plays a key role
(Dichter, 1966). Word-of-mouth is commonly defined as an interpersonal
communication, independent of the organization's marketing activities, about an
organization or its products (Bone, 1995). Generally, research has found a large
influence of word-of-mouth on consumer attitudes and behavior, usually larger

than the impact of marketing communication (Bone, 1995; Herr et al., 1991;
Hogan, Lemon, & Libai, 2004; Smith & Vogt, 1995).

WORD-OF-MOUTH COMMUNICATION AS A RECRUITMENT SOURCE

Word-of-mouth communication as a recruitment source can be defined as an
interpersonal communication, independent of the organization's recruitment
activities, about an organization as an employer or about specific jobs (Bone,
1995; Cable et al.,, 2000; Collins & Stevens, 2002). Examples include

conversations with friends and advice from independent experts.

The definition identifies the three key characteristics of word-of-mouth. First,

word-of-mouth is clearly a social phenomenon as it occurs between people, in
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an informal manner (Bone, 1995). Therefore, it represents an experiential
recruitment source. Second, given that the focus is on transferring information,
word-of-mouth represents a particular type of informational social influence.
Finally, word-of-mouth is an external or company-independent information
source that is not under the direct control of the organization (Cable & Turban,
2001). It can only be influenced indirectly through other recruitment activities
such as campus recruitment, building relationships with key influentials and
opinion leaders (e.g., career counselor or class president), employee referral
programs (e.g., providing referral bonuses), employee testimonials, or

internships.

In addition to these defining characteristics, word-of-mouth can vary across at
least four other dimensions that are likely to influence its effects. First, even
though word-of-mouth is typically associated with face-to-face communication,
it can be provided through all sorts of media such as the telephone or the internet
(Dellarocas, 2003; Herr et al., 1991; Smith & Vogt, 1995). Second, as long as
they are operating independently of the organization, everyone can provide
word-of-mouth information including friends, family, and even complete
strangers (Brown & Reingen, 1987; Smith & Vogt, 1995). Third, word-of-mouth
can be based on motives of the source as well as the recipient, and even on
coincidence (Mangold, Miller, & Brockway, 1999). Finally, as word-of-mouth is
an external source that does not have the explicit purpose to promote the
organization, it can contain both positive and negative information (Bone, 1995;
Cable & Turban, 2001; Herr et al., 1991; Smith & Vogt, 1995). Therefore, it is
important to take the valence of word-of-mouth into account when measuring its
effects on organizational attractiveness (Collins & Stevens, 2002). Both positive
and negative word-of-mouth have been found to influence consumers' attraction
to products in marketing research (Bone, 1995; Herr et al., 1991; Smith & Vogt,
1995).

These dimensions clarify how word-of-mouth relates to two other concepts that
have been used in previous research. In fact, employee referrals and networking

represent particular types of word-of-mouth. Whereas everyone can provide
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word-of-mouth, employee referrals are restricted to information provided by an
employee of the organization (Zottoli & Wanous, 2000). Moreover, employee
referrals typically contain only positive information as the organization is
recommended to potential applicants. Similarly, networking refers to one
specific kind of word-of-mouth. While word-of-mouth can be initiated by the
source as well as the recipient or can even occur coincidentally, networking
consists of word-of-mouth initiated by job seekers with the explicit intention to

gather information about potential jobs (Wanberg, Kanfer, & Banas, 2000).

Research about word-of-mouth as a recruitment source is scarce. Cable et al.
(2000) found that using word-of-mouth as an information source did not
influence the accuracy of applicants' beliefs about organizational culture.
However, the effects on organizational attractiveness were not measured.
Collins and Stevens (2002) found a strong effect of positive word-of-mouth on
organizational attractiveness. However, negative word-of-mouth was not

considered.

The next sections introduce a number of individual differences and situational
variables that could be incorporated in future research to gain a better

understanding of word-of-mouth communication as a recruitment source.

WORD-OF-MOUTH AND INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES

Some potential applicants may be more likely than others to rely on word-of-
mouth for obtaining employment information. The most prevalent taxonomy of
individual differences identifies five broad personality factors, namely
extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, and
openness to experience (Digman, 1990; Goldberg, 1990). Two of these Big Five
personality factors seem conceptually most useful for predicting the use of
word-of-mouth as a recruitment source, namely extraversion and
conscientiousness. Extraversion refers to the extent to which a person is
sociable, gregarious, assertive, talkative, and active (Barrick & Mount, 1991).
People with high levels of extraversion prefer social situations in which they can

interact with others. Potential applicants higher in extraversion probably make



INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 29

more use of word-of-mouth for two reasons. First, given their characteristics,
extraverts are likely to have larger social networks through which word-of-
mouth information might be provided (cf., Russell, Booth, Reed, & Laughlin,
1997). Second, even if their networks would be equally large, extraverts would
still interact more frequently with other people increasing the likelihood of
employment-related word-of-mouth to occur (cf., Caldwell & Burger, 1998).

Conscientiousness reflects dependability (i.e., being careful, thorough,
responsible, organized, and planful) and having a high will to achieve (i.e.,
being hardworking, achievement-oriented, and persevering) (Barrick & Mount,
1991; Digman, 1990). Potential applicants higher in conscientiousness are likely
to make more use of word-of-mouth because they tend to be more motivated and
more persistent. Therefore, they will probably try harder to obtain word-of-
mouth information in addition to internal recruitment sources such as advertising
to get a more complete and balanced picture of the organization (cf., Caldwell &
Burger, 1998). In support of these theoretical assumptions, Wanberg et al.
(2000) found that of all Big Five personality factors only extraversion and
conscientiousness were significant predictors of the intentional use of word-of-

mouth as a job search method (i.e., networking).

As another possible determinant of using word-of-mouth, core self-evaluations
refer to the fundamental evaluations that people make about themselves and
their functioning in their environment (Judge, Van Vianen, & De Pater, 2004). It
represents a broad, latent, higher order concept indicated by four traits: self-
esteem, generalized self-efficacy, emotional stability, and locus of control
(Judge, Erez, Bono, & Thoresen, 2003). People with positive core self-
evaluations appraise themselves in a consistently positive manner across
situations and view themselves as capable, worthy, and in control of their lives
(Judge et al., 2004). As a result, they perform better, are more motivated, persist
more, and strive harder to achieve goals than individuals with negative core self-
evaluations (Erez & Judge, 2001; Judge & Bono, 2001; Judge et al., 2004).
Therefore, potential applicants with positive core self-evaluations are likely to

make more use of word-of-mouth as a means to achieve their goal of finding a
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job. Even though the relationship between core self-evaluations and word-of-
mouth has not yet been investigated, Wanberg, Glomb, Song, and Sorenson
(2005) found that more positive core self-evaluations were associated with

higher intensity and persistence of general job search behavior over time.

In addition to these broad personality factors, a more specific personality trait
such as self-monitoring might also be related to the use of word-of-mouth as a
recruitment source. People differ in the extent to which they monitor their self-
presentation in social settings and interpersonal relationships (Day, Schleicher,
Unckless, & Hiller, 2002). Individuals high in self-monitoring regulate their
expressive self-presentation for the sake of desired public appearances (Snyder
& Gangestad, 1986). Conversely, the expressive self-presentation of low self-
monitors is not controlled by deliberate attempts to appear situationally
appropriate but reflects their own inner attitudes, emotions, and dispositions
(Gangestad & Snyder, 2000). Given that high self-monitors are more responsive
to social and interpersonal cues of situationally appropriate performances, they
are more likely to seek out social information through word-of-mouth than low
self-monitors (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000; Snyder & Gangestad, 1986).
Furthermore, given that they are more susceptible to social information, the
effect of word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness might be greater for
potential applicants high in self-monitoring (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000; Snyder
& Gangestad, 1986). In support of these theoretical arguments, Kilduff (1992)
found that high self-monitors were more similar to their friends in their

application decisions than low self-monitors.

WORD-OF-MOUTH AND SITUATIONAL VARIABLES

The use of word-of-mouth is not only determined by the characteristics of the
recipient (i.e., individual differences) but also by the characteristics of the source
(i.e., situational variables) (Bansal & Voyer, 2000; Bone, 1995; Mangold et al.,
1999). More specifically, word-of-mouth information can come from a lot of
different sources. Instead of investigating a long list of possible sources (e.g.,

neighbor, friend, father, coworker, employee, and so forth), it makes more sense
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to conceptually distinguish the characteristics of those sources that are likely to
influence the extent to which potential applicants rely on them for obtaining
employment information. Social network theory suggests that both the structure
and the composition of potential applicants' social network might influence their
use of word-of-mouth (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Mouw, 2003). A first key
component of network structure is network size or the total number of people to
whom an individual is tied (Seibert, Kraimer, & Liden, 2001). All else being
equal, as potential applicants know more people, there is a greater likelihood of
employment-related word-of-mouth to occur. A second important aspect of
social network structure consists of the strength of the ties in the network
(Granovetter, 1973). Tie strength can be defined as the closeness of the social
relationship between the source and the recipient of word-of-mouth information
(Brown & Reingen, 1987). Close friends are an example of strong ties, whereas
seldom-contacted acquaintances represent weak ties. Word-of-mouth coming
from a stronger tie is likely to be used more often because stronger ties are more
readily available and result in more frequent interaction through which word-of-
mouth information can be provided (Reingen & Kernan, 1986). In addition,
given that strong ties are usually perceived as more credible than weak ties, the
effect of word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness might be greater for
stronger ties (Bansal & Voyer, 2000; Brown & Reingen, 1987; Pornpitakpan,
2004).

Network composition refers to the characteristics of the other people in an
individual's social network (Adler & Kwon, 2002). It reflects the quality of the
information that can be provided by the word-of-mouth source and is often
operationalized in terms of socio-economic and occupational status (Reingold,
1999; Seibert et al., 2001). Another important characteristic of word-of-mouth
sources is their expertise with respect to the organization. Potential applicants
will probably rely more on word-of-mouth sources who work for the
organization or have personal experiences with the organization because they
are perceived as more knowledgeable and thus more likely to provide accurate
employment information (cf., Bansal & Voyer, 2000; Bone, 1995; Fisher et al.,

1979). Even though the effects of social network components on word-of-mouth
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have not yet been examined, previous research has indicated that both the
structure and composition of job seekers' social network are associated with the
likelihood of finding a job (Brass, Galaskiewicz, Greve, & Tsai, 2004).

In addition to source characteristics, the use and impact of word-of-mouth might
also be affected by other context variables such as the content of the recruitment
message and the presence of other recruitment sources. First, the source
credibility framework (Eisend, 2004; Pornpitakpan, 2004) postulates that the
communicated message will moderate the effect of source credibility on
persuasion. Specifically, word-of-mouth should have a greater impact if it
provides a more credible recruitment message. Second, the accessibility-
diagnosticity model predicts that the order of exposure to different recruitment
sources moderates their effects on organizational attractiveness, implying that
word-of-mouth might have a greater influence when it is provided earlier rather
than later in the job seeking process (Herr et al., 1991; Smith & Vogt, 1995;
Wooten & Reed, 1998).

THE PRESENT DISSERTATION

Previous recruitment research has typically examined individual potential
applicants in social isolation. The present dissertation addresses this gap in the
recruitment literature by investigating the impact of word-of-mouth
communication as an external recruitment source on organizational
attractiveness in the applicant population. Five empirical studies were carried

out to provide an answer to five general research questions.

Research question 1: What is the influence of positive and negative word-of-

mouth on organizational attractiveness (and other relevant outcomes)?

Research question 2: How do other recruitment sources relate to the effects
of word-of-mouth?

Research question 3: What mediators explain the effects of word-of-mouth?
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Research question 4: What individual difference variables are related to the

use and impact of word-of-mouth?

Research question 5: What situational variables are related to the use and

impact of word-of-mouth?

These research questions have guided the empirical work that is presented in the
five following chapters. Each chapter presents a separate study and can be read
independently from the other chapters. Consequently, some overlap exists across
the chapters, mainly in the description of the theoretical background.
Furthermore, each chapter does not address each of the five research questions
outlined above. However, all chapters address more than one research question
and all research questions are addressed in more than one chapter. Table 2
provides an overview of which empirical studies have been guided by which

research questions.

Chapter 2 presents an experimental study that examines if and when word-of-
mouth matters as a recruitment source. The recruitment literature is extended by
studying both positive and negative word-of-mouth and by examining under
which conditions word-of-mouth has the strongest effect. Specifically, this study
investigates if word-of-mouth can influence organizational attractiveness
perceived by potential applicants (RQ1) and if it can interfere with the effect of
recruitment advertising (RQ2). The credibility of word-of-mouth and
recruitment advertising are proposed as mediators of the effect of word-of-
mouth (RQ3). This study also examines if the individual difference variable self-
monitoring (RQ4) and the situational variables tie strength and order of

information sources (RQS5) can moderate the impact of word-of-mouth.

The experimental study described in Chapter 3 focuses on the effect of positive
word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness (RQ1). Despite the increasing
occurrence of negative media attention about companies, no research has
investigated if the effects of negative publicity on organizational attractiveness
can be repaired. Therefore, this study examines if positive word-of-mouth can
enhance organizational attractiveness for potential applicants after negative

publicity (RQ2). In addition, the effect of word-of-mouth is compared to the
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effect of recruitment advertising (RQ2). Finally, this study investigates if the
differential impact of word-of-mouth and recruitment advertising is mediated by

their credibility (RQ3) and moderated by potential applicants' self-monitoring
(RQ4).

The field study described in Chapter 4 contributes to the recruitment literature
by developing and testing a comprehensive model of word-of-mouth used by
potential applicants as a source of employment information. First, the
hypothesized model distinguishes between positive and negative word-of-
mouth. Furthermore, the model proposes three individual difference variables
(i.e., extraversion, conscientiousness, and self-monitoring; RQ4) and two
situational variables (i.e., tie strength and source expertise; RQS5) as antecedents
of using word-of-mouth as a recruitment source. With respect to consequences,
the model suggests that positive (negative) word-of-mouth has a positive
(negative) effect on organizational attractiveness and prestige (RQ1). Finally,
the model incorporates two different theories that might explain the effects of
word-of-mouth, namely the accessibility-diagnosticity model and the source
credibility framework (RQ3). This conceptual model was tested in a military
setting to examine the use of word-of-mouth by potential applicants to gain

employment information about the Belgian Defense.

The experimental study in Chapter 5 aims to find out if organizations can
successfully imitate positive word-of-mouth by using employee testimonials on
their recruitment website. Although the internet has dramatically changed
recruitment practices, many web-based recruitment sources have not yet been
investigated. This study starts to fill these gaps in recruitment research by
examining the effects of web-based word-of-mouth (i.e., "word-of-mouse") and
web-based employee testimonials (RQ2) on subjective fit, organizational
attractiveness, and organizational pursuit behavior (RQ1) in a sample of
potential applicants for a head nurse position. A person-environment fit
perspective is applied to investigate if the content of the recruitment message
can moderate these effects (RQS5). Finally, this study investigates if perceptions
of source credibility can explain all of these effects (RQ3).



Table 2. Overview of Research Questions and Empirical Studies in the Present Dissertation.

Chapter

Outcomes

(RQI)
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(RQ2)
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(RQ3)

Individual differences

(RQ4)

Situational variables

(RQ5)

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Organizational attractiveness

Organizational attractiveness

Organizational attractiveness

Organizational prestige

Organizational attractiveness

Subjective fit

Organizational pursuit behavior

Active job search behavior
Number of job offers
Employment status

Job-organization fit

Positive word-of-mouth
Negative word-of-mouth

Recruitment advertising

Positive word-of-mouth
Recruitment advertising

Negative publicity

Positive word-of-mouth

Negative word-of-mouth

Positive word-of-mouth

Employee testimonial

Networking
Print advertising
Internet

Public employment service

Credibility

Credibility

Credibility
Accessibility
Diagnosticity

Credibility

Self-monitoring

Self-monitoring

Self-monitoring
Extraversion

Conscientiousness

Extraversion
Conscientiousness

Core self-evaluations

Order of sources

Tie strength

Tie strength

Source expertise

Recruitment message

Network size
Network tie strength

Network composition
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The field study in Chapter 6 focuses on networking or the intentional use of
word-of-mouth as a job search method, integrating the recruitment and job
search literatures. Although job seekers often find a new job through contacting
people they know, there has been little research about networking as a job search
behavior. On the basis of social network theory, this study examines if social
network structure (i.e., size and tie strength) and composition (RQS5) explain
incremental variance in Flemish job seekers' networking behavior beyond
individual differences in personality (i.e., extraversion, conscientiousness, and
core self-evaluations; RQ4). In addition, the usefulness of networking as a job
search behavior is assessed in two ways. First, this study examines the
relationships between networking and several job search and employment
outcomes such as active job search behavior, number of job offers, employment
status, and job-organization fit (RQ1). Second, it is investigated if networking
accounts for incremental variance in predicting these outcomes beyond other
prevalent job search behaviors, namely making use of print advertising, internet,

and public employment service (RQ?2).

Finally, Chapter 7 discusses the general conclusions that can be drawn from the
preceding chapters with respect to the guiding research questions. In addition,

implications for future research and practice are provided.
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CHAPTER 2
SOCIAL INFLUENCES ON ORGANIZATIONAL
ATTRACTIVENESS:

INVESTIGATING IF AND WHEN WORD-OF-MOUTH MATTERS'

Most previous recruitment studies have treated potential applicants as
individual decision-makers, neglecting informational social influences on
organizational attractiveness. To investigate if and when word-of-mouth
communication matters as a recruitment source, this study applied a 2 x 2 x 2
between-subjects factorial design, with word-of-mouth (positive or negative),
order of information sources (word-of-mouth presented prior to or after
recruitment advertising), and tie strength (weak or strong) as experimental
variables. In addition, a control group was only exposed to recruitment
advertising. Results (N = 171) indicated that word-of-mouth had a strong
impact on organizational attractiveness and that negative word-of-mouth
interfered with the effect of recruitment advertising. Word-of-mouth from a
strong tie was perceived as more credible and had a more positive effect on
organizational attractiveness. For potential applicants high in self-monitoring,
word-of-mouth had a stronger effect when it was presented after recruitment
advertising.  Finally, the effect of word-of-mouth on organizational
attractiveness was partially mediated by the perceived credibility of recruitment

advertising.

' Van Hoye, G., & Lievens, F. (2005). Social influences on organizational attractiveness:
Investigating if and when word-of-mouth matters. Manuscript submitted for publication.
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INTRODUCTION

In today's business environment, human capital is one of the most valuable
assets a company can have and recruitment serves the important function of
bringing the necessary talent into the organization (Barber, 1998). Despite
economic upturns and downturns, recruitment remains a crucial human
resources function for at least three reasons. First, there will always be certain
hard-to-fill vacancies for which organizations must compete fiercely to attract
potential applicants, even in an otherwise loose labor market. Second, the most
talented job seekers continue to have enough options to critically investigate and
compare potential employers. Therefore, organizations that wish to attract these
highly desired applicants have no choice but to participate in the "war for
talent". Third, demographic trends such as a smaller supply of younger workers
and retirements among baby boomers indicate that recruitment will be even
more important in the future (Collins & Stevens, 2002).

In order to increase organizational attractiveness, recruitment often involves that
information about the organization as an employer is communicated to a target
group of (potential) applicants through a specific channel or source (Barber,
1998). This implies that recruitment-related information sources and their
characteristics can be important antecedents of organizational attractiveness. In
addition to internal recruitment sources (e.g., recruitment advertising), which are
largely under the control of the organization, job seekers also receive
information from external sources (e.g., publicity), which are mostly not under
the control of the organization. However, research on the effects of these

external information sources on organizational attractiveness is still scarce
(Cable & Turban, 2001; Collins & Stevens, 2002).

Another example of such an underresearched external source is word-of-mouth
about an organization as an employer. On the basis of their review of the
recruitment literature, Highhouse and Hoffman (2001) concluded that "although
it has been over 30 years since Soelberg (1967, p. 23) referred to social

influence as the 'single most promising direction' for job-choice research, very
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little attention has been given to this topic" (p.47). While it is generally
recognized that potential applicants often consult other people such as family,
friends, or acquaintances about jobs and organizations, most studies have treated
the potential applicant as an individual decision-maker, i.e. in social isolation
(Barber, 1998; Cable & Turban, 2001; Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001; Kilduff,
1990, 1992; Ryan, Sacco, McFarland, & Kriska, 2000; Rynes, Bretz, & Gerhart,
1991).

Furthermore, most recruitment studies have examined the effects of only one
information source at a time, so little is known about the combined effects of
multiple sources on organizational attractiveness. In addition, it has not yet been
studied if the order in which various information sources are presented
influences their effects (Cable & Turban, 2001; Collins & Stevens, 2002).
Finally, very few studies have examined if individual differences moderate the
effects of information sources on organizational attractiveness (Zottoli &
Wanous, 2000).

These gaps in the recruitment literature contrast sharply with the reality of job
seeking where potential applicants rely on both internal and external sources of
information, where other people are often consulted about potential jobs and
organizations, where mostly more than one information source is used, and

where considerable individual differences in job search exist.

Therefore, the general purpose of the present study was to investigate word-of-
mouth as a particular type of informational social influence. As a first specific
objective, we wanted to find out if word-of-mouth would influence
organizational attractiveness perceived by potential applicants and if it would
interfere with the effect of recruitment advertising. Second, we were interested
in knowing under which conditions word-of-mouth would have the strongest
effect. Hence, we examined if the impact of word-of-mouth would be moderated
by the individual difference variable self-monitoring and by the situational
variables tie strength and order of information sources. In addition, we
investigated if credibility perceptions would mediate the effect of word-of-

mouth.
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SOCIAL INFLUENCES ON ORGANIZATIONAL ATTRACTIVENESS

Although several studies have indicated that social influences on organizational
attractiveness are potentially large, little systematic research has been conducted
in this area (Barber, 1998; Cable & Turban, 2001; Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001;
Kilduff, 1990, 1992; Ryan et al., 2000; Rynes et al., 1991). Moreover, it is hard
to find an unequivocal definition of what exactly is meant by "social influences"

and normative and informational social influences are often intertwined
(Higgins, 2001).

Normative social influences result from a pressure to conform to certain
expectations held by another person or group and are motivated by desires for
self-maintenance or external rewards. The internal processes operating here are
identification and compliance (Cohen & Golden, 1972; Wooten & Reed, 1998).
Informational social influences refer to accepting information provided by
others as evidence about reality and are motivated by desires for problem-
solving or coping with one's environment. This type of influence operates
through internalization (Cohen & Golden, 1972; Wooten & Reed, 1998).

Even though recruitment studies typically do not distinguish between these
different kinds of social influences, it is sometimes possible to discern the major
focus of the study. For instance, Liden and Parsons' finding (1986) that parental
and peer pressure on young applicants to accept a job was significantly related
to job acceptance intentions, provides evidence for normative social influences
on organizational attractiveness. The theories that are most often used to
examine normative social influences in a recruitment context are the theory of
reasoned action (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) and the theory of planned behavior
(Ajzen, 1991) (e.g., van Hooft, Born, Taris, & van der Flier, 2004). According to
these theories, beliefs about the normative expectations of others and the
motivation to comply with these expectations result in perceived social pressure

or subjective norm.

Less recruitment studies are found that clearly focus on informational social
influences. For instance, Fisher, Ilgen, and Hoyer (1979) explicitly studied other

people as a source of information about jobs and organizations, using the
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credibility of information sources as a conceptual background. They found that
friends were perceived as more credible and more influential sources than
recruiters. Another example is provided by the finding of Rynes et al. (1991)
that a quarter of interviewed job seekers based their initial perception of a
positive fit with the organization on information they got from friends or
acquaintances already working for that organization. They proposed signaling
theory as an explanation for these results, stating that job seekers used this social
information as the basis for making inferences about unknown organizational

characteristics.

However, most studies in this area have examined only the outcomes and not the
antecedents of social influences, which makes it almost impossible to establish
what kind of social processes were involved to produce those outcomes. For
instance, Kilduff (1990) reported that MBA students who perceived each other
as similar or as personal friends, tended to interview with the same employing
organizations. Yet, this finding could have resulted from normative social
influences (e.g., complying with the dominant employer choice of the peer
group for desire of belonging to it) just as well as from informational social
influences (e.g., accepting peer evaluations of these organizations as reality).
The same is true for Turban's (2001) conclusion that perceptions of an
organization by university personnel were related to students' attraction to that

organization.

Conversely, the marketing literature has since long recognized the importance of
social influences on consumer behavior and makes a clear distinction between
normative and informational social influences. With respect to informational
social influences, the concept of word-of-mouth plays a key role (Dichter,
1966). Word-of-mouth is commonly defined as an interpersonal communication,
independent of the organization's marketing activities, about an organization or
its products (Bone, 1995). Generally, research has found a large influence of
word-of-mouth on consumer attitudes and behavior, usually larger than the
impact of marketing communication (Bone, 1995; Herr, Kardes, & Kim, 1991;
Smith & Vogt, 1995).
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WORD-OF-MOUTH AS A RECRUITMENT SOURCE

Applied to a recruitment context, word-of-mouth can be conceptualized as an
interpersonal communication, independent of the organization's recruitment
activities, about an organization as an employer or about specific jobs (Bone,
1995; Cable, Aiman-Smith, Mulvey, & Edwards, 2000; Collins & Stevens,
2002; Van Hoye & Lievens, 2005). Examples are conversations with friends and
advice from college professors. It follows from the definition that word-of-
mouth represents a particular type of informational social influence in which the
"influencer" is perceived to be independent of the organization. Therefore,
information from recruiters is not considered to be word-of-mouth. This further
implies that word-of-mouth is an external information source (Cable & Turban,
2001), which means that companies can only attempt to manage it indirectly, for
instance through campus recruitment, building relationships with key
influentials and opinion leaders (e.g., career counselor, class president), or
internships. Finally, as word-of-mouth does not have the explicit purpose to
promote the organization, it can contain both positive and negative information.
Therefore, it is important to take the valence of word-of-mouth into account
when measuring its effects on organizational attractiveness (Collins & Stevens,
2002).

Only a few studies have examined word-of-mouth as a recruitment-related
information source. Cable et al. (2000) found that using word-of-mouth as an
information source did not influence the accuracy of applicants' beliefs about
organizational culture. However, the effects on organizational attractiveness
were not measured. Collins and Stevens (2002) found a strong effect of positive
word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness. Furthermore, Van Hoye and
Lievens (2005) found that positive word-of-mouth could enhance organizational
attractiveness after negative publicity. However, both studies did not consider
negative word-of-mouth even though both positive and negative word-of-mouth
have been found to influence consumers' attraction to products in marketing
research (Bone, 1995; Herr et al., 1991; Smith & Vogt, 1995). Therefore, the

following hypothesis was formulated.
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Hypothesis 1: Word-of-mouth will influence organizational attractiveness:
Positive word-of-mouth will have a more positive effect on organizational

attractiveness than negative word-of-mouth.

To advance our understanding of the effects of multiple recruitment-related
information sources on organizational attractiveness, the current study
investigated the impact of word-of-mouth in the presence of recruitment
advertising. Recruitment advertising was chosen as a second information source
for two reasons. First, it is the most frequently used internal recruitment source
(Barber, 1998). Second, previous research has typically studied its effects in
isolation (Cable & Turban, 2001). Contrary to word-of-mouth, recruitment
advertising can be directly managed by organizations to communicate a positive
message to potential applicants; therefore only positive recruitment advertising

was considered in the present study.

In light of the scarcity of previous research about the effects of multiple
recruitment-related information sources (Cable & Turban, 2001; Collins &
Stevens, 2002), we used the accessibility-diagnosticity model as a theoretical
framework to formulate specific hypotheses. The accessibility-diagnosticity
model (Feldman & Lynch, 1988; Herr et al., 1991) posits that the likelihood that
information is used to form an evaluation is determined by the accessibility of
that information in memory, the diagnosticity of that information, and by the
accessibility and diagnosticity of other information. An information source is
perceived to be diagnostic if it helps to discriminate between alternative
hypotheses, interpretations, or categorizations. In other words, a recruitment-
related internal or external information source is diagnostic if it helps potential
applicants to decide whether a specific organization would be a good or bad

employer for them.

To investigate if word-of-mouth would interfere with the impact of recruitment
advertising on organizational attractiveness, the effects of word-of-mouth
together with recruitment advertising were compared to the singular effect of
recruitment advertising in a control group. On the one hand, we wanted to find

out if adding equally positive word-of-mouth to recruitment advertising would
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increase its impact on organizational attractiveness. Although the two
information sources might be evenly diagnostic, word-of-mouth is more easily
accessible in memory than recruitment advertising due to its interpersonal and
more vivid nature and therefore more likely to influence the perceptions of
potential applicants (Feldman & Lynch, 1988; Herr et al., 1991). On the other
hand, we were interested in knowing if adding negative word-of-mouth to
recruitment advertising would decrease its effect on organizational
attractiveness. The accessibility-diagnosticity model posits that negative
information is more diagnostic than positive or neutral information, especially in
a marketing or recruitment environment that is predominantly positive (Feldman
& Lynch, 1988; Herr et al., 1991). This also explains the finding that negative
word-of-mouth usually has a larger impact than positive word-of-mouth (Herr et
al., 1991).

Hypothesis 2a: Positive word-of-mouth will increase the effect of

recruitment advertising on organizational attractiveness.

Hypothesis 2b: Negative word-of-mouth will decrease the effect of

recruitment advertising on organizational attractiveness.

Hypothesis 2c: Negative word-of-mouth will affect the impact of recruitment
advertising on organizational attractiveness to a greater extent than positive

word-of-mouth.

FACTORS INFLUENCING THE EFFECT OF WORD-OF-MOUTH

In addition to examining the effect of word-of-mouth on organizational
attractiveness, a second objective of the current study was to investigate which
factors would influence this effect. First, we expected that the order in which
word-of-mouth and recruitment advertising were presented would moderate the
effect of word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness. The accessibility-
diagnosticity model proposes that earlier information is more diagnostic than
later information and therefore has a greater impact on final judgments. People

often overestimate the validity of prior impressions and interpret subsequent
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information in light of earlier evaluations (Herr et al., 1991; Smith & Vogt,
1995; Wooten & Reed, 1998). Therefore, word-of-mouth presented prior to
recruitment advertising should have a stronger effect on organizational

attractiveness than word-of-mouth presented after recruitment advertising.

Hypothesis 3: Order of information sources will moderate the effect of
word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness: Positive (negative) word-
of-mouth presented prior to recruitment advertising will have a stronger
positive (negative) effect on organizational attractiveness than word-of-

mouth presented after recruitment advertising.

Second, it should be noted that word-of-mouth can come from a lot of different
sources, such as friends, family, acquaintances, neighbors, job incumbents,
university personnel, and so forth. Therefore, the characteristics of these sources
are likely to influence their effects on organizational attractiveness. One such
characteristic is tie strength, which can be defined as the closeness of the social
relationship between the source and the recipient of word-of-mouth information
(Brown & Reingen, 1987). Friends and family are examples of strong ties,
whereas acquaintances are considered to be weak ties. Previous marketing
research suggests that stronger ties have a greater influence on consumers'
attraction to products (Bansal & Voyer, 2000; Brown & Reingen, 1987). Hence,
we expected that the impact of word-of-mouth from a friend on organizational
attractiveness would be greater than the impact of word-of-mouth from an

acquaintance.

Hypothesis 4: Tie strength will moderate the effect of word-of-mouth on
organizational attractiveness: Positive (negative) word-of-mouth from a
strong tie will have a stronger positive (negative) effect on organizational

attractiveness than word-of-mouth from a weak tie.

Third, in accordance with a person-organization fit perspective (Kristof, 1996)
and with the individual differences hypothesis in recruitment source research
(Zottoli & Wanous, 2000), we hypothesized that the effect of word-of-mouth on
organizational attractiveness would also be moderated by individual differences.

As word-of-mouth represents a social information source, we anticipated that its
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effect on organizational attractiveness would be greater for potential applicants
high in self-monitoring, because they are more susceptible to social information
(Snyder & Gangestad, 1986). Along these lines, Kilduff (1992) found that self-
monitoring moderated the relationship between friendship ties and similarity of
interview bidding patterns of MBA students, so that high self-monitors were

more similar to their friends in their bidding behavior than low self-monitors.

Hypothesis 5: Self-monitoring will moderate the effect of word-of-mouth on
organizational attractiveness: Positive (negative) word-of-mouth will have a
stronger positive (negative) effect on organizational attractiveness for
potential applicants high in self-monitoring than for potential applicants

low in self-monitoring.

Finally, we examined if credibility perceptions would mediate the effect of
word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness. Recruitment sources vary in the
degree to which potential applicants perceive them as providing credible
information about the organization (Cable & Turban, 2001; Fisher et al., 1979).
Perceived credibility is based on perceptions of accuracy, appropriateness, and
believability of the information source (Allen, Van Scotter, & Otondo, 2004). In
general, potential applicants seem to prefer obtaining information from credible
sources (Allen et al., 2004; Fisher et al., 1979). In their model of the
organizational recruitment process, Breaugh and Starke (2000) posit that
credibility is an intervening process variable explaining the relationships
between recruitment sources and their outcomes. As the present study did not
investigate the impact of word-of-mouth in isolation, but in the presence of
recruitment advertising, it is likely that word-of-mouth would also affect the
perceived credibility of recruitment advertising. Consequently, the credibilities

of both information sources were considered as possible mediators.

Hypothesis 6: Credibility of word-of-mouth and recruitment advertising will

mediate the effect of word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness.
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METHOD

PARTICIPANTS

Participants were 171 graduate students in I/O psychology from a Belgian
university, who were given extra course credit for their participation. The
majority of the sample (72%) was female and the average age was 22 years (SD
= 1.80). Nearly all of the participants (98%) had part-time work experience and
89% had experience in applying for a job (with an average of eight previous
applications), so the task of evaluating organizational attractiveness was realistic
and relevant for them. As most participants would be looking for a job similar to
the position used in this study (Human Resources Coordinator) within the next
few months (either for an internship or for a full-time job), we considered them
to be potential applicants or a sample from the applicant population (Barber,
1998).

DESIGN AND PROCEDURE

A 2 x 2 x 2 between-subjects factorial design was applied, with word-of-mouth
(positive or negative), order of information sources (word-of-mouth presented
prior to or after recruitment advertising), and tie strength (weak or strong) as
experimental variables. In these eight conditions, participants were exposed to
both word-of-mouth and recruitment advertising. A ninth condition consisted of
a control group that was exposed only to recruitment advertising and not to any
word-of-mouth. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the nine

conditions.

In order to allow possible order effects to occur, processing goals were
established to prevent participants from postponing their judgment until being
exposed to both information sources (Smith & Vogt, 1995). Therefore, before
each information source was presented, participants were told (a) to process the
information carefully, (b) to form an impression about the organization, and (c)

to answer questions about it later on.
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After the second information source, a questionnaire was distributed that
measured organizational attractiveness, credibility of word-of-mouth and
recruitment advertising, self-monitoring, and some demographical variables. In
the control group, only recruitment advertising was presented, thus credibility of

word-of-mouth was not measured.

Several precautions were taken to minimize demand characteristics (Orne,
1962). First, the study's purpose was described as "examining how people form
impressions about organizations and which organizational characteristics are
important in this process". In line with this stated purpose, our questionnaire
contained 16 filler items assessing perceptions of organizational characteristics
(e.g., "How likely is it that the organization offers opportunities for rapid
advancement?"). Second, participants were instructed to answer honestly, that
there were no right or wrong answers, and that participation was anonymous.
Third, we used a between-subjects factorial design and each of the nine groups
was assigned to a different room, rendering the study's hypotheses less
transparent. Finally, we explored participants' perceptions of the study's purpose
and hypotheses. To this end, a subgroup of 63 participants completed a short
postexperimental questionnaire measuring these perceptions (Allen & Madden,
1985). Most answers reflected the stated purpose and no-one was able to guess

any of the specific hypotheses.

MATERIALS

Materials consisted of three recruitment-related information sources about a
position of Human Resources Coordinator in a fictitious company Geropress,
namely positive word-of-mouth, negative word-of-mouth, and recruitment
advertising. The position was tailored to the interests and skills of our sample of

graduate I/0 psychology students.

Word-of-mouth was operationalized as a casual conversation between two
persons about the company as an employer. To resemble the personal and vivid
nature of word-of-mouth while still maintaining control of the content of the

information source, the conversation was presented in a video format (Allen et
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al., 2004; Fisher et al., 1979; Herr et al., 1991). Participants were instructed that
this video represented a conversation they had about the company with another
person. One person in the video, a graduate student in I/O psychology looking
for a job, asked the other person, who worked as an I/O psychologist for another
company, questions about Geropress. The camera zoomed in on the person
providing information about the company. In the weak tie condition participants
were told that this person was an acquaintance to whom they were weakly tied
whereas in the strong tie condition the same person was presented as a friend to
whom they were strongly tied. Positive and negative word-of-mouth differed
only in valence and content of answers; questions and word counts of answers

were held constant.

Recruitment advertising was the same in all conditions and was presented as a
printed job advertisement providing positive information about Geropress. Its
layout resembled the typical structure found in real job ads, consisting of the
description of the company, job title, job content, company offer, candidate

requirements, and contact information.

All three sources were designed to provide information about the same job and
organizational attributes. This was done to avoid confound effects due to
differences in amount or type of information. Recruitment advertising and
positive word-of-mouth were designed to be equally positive and attractive, and
significantly different from negative word-of-mouth that was designed to be
negative and unattractive. Job and organizational attributes were identified that
typically appear in recruitment-related information sources and have been found
to influence organizational attractiveness, namely location, industry, size, salary
and benefits, career opportunities, educational prospects, and job content
(Barber, 1998; Barber & Roehling, 1993; Bretz & Judge, 1994; Chapman,
Uggerslev, Carroll, Piasentin, & Jones, 2005; Feldman & Arnold, 1978; Fisher
et al., 1979; Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001). Information about each of these
attributes was presented in every information source, based on descriptions of
actual Human Resources positions. For instance, with respect to career

opportunities, the job advertisement stated that "We offer you a dynamic growth
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company with career opportunities for result-driven employees". In the
condition of positive word-of-mouth, the question "Could I build a nice career
there?" was answered by "It seems like a job in which you can really prove
yourself and in a growing company there are bound to be promotion
opportunities.". In the condition of negative word-of-mouth, the same question
was answered by "Eventually there will probably be some promotion
opportunities, but you will first have to prove yourself. So, it is not likely to

happen quickly.".

The design of the materials was evaluated in a prestudy among 51 graduate 1/0
psychology students (15 men, 36 women; mean age = 22 years), who were
randomly assigned to one of the three information sources. Word-of-mouth was
presented as a written scenario so that adjustments could be made before the
video would be recorded. Participants were asked to judge the wvalence,
attractiveness, and realism of the information source. Table 1 shows that
recruitment advertising and positive word-of-mouth did not differ in valence and
attractiveness. As expected, negative word-of-mouth was evaluated significantly
more negative and less attractive than the two other sources. Finally, no
differences were observed in perceptions of realism across the three information

sources.

Table 1. Evaluation of Materials in Prestudy (V= 51).

Recruitment Positive word-of- Negative word-of-
advertising (n = 19) mouth (n = 16) mouth (n=16)
M SD M SD M SD
Valence 5.49 , 46 5.63, .56 3404 72
Attractiveness 547, .66 521, 91 2.95, .81
Realism 5.25, .94 4.88 , 1.12 4.90, .66

Note. Valence and realism were rated on a 7-point bipolar scale, with higher scores indicating more
positive and more realistic evaluations. Attractiveness was rated on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 =
completely disagree to 7 = completely agree. Means in the same row that do not share subscripts
differ at p < .05 in the Tukey honestly significant difference comparison.
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MEASURES

Organizational attractiveness. Perceived attractiveness of the organization as an
employer was measured using a five-item scale from Turban and Keon (1993).
An example item is "I would like to work for Geropress". These items were
rated on a 7-point rating scale, ranging from 1 = completely disagree to 7 =

completely agree. The internal consistency of this scale was .94.

Credibility. On the basis of previous research (Coleman & Irving, 1997; Fisher
et al., 1979; Highhouse, Hoffman, Greve, & Collins, 2002), we developed five
items for measuring the perceived credibility of an information source. The
formulation of the items was adapted to ensure that the same scale could be used
to measure the credibility of both word-of-mouth and recruitment advertising.
An example item is "I think [the job advertisement] was telling the truth". All
items were rated on a 7-point rating scale, ranging from 1 = completely disagree
to 7 = completely agree. The internal consistency of the scale was .92 for word-

of-mouth and .88 for recruitment advertising.

Self-monitoring. Self-monitoring was assessed with the revised 18-item form of
the Self-Monitoring Scale (Snyder & Gangestad, 1986). An example item is "I
would probably make a good actor". Items were rated on a 4-point rating scale,
ranging from 1 = completely false to 4 = completely true. As self-monitoring is
essentially a dichotomous variable (Gangestad & Snyder, 1985), we followed
guidelines to recode items into two categories (0 = false; 1 = true), and to apply
a median split to identify high and low self-monitors (< 9 = low; > 9 = high).

The internal consistency of the scale was .75.

RESULTS

The means, standard deviations, and correlations among all variables are
presented in Table 2. Positive word-of-mouth was associated with higher
organizational attractiveness (M = 5.71, SD = .84) and with higher credibility of
recruitment advertising (M = 4.98, SD = .89) than negative word-of-mouth (M =
4.03, SD = 1.11, and M = 4.03, SD = .87, respectively). Furthermore, word-of-
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mouth from a strong tie (M = 4.83, SD = 1.25) was perceived as more credible
than word-of-mouth from a weak tie (M = 3.97, SD = .89). Finally, credibility of
recruitment advertising was positively related to organizational attractiveness

and to credibility of word-of-mouth.

To examine if word-of-mouth interfered with the effect of recruitment
advertising, the experimental conditions were compared with the control group.
Contrary to Hypothesis 2a, an independent-samples z-test indicated that adding
positive word-of-mouth to recruitment advertising (M = 5.71, SD = .84) did not
significantly increase organizational attractiveness as compared to the control
group (M = 5.40, SD = 1.06), #(102) = -1.48, p = .07, n° = .02. A second
independent-samples ¢-test indicated that adding negative word-of-mouth to
recruitment advertising (M = 4.03, SD = 1.11) significantly decreased
organizational attractiveness, #(88) = 5.17, p < .01, n° = .23, supporting
Hypothesis 2b. Inspection of these effect sizes revealed that negative word-of-
mouth (n° = .23) affected the impact of recruitment advertising on
organizational attractiveness to a much greater extent than positive word-of-

mouth (n” = .02), supporting Hypothesis 2c.

A four-way ANOVA was conducted to further analyze the effects of word-of-
mouth, order of information sources, tie strength, and self-monitoring on
organizational attractiveness. Word-of-mouth had a strong main effect, F(1,
132) = 107.60, p < .01, partial 1> = .45. In support of Hypothesis 1, positive
word-of-mouth (M = 5.71, SD = .84) influenced organizational attractiveness
significantly more positively than negative word-of-mouth (M = 4.03, SD =
1.11). The interactions of word-of-mouth with order of information sources, F(1,
132) = 1.33, p = .25, partial n2 = .01, with tie strength, F(1, 132) = .07, p =.79,
partial n> = .00, and with self-monitoring, F(1, 132) = 1.36, p = .25, partial n° =
.01, were not significant. Therefore, order of information sources, tie strength,
and self-monitoring did not moderate the effect of word-of-mouth on

organizational attractiveness, lending no support to Hypotheses 3, 4, and 5.



Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Between Study Variables.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Word-of-mouth® 45 .50 -
2. Order of information sources” .50 .50 .01 -
3. Tie strength® .57 .50 .04 -.04 -
4. Self-monitoring® 44 50 -.01 -.04 -.01 -
5. Organizational attractiveness 4.95 1.28 66" A1 .08 .05 -
6. Credibility of word-of-mouth 4.46 1.19 -.10 -.07 367 -.05 16 -
7. Credibility of recruitment advertising 4.55 1.00 47 .01 10 .04 557 27"

Note. N = 148 (control group not included).

0 = positive, 1 = negative.® 0 = word-of-mouth last, | = word-of-mouth first. © 0 = weak, 1 = strong. * 0 = low, 1 = high.

¥ p <.01. *¥** p < .001.
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However, we did observe a number of other effects that shed some light on the
conditions under which word-of-mouth had the most impact. First, there was a
main effect of tie strength on organizational attractiveness, F(1, 132) =3.80, p =
.05, partial n° = .03. Regardless of its valence, word-of-mouth from a strong tie
(M = 5.04, SD = 1.31) had a more positive effect on organizational
attractiveness than word-of-mouth from a weak tie (M = 4.83, SD = 1.25).
Furthermore, order of information sources had a main effect as well, F(1, 132) =
4.10, p = .05, partial 1> = .03. Regardless of the valence of word-of-mouth,
organizational attractiveness was evaluated more positively when word-of-
mouth was presented prior to (M = 5.09, SD = 1.22) rather than after recruitment
advertising (M = 4.81, SD = 1.33). Given the operationalization of order of
information sources, this also means that organizational attractiveness was
higher when recruitment advertising, always containing the same positive
information, was presented after word-of-mouth. Finally, we found a three-way
interaction effect of word-of-mouth, self-monitoring, and order of information
sources, F(1, 132) = 6.05, p < .05, partial n° = .04. Therefore, two additional
ANOVA’s were conducted to analyze the interaction effect of word-of-mouth
and order of information sources for high and low self-monitors separately. For
low self-monitors, this interaction effect was not significant, F(1, 75) = .78, p =
38, partial 1> = .01. Conversely, the interaction of word-of-mouth and order of
information sources had a significant effect on organizational attractiveness for
high self-monitors, F(1, 57) = 8.29, p = .01, partial n°> = .13. Contrary to
Hypothesis 3, Figure 1 shows that word-of-mouth presented after recruitment
advertising had a stronger effect on organizational attractiveness for high self-

monitors.

Finally, to test if credibility of word-of-mouth and recruitment advertising
mediated the effect of word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness, we
followed the three-step procedure for analyzing mediating effects advocated by
Baron and Kenny (1986). To establish mediation, three conditions must be met:
(a) the independent variable should influence the mediating variables, (b) the
independent variable should influence the dependent variable, and (c) the

mediating variables should influence the dependent variable while controlling
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for the independent variable, whereas the influence of the independent variable
on the dependent variable should be reduced when controlling for the mediating

variables.

51 —&— Positive word-of-mouth
[ —ll— Negative word-of-mouth

Organizational attractiveness

Word-of-mouth first Word-of-mouth last

Figure 1. Interaction Effect of Word-of-Mouth and Order of Information Sources on
Organizational Attractiveness for High Self-Monitors.

To test for the first condition, two regression analyses were performed with
word-of-mouth as independent variable and credibility of word-of-mouth and
credibility of recruitment advertising as respective dependent variables. Results
indicated that word-of-mouth was not significantly related to credibility of
word-of-mouth, p = -.15, p = .23, R* = .02. The credibility of positive (M = 4.57,
SD = 1.22) and negative word-of-mouth (M = 4.33, SD = 1.13) did not differ.
Therefore, credibility of word-of-mouth could not mediate the effect of word-of-
mouth on organizational attractiveness. However, word-of-mouth was a
significant predictor of credibility of recruitment advertising, B = -.44, p < .01,
R* = .19. Recruitment advertising was perceived as more credible in
combination with positive word-of-mouth (M = 4.98, SD = .89) than with
negative word-of-mouth (M = 4.03, SD = .87).
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To establish the second condition of mediation, organizational attractiveness
was regressed on word-of-mouth. As already indicated by testing Hypothesis 1,
word-of-mouth significantly predicted organizational attractiveness, B = -.68, p
<.01,R* = 47.

To test for the third condition, we regressed organizational attractiveness on
word-of-mouth and credibility of recruitment advertising. Both word-of-mouth,
B =-57, p <.01, and credibility of recruitment advertising, p = .26, p = .01,
were significantly related to organizational attractiveness, R° = .52. A Sobel test
indicated that the effect of word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness was
significantly reduced when controlling for credibility of recruitment advertising,
z=-2.12, p < .05 (Preacher & Leonardelli, 2001). However, the effect of word-

of-mouth remained significant, suggesting partial mediation.

In sum, partial support was found for Hypothesis 6. The effect of word-of-mouth
on organizational attractiveness was partially mediated by credibility of

recruitment advertising, but not by credibility of word-of-mouth.

DISCUSSION

Most previous recruitment studies have treated potential applicants as individual
decision-makers, neglecting informational social influences (Barber, 1998;
Cable & Turban, 2001; Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001). Therefore, the current
study examined if and when word-of-mouth matters as a recruitment-related
information source. With respect to our first objective, we found that word-of-
mouth can have a strong effect on organizational attractiveness, even in the
presence of recruitment advertising. Consistent with previous research (Collins
& Stevens, 2002; Van Hoye & Lievens, 2005), we found that positive word-of-
mouth was associated with positive organizational attractiveness. Furthermore,
we extended the recruitment literature by showing that negative word-of-mouth
was related to negative organizational attractiveness. Our findings are in line
with similar studies in marketing research (Bone, 1995; Herr et al., 1991; Smith
& Vogt, 1995), demonstrating the legitimacy of recent calls to integrate the

recruitment and marketing literatures (e.g., Cable & Turban, 2001). Our results
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imply that word-of-mouth can be an influential external recruitment source
meriting further research attention. On a practical level, organizations should try
to stimulate positive word-of-mouth and avoid negative word-of-mouth because
of their possible impact on organizational attractiveness. As word-of-mouth is
an external information source, this can only be achieved through indirect
strategies such as campus recruitment or internships. Future research should
investigate the relative efficacy of various strategies to influence word-of-mouth

about the organization as an employer.

Our results further showed that negative word-of-mouth decreased the effect of
recruitment advertising on organizational attractiveness. In line with the
accessibility-diagnosticity model (Feldman & Lynch, 1988; Herr et al., 1991),
negative word-of-mouth interfered with the impact of recruitment advertising to
a much greater extent than positive word-of-mouth. Even though only
moderately negative information was provided, it was probably perceived as
highly diagnostic in an otherwise positive recruitment environment. In addition,
it is likely that more extremely negative word-of-mouth will have an even more
damaging impact on organizational attractiveness (Herr et al., 1991). Therefore,
organizations might need to pay particular attention to the avoidance,
monitoring, and countering of negative word-of-mouth. Conversely, positive
word-of-mouth did not significantly increase the effect of recruitment
advertising on organizational attractiveness. This might have been a ceiling
effect because recruitment advertising alone was already associated with high
organizational attractiveness. However, our findings are in line with Collins and
Stevens (2002) who observed that positive word-of-mouth and recruitment
advertising did not interact. The accessibility-diagnosticity model suggests that
the impact of positive word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness would be
greater in the presence of a negative information source instead of another
positive one. Along these lines, Van Hoye and Lievens (2005) found that
positive word-of-mouth increased organizational attractiveness considerably
after negative publicity. Finally, our findings imply that studying the effects of
recruitment advertising in isolation might be misleading (Barber, 1998), because

in reality job seekers tend to combine information from multiple sources and
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interactions between these information sources are likely to occur. These
implications are consistent with Collins and Stevens (2002) who found evidence
for such interaction effects, namely that positive publicity strengthened the
effect of other positive information sources on organizational attractiveness.
Therefore, future recruitment research should pay more attention to possible
interactions between recruitment sources. It seems particularly interesting to
study the interactions between internal and external sources because they tend to

differ in content, valence, and credibility.

If we integrate the results of our prestudy and main study, we can examine if
recruitment advertising also interfered with the effect of word-of-mouth on
organizational attractiveness, because the prestudy measured organizational
attractiveness associated with each individual information source. Two
independent samples ¢-tests indicated that recruitment advertising interfered with
the impact of word-of-mouth, once more underlining the importance of studying
the combined effects of multiple information sources. First, adding recruitment
advertising to positive word-of-mouth significantly increased organizational
attractiveness (from M =5.21, SD = 91 to M =5.71, SD = .84), (95)=2.14, p <
.05, n2 = .05. Second, we found that organizational attractiveness was
considerably higher when potential applicants were exposed to both negative
word-of-mouth and recruitment advertising (M = 4.03, SD = 1.11) than when
they were only presented with negative word-of-mouth (M = 2.95, SD = .81),
1(30) = 4.41, p < .01, 1> = .19. Of course, this analysis should be interpreted with
caution because different cell sizes were used in these two studies and word-of-
mouth was not operationalized in video format but as a written scenario in the
prestudy. However, this finding would imply that organizations can make use of
recruitment advertising to diminish the detrimental effect of negative word-of-

mouth on organizational attractiveness.

Our second objective was to investigate the factors influencing the effect of
word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness. First, we found that the
situational variable order of information sources did not moderate the effect of

word-of-mouth, failing to support a premise underlying the accessibility-
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diagnosticity model (Feldman & Lynch, 1988; Herr et al., 1991). More
specifically, word-of-mouth did not have a stronger effect on organizational
attractiveness when it was presented prior to than after recruitment advertising.
Although we did not observe the hypothesized primacy effect, we did find some
evidence for recency effects (Haugtvedt & Wegener, 1994; Wooten & Reed,
1998). First, organizational attractiveness was higher when recruitment
advertising was presented after word-of-mouth. Given that word-of-mouth was
either positive or negative whereas recruitment advertising was always positive,
this finding might indicate a recency effect for recruitment advertising. Second,
for high self-monitors only, word-of-mouth had a stronger effect on
organizational attractiveness when it was presented after recruitment
advertising, suggesting a recency effect for word-of-mouth. Therefore, our
results suggest that recency effects might be more important in the processing of
recruitment-related information sources than primacy effects. However, there
was a short time interval between the two sources presented in our study and
participants were not required to answer any questions until both sources were
processed (Wooten & Reed, 1998). At the very least, our findings imply that the
order of recruitment sources seems to matter in some situations for some
individuals and therefore, merits further research attention. Future research
should examine order effects using more information sources with longer time

intervals between them.

With respect to the situational variable tie strength, we found that word-of-
mouth from a friend was perceived as more credible and had a more positive
effect on organizational attractiveness than word-of-mouth from an
acquaintance, regardless of whether positive or negative information was
provided. Given that the information in our study was only moderately negative,
it might be that simply talking about the organization with a friend was
sufficient to increase its attractiveness apart from the specific content of the
conversation. Our findings are in line with Fisher et al. (1979) who observed
that friends were perceived as a highly credible information source and had a
positive effect on organizational attractiveness, regardless of the valence of the

provided information. On a practical level, the importance of friends as sources
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of word-of-mouth is evidenced by the growing number of "Refer a Friend"
programs installed by job sites. Together, these findings imply that future
research needs to take the specific source of word-of-mouth into account when
examining its effects on organizational attractiveness. In addition, future
research should investigate other situational variables that might influence the
impact of word-of-mouth, such as its specific content and medium (Herr et al.,
1991).

Overall, the effect of word-of-mouth was not moderated by the individual
difference variable self-monitoring. Perhaps Kilduff's (1992) finding that high
self-monitors were more similar to their friends in their interview patterns than
low self-monitors can be attributed more to normative social influences than to
informational social influences such as word-of-mouth. This is in line with Bone
(1995) who found that susceptibility to interpersonal influences did not
moderate the effect of word-of-mouth on product evaluations. However, as
noted above, self-monitoring did moderate the observed recency effect for word-
of-mouth, indicating that this individual difference variable might somehow be
related to the processing of word-of-mouth. Given that self-monitoring involves
the adaptation of self-presentation to social cues about appropriate behavior, it
might be that the order of such cues is more salient for high than for low self-
monitors (Snyder & Gangestad, 1986). Future research should test this
assumption as well as investigate if other individual differences can moderate

the effect of word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness.

Finally, we observed that the effect of word-of-mouth on organizational
attractiveness in the presence of recruitment advertising was partially mediated
by the credibility of recruitment advertising, but not by the credibility of word-
of-mouth. In other words, whereas the credibility of word-of-mouth remained
relatively stable, the credibility of recruitment advertising varied as a function of
word-of-mouth. More specifically, if the positive message of recruitment
advertising was backed up by positive word-of-mouth, ad credibility remained
high. If, on the contrary, recruitment advertising was contradicted by negative

word-of-mouth, ad credibility fell significantly lower, allowing word-of-mouth
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to have a larger impact on organizational attractiveness. This would suggest that
in case of conflicting information, credibility can help to explain which source is
believed and has a greater impact on organizational attractiveness. In the current
study, the external source word-of-mouth seemed to be preferred over the
internal source recruitment advertising in case of contradictory information,
which is consistent with Fisher et al.'s (1979) finding that information from
friends was perceived as more credible and had a larger impact on
organizational choice than information provided by a recruiter. Moreover,
marketing research has found that word-of-mouth effects are stronger in
ambiguous situations (Bone, 1995). Future research should further test these
assumptions and include perceptions of credibility in the study of interactions

between multiple recruitment sources.

This study has a number of limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the
generalizability of the results may be restricted by the experimental design of
our study. However, this experimental control enabled us to carefully
manipulate the content and timing of information sources and to examine causal
effects of these sources on organizational attractiveness. Moreover, it might be
that word-of-mouth is even more powerful in actual job seeking situations,
because information from a real person, especially a friend, presumably has an
even stronger effect on organizational attractiveness than the video
operationalization used in the present study. In addition, a recent meta-analysis
of recruitment outcomes indicated that differences between experimental and
real applicants were small, especially in early recruitment stages in which the
current study is situated (Chapman et al., 2005). Nevertheless, future research
should examine if our results can be replicated in a field setting. Second, our
study investigated the impact of word-of-mouth from a friend or acquaintance
together with a printed job advertisement. Zottoli and Wanous (2000) suggested
that not only differences between categories of recruitment sources should be
considered, but also between and even within specific sources. Therefore, future
research is needed to examine whether our results can be generalized to other
forms of word-of-mouth (e.g., parental advice) and recruitment advertising (e.g.,

TV commercial) as well as to other internal (e.g., recruitment website) and



70  CHAPTER 2

external (e.g., publicity) information sources. In addition, we did not compare
word-of-mouth to another type of information source with the same content.
Therefore, the observed effects might be attributed to the mere provision of
additional positive or negative information instead of to word-of-mouth.
However, the effect of tie strength indicates that the source of the information
did matter to potential applicants. Moreover, previous research suggests that the
same information can have different effects depending on the source through
which it is provided (Allen et al., 2004; Herr et al., 1991). Future research
should compare the effects of word-of-mouth to the effects of other recruitment
sources. Finally, although our sample of graduate students possessed
considerable work and application experience, further research should
investigate the effects of word-of-mouth in other applicant populations, such as

job losers or re-entrants.



INVESTIGATING IF AND WHEN WORD-OF-MOUTH MATTERS 71

REFERENCES

Ajzen, 1. (1991). The theory of planned behavior. Organizational Behavior and Human
Decision Processes, 50, 179-211.

Allen, C. T., & Madden, T. J. (1985). A closer look at classical conditioning. Journal of
Consumer Research, 12, 301-315.

Allen, D. G., Van Scotter, J. R., & Otondo, R. F. (2004). Recruitment communication media:
Impact on prehire outcomes. Personnel Psychology, 57, 143-171.

Bansal, H. S., & Voyer, P. A. (2000). Word-of-mouth processes within a services purchase
decision context. Journal of Service Research, 3, 166-177.

Barber, A. E. (1998). Recruiting employees.: Individual and organizational perspectives.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Barber, A. E., & Roehling, M. V. (1993). Job postings and the decision to interview: A verbal
protocol analysis. Journal of Applied Psychology, 78, 845-856.

Baron, R. M., & Kenny, D. A. (1986). The moderator-mediator variable distinction in social
psychological research: Conceptual, strategic, and statistical considerations. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 51, 1173-1182.

Bone, P. F. (1995). Word-of-mouth effects on short-term and long-term product judgements.
Journal of Business Research, 32, 213-223.

Breaugh, J. A., & Starke, M. (2000). Research on employee recruitment: So many studies, so
many remaining questions. Journal of Management, 26, 405-434.

Bretz, R. D., Jr., & Judge, T. A. (1994). The role of human resource systems in job applicant
decision processes. Journal of Management, 20, 531-551.

Brown, J. J., & Reingen, P. H. (1987). Social ties and word-of-mouth referral behavior.
Journal of Consumer Research, 14, 350-362.

Cable, D. M., Aiman-Smith, L., Mulvey, P. W., & Edwards, J. R. (2000). The sources and
accuracy of job applicants' beliefs about organizational culture. Academy of Management
Journal, 43, 1076-1085.

Cable, D. M., & Turban, D. B. (2001). Establishing the dimensions, sources and value of job
seekers’ employer knowledge during recruitment. In G. R. Ferris (Ed.), Research in
Personnel and Human Resources Management, Volume 20 (pp. 115-163). New York:
Elsevier Science.

Chapman, D. S., Uggerslev, K. L., Carroll, S. A., Piasentin, K. A., & Jones, D. A. (2005).
Applicant attraction to organizations and job choice: A meta-analytic review of the
correlates of recruiting outcomes. Journal of Applied Psychology, 90, 928-944.

Cohen, J. B., & Golden, E. (1972). Informational social influence and product evaluation.
Journal of Applied Psychology, 56, 54-59.

Coleman, D. F., & Irving, P. G. (1997). The influence of source credibility attributions on
expectancy theory predictions of organizational choice. Canadian Journal of
Behavioural Science, 29, 122-131.



72  CHAPTER 2

Collins, C. J., & Stevens, C. K. (2002). The relationship between early recruitment-related
activities and the application decisions of new labor-market entrants: A brand equity
approach to recruitment. Journal of Applied Psychology, 87, 1121-1133.

Dichter, E. (1966). How word-of-mouth advertising works. Harvard Business Review, 44,
147-166.

Feldman, D. C., & Arold, H. J. (1978). Position choice: Comparing the importance of
organizational and job factors. Journal of Applied Psychology, 63, 706-710.

Feldman, J. M., & Lynch, J. G., Jr. (1988). Self-generated validity and other effects of
measurement on belief, attitude, intention, and behavior. Journal of Applied Psychology,
73, 421-435.

Fishbein, M., & Ajzen, L. (1975). Belief, attitude, intention, and behavior: An introduction to
theory and research. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Fisher, C. D., Ilgen, D. R., & Hoyer, W. D. (1979). Source credibility, information
favorability, and job offer acceptance. Academy of Management Journal, 22, 94-103.

Gangestad, S., & Snyder, M. (1985). “To carve nature at its joints”: On the existence of
discrete classes in personality. Psychological Review, 92, 317-349.

Haugtvedt, C. P., & Wegener, D. T. (1994). Message order effects in persuasion: An attitude
strength perspective. Journal of Consumer Research, 21, 205-218.

Herr, P. M., Kardes, F. R., & Kim, J. (1991). Effects of word-of-mouth and product-attribute
information on persuasion: An accessibility-diagnosticity perspective. Journal of
Consumer Research, 17, 454-462.

Higgins, M. C. (2001). Follow the leader? The effects of social influence on employer choice.
Group & Organization Management, 26, 255-282.

Highhouse, S., & Hoffman, J. R. (2001). Organizational attraction and job choice. In C. L.
Cooper & 1. T. Robertson (Eds.), International Review of Industrial and Organizational
Psychology, Volume 16 (pp. 37-64). Chichester, England: John Wiley & Sons.

Highhouse, S., Hoffman, J. R., Greve, E. M., & Collins, A. E. (2002). Persuasive impact of
organizational value statements in a recruitment context. Journal of Applied Social
Psychology, 32, 1737-1755.

Kilduff, M. (1990). The interpersonal structure of decision making: A social comparison
approach to organizational choice. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision
Processes, 47, 270-288.

Kilduff, M. (1992). The friendship network as a decision-making resource: Dispositional
moderators of social influences on organizational choice. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 62, 168-180.

Kristof, A. L. (1996). Person-organization fit: An integrative review of its conceptualizations,
measurement, and implications. Personnel Psychology, 49, 1-49.

Liden, R. C., & Parsons, C. K. (1986). A field study of job applicant interview perceptions,
alternative opportunities, and demographic characteristics. Personnel Psychology, 39,
109-122.

Orne, M. T. (1962). On the social psychology of the psychological experiment: With
particular reference to demand characteristics and their implications. American
Psychologist, 17, 776-783.



INVESTIGATING IF AND WHEN WORD-OF-MOUTH MATTERS 73

Preacher, K. J., & Leonardelli, G. J. (2001, March). Calculation for the Sobel test: An
interactive calculation tool for mediation tests [Computer software]. Available from
http://www.quantpsy.org.

Ryan, A. M., Sacco, J. M., McFarland, L. A., & Kriska, S. D. (2000). Applicant self-

selection: Correlates of withdrawal from a multiple hurdle process. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 85, 163-179.

Rynes, S. L., Bretz, R. D., Jr., & Gerhart, B. (1991). The importance of recruitment in job
choice: A different way of looking. Personnel Psychology, 44, 487-521.

Smith, R. E., & Vogt, C. A. (1995). The effects of integrating advertising and negative word-
of-mouth communications on message processing and response. Journal of Consumer
Psychology, 4, 133-151.

Snyder, M., & Gangestad, S. (1986). On the nature of self-monitoring: Matters of assessment,
matters of validity. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 51, 125-139.

Turban, D. B. (2001). Organizational attractiveness as an employer on college campuses: An
examination of the applicant population. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 58, 293-312.

Turban, D. B., & Keon, T. L. (1993). Organizational attractiveness: An interactionist
perspective. Journal of Applied Psychology, 78, 184-193.

van Hooft, E. A. J., Born, M. Ph., Taris, T. W., & van der Flier, H. (2004). Job search and the
theory of planned behavior: Minority — majority group differences in The Netherlands.
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 65, 366-390.

Van Hoye, G., & Lievens, F. (2005). Recruitment-related information sources and
organizational attractiveness: Can something be done about negative publicity?
International Journal of Selection and Assessment, 13, 179-187.

Wooten, D. B., & Reed, A., II (1998). Informational influence and the ambiguity of product
experience: Order effects on the weighting of evidence. Journal of Consumer
Psychology, 7, 79-99.

Zottoli, M. A., & Wanous, J. P. (2000). Recruitment source research: Current status and
future directions. Human Resource Management Review, 10, 353-382.






CHAPTER 3
RECRUITMENT-RELATED INFORMATION SOURCES AND
ORGANIZATIONAL ATTRACTIVENESS:

CAN SOMETHING BE DONE ABOUT NEGATIVE PUBLICITY?'

The present study begins to fill a gap in recruitment literature by investigating
whether the effects of negative publicity on organizational attractiveness can be
mitigated by recruitment advertising and positive word-of-mouth. The
accessibility-diagnosticity model was used as a theoretical framework to
formulate predictions about the effects of these recruitment-related information
sources. A mixed 2 x 2 experimental design was applied to examine if initial
assessments of organizational attractiveness based on negative publicity would
enhance at a second evaluation after exposure to a second more positive
information source. We found that both recruitment advertising and word-of-
mouth improved organizational attractiveness, but word-of-mouth was
perceived as a more credible information source. Self-monitoring did not

moderate the impact of information source on organizational attractiveness.

1 Van Hoye, G., & Lievens, F. (2005). Recruitment-related information sources and
organizational attractiveness: Can something be done about negative publicity? International
Journal of Selection and Assessment, 13, 179-187.
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INTRODUCTION

Negative publicity about companies has become rather common in this media
era and is likely to have pervasive effects on company sales and stock prices
(Abowd, Milkovich, & Hannon, 1990; Fombrun & Shanley, 1990). In addition,
negative media attention might also scare off potential applicants. Who would
want to work for a company that has gotten extensive press coverage on its
accounting blunders (e.g., Enron), environmental disasters (e.g., Exxon), or
massive lay-offs (e.g., Ford)? However, no research has yet studied the effects
of negative publicity on organizational attractiveness. Furthermore, it is not
known whether these effects are irreparable or not: can companies mitigate the
impact of negative publicity by influencing potential applicants' perceptions of

organizational attractiveness through other information sources?

The present study begins to fill this gap in recruitment literature by advancing
our understanding of negative publicity and investigating whether its effects on
organizational attractiveness can be reduced by two very different kinds of
recruitment-related information sources: recruitment advertising and word-of-
mouth. The accessibility-diagnosticity model (Feldman & Lynch, 1988; Herr,
Kardes, & Kim, 1991) was used as a theoretical framework to formulate
predictions about the effects of these information sources. At a practical level,
our findings might be helpful for recruiters trying to decrease the impact of

negative publicity on their company's attractiveness as an employer.

RECRUITMENT-RELATED INFORMATION SOURCES

In order to enhance organizational attractiveness, recruitment often involves that
a particular message about the organization as an employer is communicated to
a target group of (potential) applicants through a specific channel or source
(Barber, 1998). This implies that recruitment-related information sources and
their characteristics can be important antecedents of organizational
attractiveness. In addition to internal recruitment sources (e.g., recruitment

advertising), which are largely under the control of the organization, job seekers
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also receive information from external sources (e.g., publicity and word-of-
mouth), which are not under the direct control of the organization. However,
research on the effects of these external information sources on organizational
attractiveness 1s still scarce. Furthermore, most recruitment studies have
examined the effects of only one information source at a time, so little is known
about the effects of multiple information sources on organizational
attractiveness (Cable & Turban, 2001; Collins & Han, 2004; Collins & Stevens,
2002). This contrasts sharply with the reality of job seeking where potential
applicants frequently consult external sources and get their information from
more than one source. Similarly, companies are likely to monitor and try to
influence external sources and include a mixture of information sources in their
recruitment strategy. Therefore, the present study examines the effects of two
external information sources (i.e., publicity and word-of-mouth) and one internal
source (i.e., recruitment advertising) on organizational attractiveness. We now
turn to a discussion of these three recruitment-related information sources,

which 1s summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Main Characteristics of Recruitment-Related Information Sources.

Publicity Recruitment advertising Word-of-mouth
Control External Internal External
Focus Non-personal Non-personal Personal
Valence Positive/negative Positive Positive/negative
Costs Inexpensive Expensive Inexpensive
Research Scarce Moderate amount Scarce

PUBLICITY

Publicity as a recruitment-related information source involves information about
an organization as an employer disseminated through editorial media not paid
for by the organization (Collins & Stevens, 2002). It typically consists of non-

personal mass communication such as newspaper articles and TV news items



78 CHAPTER 3

and can contain both positive and negative information. Publicity is an external
source, which means that companies can only try to manage it indirectly through
public relations efforts, press releases, press conferences, media interviews,
public-service activities, or special events. Almost no research has studied
publicity as a recruitment-related information source. Collins and Stevens
(2002) found that positive publicity was positively related to organizational
attractiveness and strengthened the effects of other recruitment sources.

However, negative publicity was not examined.

RECRUITMENT ADVERTISING

Recruitment advertising can be defined as any paid form of non-personal
presentation and promotion of an organization as an employer by the
organization itself (Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001; Kotler & Keller, 2005).
Examples include job postings and recruitment brochures. The definition implies
that advertising is an internal source that can be directly managed by the
organization to communicate a positive message to potential applicants.
However, recruitment advertising is usually rather expensive, because
advertising space (e.g., in newspapers) must be purchased. In contrast to
external sources, recruitment advertising has received a considerable amount of
research attention, demonstrating that physical ad attributes, salary and benefits,
location, human resource systems, social consciousness, value statements, and
position scarcity influence organizational attractiveness (Barber & Roehling,
1993; Bretz & Judge, 1994; Highhouse, Beadle, Gallo, & Miller, 1998§;
Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001; Highhouse, Hoffman, Greve, & Collins, 2002).
However, most of these studies have investigated recruitment advertising as a
single recruitment source. Therefore, it is not known whether advertising can
serve as a tool to mitigate the effects of negative external sources. Along these
lines, Van Hoye and Lievens (2004) found that organizational attractiveness
increased significantly when negative word-of-mouth was followed by

recruitment advertising.
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WORD-OF-MOUTH

In a recruitment context, word-of-mouth involves an interpersonal
communication, independent of the organization's recruitment activities, about
an organization as an employer or about specific jobs (Bone, 1995; Cable,
Aiman-Smith, Mulvey, & Edwards, 2000; Collins & Stevens, 2002). Examples
are conversations with friends and advice from college professors. Word-of-
mouth can contain both positive and negative information and represents an
external source. Like publicity, companies can only attempt to control it
indirectly through campus recruitment, building relationships with key
influentials and opinion leaders (e.g., career counselor, class president),
employee referral programs (e.g., providing referral bonuses), testimonials, or
internships. Only a few studies have examined word-of-mouth as a recruitment-
related information source. Collins and Stevens (2002) found a strong effect of
positive word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness. The effect of word-of-
mouth was strengthened by positive publicity, but word-of-mouth did not
interact with recruitment advertising or sponsorship. Van Hoye and Lievens
(2004) found that both positive and negative word-of-mouth influenced
organizational attractiveness and interfered with the effectiveness of recruitment
advertising. However, negative word-of-mouth had a larger impact than positive
word-of-mouth. So far, no research has examined if positive word-of-mouth can

be used to reduce the impact of negative external information sources.

THE ACCESSIBILITY-DIAGNOSTICITY MODEL

On the basis of the main characteristics of publicity, recruitment advertising, and
word-of-mouth (see Table 1), we use the accessibility-diagnosticity model as a
theoretical framework to formulate specific predictions about the effects of these

recruitment-related information sources on organizational attractiveness.

The accessibility-diagnosticity model (Feldman & Lynch, 1988; Herr et al.,
1991) posits that the likelihood that information is used to form an evaluation is
determined by the accessibility of that information in memory, the diagnosticity

of that information, and by the accessibility and diagnosticity of other
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information. An information source is perceived as diagnostic if it helps to
discriminate between alternative hypotheses, interpretations, or categorizations.
In other words, a recruitment-related information source is diagnostic if it helps
potential applicants to decide whether a specific organization would be a good

or bad employer for them.

In the present study, we wanted to investigate if recruitment advertising and
positive word-of-mouth could mitigate the effects of negative publicity on
organizational attractiveness. On the basis of the accessibility-diagnosticity
model, we expected both recruitment advertising and word-of-mouth to be
sufficiently diagnostic as a second information source after negative publicity to
be able to enhance perceptions of organizational attractiveness. First, publicity
usually provides rather general information about an organization as an
employer due to its external and non-personal nature (Collins & Stevens, 2002).
This leaves ample room for recruitment advertising and word-of-mouth to
provide more specific diagnostic information about important job and
organizational characteristics that is likely to influence the perceptions of
potential applicants. This higher diagnosticity is possible as a result of
respectively the internal and personal features of recruitment advertising and
word-of-mouth. Second, negative publicity creates a negative recruitment
environment, in which positive recruitment advertising and word-of-mouth are
probably perceived as more diagnostic than they would have been in an already
positive environment, because they "stand out" more in a predominantly

negative context (cf., Herr et al., 1991).

Prediction 1: Recruitment advertising will enhance organizational
attractiveness perceived by potential applicants who are initially exposed to

negative publicity.

Prediction 2: Positive word-of-mouth will enhance organizational
attractiveness perceived by potential applicants who are initially exposed to

negative publicity.

Furthermore, the accessibility-diagnosticity model predicts that the impact of

positive word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness would be larger than
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that of equally positive recruitment advertising. Although the two information
sources might be evenly diagnostic, word-of-mouth is more easily accessible in
memory due to its personal and more vivid nature and thus more likely to
enhance the perceptions of potential applicants (Feldman & Lynch, 1988; Herr
etal., 1991).

Prediction 3: Positive word-of-mouth will enhance organizational

attractiveness to a greater extent than recruitment advertising.

However, in accordance with a person-organization fit perspective (Kristof,
1996) and with the individual differences hypothesis in recruitment source
research (Zottoli & Wanous, 2000), we expected that this source effect on
organizational attractiveness would be moderated by individual differences. As
word-of-mouth represents an interpersonal information source, we anticipated
that its effects on organizational attractiveness would be greater for potential
applicants high in self-monitoring, because they are more susceptible to social
information (Snyder & Gangestad, 1986). High and low self-monitors were not
expected to differ in their reactions to recruitment advertising. Along these lines,
Kilduff (1992) found that self-monitoring moderated the relationship between
friendship ties and similarity of interview bidding patterns of MBA students, so
that high self-monitors were more similar to their friends in their bidding

behavior than low self-monitors.

Prediction 4: Positive word-of-mouth will enhance organizational
attractiveness to a greater extent for potential applicants high in self-

monitoring than for potential applicants low in self-monitoring.

Finally, we examined the perceived credibility of recruitment advertising and
word-of-mouth. Credibility is an important characteristic of recruitment-related
information sources that influences how they are processed. In general, potential
applicants seem to prefer obtaining information from credible sources (Cable &
Turban, 2001; Fisher, Ilgen, & Hoyer, 1979). As word-of-mouth is an external
information source, we anticipated that it would be perceived by potential
applicants as more credible and trustworthy than recruitment advertising,

because it does not have the explicit purpose to promote the organization (Fisher
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et al., 1979). Furthermore, as credibility is thought to affect the processing of
information sources, we expected it to mediate the predicted source effect on
organizational attractiveness (Allen, Van Scotter, & Otondo, 2004; Breaugh &
Starke, 2000).

Prediction 5a: Word-of-mouth will be perceived as a more credible

information source than recruitment advertising.

Prediction 5b: Credibility will mediate the differential effect of recruitment

advertising and word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness.

METHOD

PARTICIPANTS

Participants were 100 graduate students in I/O psychology who were given extra
course credit for their participation. The majority of the sample was female
(75%) and the mean age was 22 years (SD = 1.27). All of the participants had
part-time work experience and 97% had experience in applying for a job (with
an average of seven previous applications), so the task of evaluating
organizational attractiveness was realistic and relevant for them. As most
participants would be looking for a job similar to the position used in this study
(Human Resources Coordinator) within the next few months (either for an
internship or for a full-time job), we considered them to be potential applicants

or a sample from the applicant population (Barber, 1998).

DESIGN AND PROCEDURE

An experimental approach enabled us to carefully manipulate the content of all
information sources, which would have been almost impossible to achieve in a
field study. More specifically, a mixed 2 x 2 experimental design was applied,
incorporating both within- and between-subjects components. Time was a
within-subjects factor as we investigated if initial assessments of organizational

attractiveness based on negative publicity would enhance at a second evaluation
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after exposure to a second more positive information source. Information source
was a between-subjects factor as participants were exposed to either recruitment
advertising or positive word-of-mouth as a second source. Participants were

randomly assigned to one of the two levels of the between-subjects factor.

First, participants were exposed to negative publicity and rated organizational
attractiveness for the first time. Second, either recruitment advertising or word-
of-mouth was shown and organizational attractiveness was assessed a second
time. Finally, participants evaluated the credibility of the second information
source, filled out the self-monitoring scale, and answered some demographical

questions.

MATERIALS

Materials consisted of three recruitment-related information sources about a
position of Human Resources Coordinator in a fictitious company Geropress,
namely negative publicity, recruitment advertising, and positive word-of-mouth.
The position was tailored to the interests and skills of our sample of graduate 1/0

psychology students.

Publicity was operationalized as a newspaper article about Geropress and was
the same in both conditions. It was designed to present negative information
about the company. More specifically, the newspaper article stated that due to
the economic downturn the company would be restructured and that lay-offs
were imminent. To enable a realistic first assessment of organizational
attractiveness, some other neutral/positive attribute information was provided as
well, namely location, industry, and size. For concerns of external validity, the
publicity was designed on the basis of real newspaper articles about
restructuring companies. Moreover, it was presented on a page laid out like an
actual newspaper page amidst other articles (participants were instructed to read

the encircled article).

Recruitment advertising was manipulated as a job advertisement from

Geropress. Its layout resembled the typical structure found in real job ads,
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consisting of the description of the company, job title, job content, company

offer, candidate requirements, and contact information.

Word-of-mouth was operationalized as a casual conversation between two
friends about the company as an employer. To resemble the personal and vivid
nature of word-of-mouth while still maintaining control over the content of the
information source, the conversation was presented in a video format (Allen et
al., 2004; Fisher et al., 1979; Herr et al., 1991). Participants were instructed that
the video presentation represented a conversation they had about the company
with a friend. One person in the video, a graduate student in I/O psychology
looking for a job, asked the other person, who worked as an I/O psychologist for
another company, questions about Geropress. The camera zoomed in on the

person providing information about the company.

Recruitment advertising and word-of-mouth were carefully designed to provide
equally positive and attractive information about the same job and
organizational attributes to ensure that found source effects would be due to
differences in source characteristics and not to the amount, type, or valence of
the provided information (Herr et al., 1991). A number of information categories
were identified that typically appear in recruitment-related information sources
and influence organizational attractiveness, namely location, industry, size,
salary and benefits, career opportunities, educational prospects, and job content
(Barber, 1998; Barber & Roehling, 1993; Bretz & Judge, 1994; Chapman,
Uggerslev, Carroll, Piasentin, & Jones, 2005; Feldman & Arnold, 1978; Fisher
et al., 1979; Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001). These categories were manipulated
similarly in both recruitment advertising and word-of-mouth based on

descriptions of actual Human Resources positions.

The design of the materials was evaluated in a prestudy among 53 graduate 1/0
psychology students (10 men, 43 women; mean age = 21 years), who were
asked to judge the valence, attractiveness, and realism of one of the three
recruitment-related information sources. Word-of-mouth was presented as a
written scenario so that adjustments would still be possible before the actual

recording of the video conversation. Table 2 shows that recruitment advertising
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and word-of-mouth did not differ in valence and attractiveness. Publicity was
perceived to be significantly more negative and less attractive than the two other
sources. Finally, no significant differences in perceptions of realism were

observed between publicity, recruitment advertising, and word-of-mouth.

Table 2. Evaluation of Materials in Prestudy (/V = 53).

Publicity Word-of-mouth Recruitment advertising
(n=18) (n=16) (n=19)
M SD M SD M SD
Valence 3.24, .68 5.63, .56 549, 46
Attractiveness 3.72 1.19 521, 91 547, .66
Realism 5.54, .98 4.88 , 1.12 525, .94

Note. Valence and realism were rated on a 7-point bipolar scale, with higher scores indicating more
positive and more realistic evaluations. Attractiveness was rated on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 =
completely disagree to 7 = completely agree. Means in the same row that do not share subscripts
differ at p < .05 in the Tukey honestly significant difference comparison.

MEASURES

Organizational attractiveness. Perceived attractiveness of the organization as an
employer was assessed using a five-item scale from Turban and Keon (1993).
An example item is "I would like to work for Geropress". These items were
rated on a 7-point rating scale, ranging from 1 = completely disagree to 7 =
completely agree. The internal consistency of this scale was .89 for the first

assessment and .93 for the second assessment.

Credibility. On the basis of previous research (Coleman & Irving, 1997; Fisher
et al., 1979; Highhouse et al., 2002), we developed five items for measuring the
perceived credibility of an information source. The formulation of the items was
adapted to make sure the same scale could be used to measure the credibility of
both recruitment advertising and word-of-mouth. An example item is "I think
[the job advertisement] was telling the truth". All items were rated on a 7-point

rating scale, ranging from 1 = completely disagree to 7 = completely agree. The
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internal consistency of the scale was .93 for recruitment advertising and .95 for

word-of-mouth.

Self-monitoring. Self-monitoring was assessed with the revised 18-item form of
the Self-Monitoring Scale (Snyder & Gangestad, 1986). An example item is "I
would probably make a good actor". Items were rated on a 4-point rating scale,
ranging from 1 = completely false to 4 = completely true. As self-monitoring is
essentially a dichotomous variable (Gangestad & Snyder, 1985), we followed
guidelines to recode items into two categories (0 = false; 1 = true), and to apply
a median split to identify high and low self-monitors (< 9 = low; > 9 = high).

The internal consistency of the scale was .78.

RESULTS

Table 3 presents the means and standard deviations of the study’s dependent
variables broken down by the experimental factors time and information source.
A three-way mixed ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of time,
information source, and self-monitoring on organizational attractiveness. Time
had a strong main effect on organizational attractiveness, F(1, 96) = 105.47, p <
.01, partial n* = .52, as organizational attractiveness increased significantly from
time 1 to time 2. The interaction of time and information source was not
significant, F(1, 96) = .71, p = .40, partial n° = .01, indicating that recruitment
advertising and word-of-mouth enhanced organizational attractiveness after
negative publicity to the same extent. Therefore, we found that both recruitment
advertising and positive word-of-mouth mitigated the effects of negative
publicity on organizational attractiveness, in line with Predictions 1 and 2
derived from the accessibility-diagnosticity model. However, word-of-mouth
did not enhance organizational attractiveness to a greater extent than recruitment

advertising, failing to support Prediction 3.

The three-way interaction of time, information source, and self-monitoring was
not significant, F(1, 96) = .24, p = .62, partial n° = .00. This implies that both
information sources enhanced organizational attractiveness after negative

publicity to the same extent for high self-monitors than for low self-monitors.
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Contrary to Prediction 4, we did not find that word-of-mouth enhanced
organizational attractiveness to a greater extent for potential applicants high in

self-monitoring.

Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations of Dependent Variables by Time and
Information Source (N =100).

Recruitment advertising (n = 50) Word-of-mouth (n = 50)
Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2
Attractiveness
M 3.74 4.70 3.65 4.78
SD 1.19 1.24 1.22 1.20
Credibility
M - 3.84 - 4.65
SD - 1.22 - 1.21

Note. Attractiveness and credibility were rated on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 = completely
disagree to 7 = completely agree.

A one-way ANOVA indicated that information source had a significant effect
on credibility, F(1, 98) = 11.23, p < .01, partial n2 =.10. In support of Prediction
S5a, we found that word-of-mouth was perceived as more credible than
recruitment advertising. To test if credibility mediated the effect of information
source on organizational attractiveness, we followed the three-step procedure for
analyzing mediating effects advocated by Baron and Kenny (1986). However, as
we failed to find a significant effect of information source on organizational
attractiveness (Prediction 3), it made no sense to continue evaluating the
mediating effects of credibility on this relationship. Therefore, Prediction 5b was

not supported.
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DISCUSSION

To our knowledge, the present study was the first to investigate negative
publicity as a recruitment-related information source and thus begins to fill this
gap in recruitment literature. Furthermore, the effects of publicity followed by a
second information source on organizational attractiveness were examined,
adding to the scarce body of knowledge on multiple source effects. More
specifically, we investigated if recruitment advertising and positive word-of-
mouth can be used to enhance organizational attractiveness perceived by

potential applicants after being exposed to negative publicity.

Our results suggest that something can be done about the effects of negative
publicity on organizational attractiveness. By exposing potential applicants to
either recruitment advertising or positive word-of-mouth as a second
information source after negative publicity, their perceptions of organizational
attractiveness improved considerably. It seems that these additional information
sources were sufficiently diagnostic to alter the evaluations of potential
applicants (Feldman & Lynch, 1988; Herr et al., 1991).

Contrary to our expectations, positive word-of-mouth did not enhance
organizational attractiveness to a greater extent than recruitment advertising, nor
did self-monitoring moderate this relationship. It might be that the diagnosticity
of both information sources was so high that their accessibility did not matter
very much. Along these lines, the accessibility-diagnosticity framework
proposes that accessible information is not used when more diagnostic
information is available (Simmons, Bickart, & Lynch, 1993), indicating that
highly diagnostic information is preferred over highly accessible information.
Future research should investigate if recruitment advertising and word-of-mouth
can have a differential effect on organizational attractiveness when they are less
diagnostic, i.e., when they contain less information about important job and
organizational attributes. Furthermore, future studies should examine if other
variables such as the Big Five personality factors can help to explain individual
differences in the processing and effectiveness of recruitment sources as well as

if self-monitoring can moderate source effects in other contexts. For instance,
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although self-monitoring was not related to the processing of enforced
information sources in the present study, it might affect individual source
preferences when potential applicants are given the choice of which information

sources to use.

Although credibility did not mediate the effect of information source on
organizational attractiveness, word-of-mouth was perceived as more credible
than recruitment advertising. This might indicate that the two sources were
cognitively processed in a different way (Cable & Turban, 2001). In terms of the
elaboration likelihood model of persuasion (Cacioppo & Petty, 1984), credibility
of the information source might be a factor influencing potential applicants to
process the information more centrally, leading to greater and more enduring
changes in attitudes and behavior than peripherally processed information.
Supposing that word-of-mouth is processed more centrally than recruitment
advertising because of its higher credibility, we would not expect evaluations of
organizational attractiveness to differ after a short time interval, like in the
present study, because both sources contained good arguments as well as
positive peripheral cues. However, we would expect attitude change based on
word-of-mouth to be more thorough and long-lasting, which would be supported
by a differential effect of recruitment advertising and word-of-mouth on long-
term assessments of organizational attractiveness. Future research should test
these assumptions by measuring organizational attractiveness at longer time
intervals after recruitment advertising and word-of-mouth, and by examining if
credibility mediates the effects of these information sources on long-term

organizational attractiveness.

Since organizational attractiveness was not measured before negative publicity,
we cannot determine whether recruitment advertising and word-of-mouth
merely mitigated part of the effect of negative publicity or whether they
completely nullified it. An alternative approach might provide a preliminary
answer to this issue. If we compare the experimental groups from our main
study (see Table 3) to the control groups from our prestudy (see Table 2), an

independent-samples #-test shows that organizational attractiveness after
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negative publicity and recruitment advertising was significantly lower than after
recruitment advertising alone, #(60) = -3.35, p < .01, 1> = .14. This suggests that
although recruitment advertising diminished the effect of negative publicity, it
could not cancel it out entirely. Another independent-samples #-test revealed that
organizational attractiveness after negative publicity and word-of-mouth did not
differ significantly from organizational attractiveness after word-of-mouth
alone, #(64) = -1.33, p = .19, n* = .03, suggesting that word-of-mouth succeeded
in nullifying the impact of negative publicity. Although this additional analysis
should be interpreted cautiously, it implies that future research on the effects of
multiple recruitment-related information sources should include baseline
measures of organizational attractiveness to explore this matter more

profoundly.

This study has some limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the
experimental design of our study allowed us to carefully manipulate the content
and timing of all information sources, but unfortunately it also limits the
generalizability of the results. However, it would have been very difficult to
investigate our specific research questions in a field study. For instance, we
would have needed to find out which companies were about to appear negatively
in the press, be able to develop parallel information sources, and test these on
similar, but separate potential applicant samples. Future field studies might take
a macro-level approach and examine retrospectively how various companies
have dealt with negative publicity. Additionally, future research is needed to
examine whether our results can be generalized to other applicant populations,
organizations, and information sources. For instance, it might be that potential
applicants with more work experience would react differently to negative
publicity. Along these lines, Bretz and Judge (1998) observed that less
experienced job seekers placed more weight on negative information than more
experienced job seekers. Furthermore, Fombrun and Shanley (1990) found that
level of organizational diversification moderated the effects of media exposure
on corporate reputation, implying that the effects of publicity on organizational
attractiveness might not be the same for all types of organizations. Moreover, in

the current study we operationalized negative publicity as a single newspaper
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article about lay-offs at a restructuring company that was moderately negative,
as the article contained some neutral/positive information as well. It might be
that the effects of negative publicity are harder to mitigate when other media are
being used (e.g., TV news), when media coverage is more widespread, when
other topics (e.g., an ethical scandal) are being covered, or when the negative
information is more extreme. In addition, in our study there was a short time
interval between publicity and the second information source. Future studies
should examine the effects of recruitment advertising and word-of-mouth
presented at larger time intervals after negative publicity and try to establish an
optimal time for introducing a "mitigating" positive information source. Second,
demand characteristics might have contributed to the observed increases in
organizational attractiveness, although several precautions were taken to avoid
this (Orne, 1962). The study's purpose was described rather vaguely as
"examining how people form impressions about organizations and which
organizational characteristics are important in this process". In line with this
stated purpose, our questionnaire contained 16 filler items assessing perceptions
of organizational characteristics (e.g., "How likely is it that the organization
offers opportunities for rapid advancement?"). Participants were also instructed
to answer honestly, they were reassured that there were no wrong answers, and
participation was anonymous. Finally, the occurrence of positive word-of-mouth
about the organization after negative publicity could be questioned. However,
negative publicity usually provides rather general information that leaves
enough room for more specific diagnostic information to influence the
perceptions and interpretations of potential applicants. For instance, a company's
restructuring could actually be explained as a positive signal that the company is
striving to regain its health. Furthermore, our results indicate that the credibility
of positive word-of-mouth was moderately high and that respondents were

highly susceptible to it, even though it was provided after negative publicity.

Our findings have a number of theoretical implications suggesting directions for
future research. First, the accessibility-diagnosticity model (Feldman & Lynch,
1988; Herr et al., 1991) can be used as a theoretical framework to guide future

research on the effects of (multiple) recruitment-related information sources.
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Future studies should include measures of perceived accessibility and
diagnosticity to verify if they mediate the effects of information sources on
organizational attractiveness. A particularly promising avenue for future
research consists of integrating various theories to provide a more complete
picture of recruitment sources. For example, media richness theory (Allen et al.,
2004) could incorporate accessibility and diagnosticity as factors mediating the
effects of media richness. Finally, more research is needed about external
recruitment sources and multiple source effects, with word-of-mouth promising
to be an especially powerful and credible recruitment tool. In fact, future
research should investigate how specific dimensions of word-of-mouth, such as
valence, tie strength, sender expertise, and medium, can be manipulated to
influence its effects on organizational attractiveness (Bansal & Voyer, 2000;
Bone, 1995). Another intriguing research question would be whether
organizations can successfully imitate word-of-mouth (instead of indirectly
stimulating it), for instance through the use of employee testimonials, and how

this affects perceptions of credibility and organizational attractiveness.

Finally, several practical implications follow from our study. First, companies
that are suffering from negative publicity can make use of recruitment
advertising or positive word-of-mouth to soften its damaging effects. Although
recruitment advertising is more easily and directly managed, it is more
expensive and less credible than word-of-mouth and its impact might be less
thorough and enduring. Companies can try to stimulate positive word-of-mouth
indirectly, for instance by developing good relationships with key influentials
and opinion leaders and by providing positive internship experiences. Second,
companies should proactively try to avoid negative publicity and stimulate
positive publicity because of their possible impact on organizational
attractiveness. Again, this can be realized through indirect strategies such as
press releases and public-service activities. Third, taken together, our results
strongly suggest that companies should include external information sources in
their recruitment mix because of their credibility and impact on organizational
attractiveness. Moreover, the accessibility-diagnosticity model underlines the

importance of developing an integrated recruitment communication strategy
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(Keller, 1998). All the sources conveying organizational information to potential
applicants need to be consistent in content and valence, because any "outlier"
can be so diagnostic that it interferes with the effects of the other sources and

has a major impact on organizational attractiveness.
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CHAPTER 4
TAPPING THE GRAPEVINE:
INVESTIGATING ANTECEDENTS, CONSEQUENCES, AND
MEDIATORS OF WORD-OF-MOUTH AS A RECRUITMENT

SOURCE

Although it is generally recognized that potential applicants often consult family
or friends about possible jobs and organizations, research about word-of-mouth
as a recruitment source is scarce. Therefore, the present study contributes to the
recruitment literature by developing and testing a conceptual model of the
antecedents, consequences, and mediators of positive and negative word-of-
mouth communication. Results from 322 potential applicants for the Belgian
Defense suggested that extraversion, tie strength, and source expertise were
related to the use of word-of-mouth as a source of employment information.
Positive word-of-mouth was positively associated with organizational
attractiveness and prestige whereas negative word-of-mouth had a negative
impact. The effect of positive word-of-mouth on organizational attractiveness
was partially mediated by diagnosticity. Credibility partially mediated the

effects of both positive and negative word-of-mouth on organizational prestige.
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INTRODUCTION

Even though some research has indicated that social influences can affect
potential applicants' attraction to organizations (Fisher, Ilgen, & Hoyer, 1979;
Higgins, 2001; Kilduff, 1990, 1992; Ryan, Sacco, McFarland, & Kriska, 2000;
Rynes, Bretz, & Gerhart, 1991; Turban, 2001), most recruitment studies have
treated potential applicants as individual decision-makers, i.e. in social isolation.
In addition, previous research on recruitment sources has paid far more attention
to internal sources of employment information such as advertising than to
external sources such as word-of-mouth (Barber, 1998; Breaugh & Starke, 2000;
Rynes & Cable, 2003; Zottoli & Wanous, 2000). In fact, Cable and Turban
(2001) suggested that:

Any information source, ranging from company's brand advertisement to
friends' word-of-mouth, has the potential to affect job seekers' employer
knowledge (Cable et al., 2000). Unfortunately, several sources of
organizational information suggested by the marketing literature have been

relatively ignored in past recruitment research. (p. 132)

Although knowledge about word-of-mouth as a recruitment source is scarce, a
few studies have indicated that positive word-of-mouth can influence
organizational attraction (Cable, Aiman-Smith, Mulvey, & Edwards, 2000;
Collins & Stevens, 2002; Van Hoye & Lievens, 2005). The present study
contributes to the recruitment literature by developing and testing a
comprehensive model of word-of-mouth used by potential applicants as a source
of employment information. Our purpose was to gain an in-depth understanding
of both positive and negative word-of-mouth by examining their antecedents and
consequences. In addition, we tried to explain the relationship between word-of-
mouth and its consequences by investigating several mediating variables. On a
practical level, an increased knowledge of word-of-mouth might help

organizations monitor and manage this external recruitment source.

Our model of word-of-mouth was tested in a military setting. More specifically,

we examined how potential applicants used word-of-mouth to gain employment
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information about the Belgian Defense. This military context was relevant
because many armed forces are increasingly facing difficulties in attracting and
enlisting the required numbers of new recruits (Bachman, Segal, Freedman-
Doan, & O'Malley, 2000; Knowles et al., 2002; Lievens, Van Hoye, & Schreurs,
2005). In addition, it is important to understand why potential applicants decide
to apply for a job with a particular organization because if they choose not to
apply, they disappear from the recruitment process and cannot be reached by
later recruitment or selection activities (Barber, 1998; Breaugh & Starke, 2000;
Collins & Han, 2004; Collins & Stevens, 2002; Murphy, 1986; Rynes, 1991;
Rynes & Barber, 1990; Rynes & Cable, 2003; Saks, 2005; Taylor & Collins,
2000; Turban, 2001).

THEORETICAL MODEL AND HYPOTHESES

DEVELOPMENT OF MODEL

To develop our model of word-of-mouth as a recruitment source, two sources of
information were used. First, we supplemented the scant knowledge on social
influences in recruitment (Collins & Stevens, 2002; Fisher et al., 1979; Kilduff,
1992; Van Hoye & Lievens, 2005) with the voluminous marketing literature on
word-of-mouth (Bansal & Voyer, 2000; Bone, 1995; Brown & Reingen, 1987;
Herr, Kardes, & Kim, 1991; Mangold, Miller, & Brockway, 1999; Smith &
Vogt, 1995) to identify possible antecedents, consequences, and mediators of
word-of-mouth. Second, a prestudy served to examine the empirical relevance of
these theoretical constructs as well as to identify additional variables that might
be included in the model. Specifically, we conducted semi-structured interviews
with 19 potential applicants who visited a Belgian Defense's career office (16
men, 3 women; average age = 23 years, SD = 4.56) about their use of word-of-
mouth as a recruitment source. Every participant mentioned at least one word-
of-mouth source and in total 34 word-of-mouth sources were reported (average
use of word-of-mouth sources = 1.79, SD = .86). For eight potential applicants,
word-of-mouth was the only source they had used to obtain information about

the Belgian Defense. The final selection of constructs to be included in our
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model of word-of-mouth was based on the integration of the prestudy's findings
with the previous research literature on word-of-mouth. This resulted in the

conceptual model depicted in Figure 1.

OVERVIEW OF MODEL

Our model has the following components. First of all, the hypothesized model
distinguishes between positive and negative word-of-mouth because word-of-
mouth is an external recruitment source that can contain both positive and
negative information (Cable & Turban, 2001). Furthermore, we expected that
some potential applicants would rely more on word-of-mouth for obtaining
employment information than others. Similarly, in some situations potential
applicants may be more prone to use word-of-mouth information. Therefore, the
model proposes three individual difference variables (i.e., extraversion,
conscientiousness, and self-monitoring) and two situational variables (i.e., tie
strength and source expertise) as antecedents of using word-of-mouth as a
recruitment source. With respect to consequences, the model suggests that
positive (negative) word-of-mouth has a positive (negative) effect on
organizational attractiveness and prestige. These two outcomes were chosen
because they are situated in the first phase of recruitment in which organizations
try to identify and attract potential applicants (Barber, 1998). Moreover,
previous research has demonstrated that organizational attractiveness and
prestige are related to actual application and job choice decisions in later
recruitment stages (Chapman, Uggerslev, Carroll, Piasentin, & Jones, 2005;
Collins & Stevens, 2002; Highhouse, Lievens, & Sinar, 2003, Judge & Cable,
1997; Powell & Goulet, 1996; Turban, Campion, & Eyring, 1995). Finally, we
incorporated two different theories that might explain the effects of word-of-
mouth, namely the accessibility-diagnosticity model (Feldman & Lynch, 1988;
Herr et al., 1991) and the source credibility framework (Eisend, 2004;
Pornpitakpan, 2004). To this end, the model includes accessibility, diagnosticity,
and credibility as variables mediating the relationship between positive and

negative word-of-mouth and organizational attractiveness and prestige.
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In the following sections, we discuss each of the components of the model of

word-of-mouth and formally develop all hypotheses shown in Figure 1.

A DEFINITION OF WORD-OF-MOUTH AS A RECRUITMENT SOURCE

Word-of-mouth as a recruitment source can be defined as an interpersonal
communication, independent of the organization’s recruitment activities, about
an organization as an employer or about specific jobs (Bone, 1995; Cable et al.,
2000; Collins & Stevens, 2002; Van Hoye & Lievens, 2005). Examples include

conversations with friends and advice from independent experts.

The definition identifies the three key characteristics of word-of-mouth. First,
word-of-mouth is clearly a social phenomenon as it occurs between people, in
an informal manner (Bone, 1995). Second, given that the focus is on transferring
information, word-of-mouth represents a particular type of informational social
influence. Whereas normative social influences result from pressure to conform
to certain expectations held by others, informational social influences such as
word-of-mouth refer to accepting information provided by others as evidence
about reality (Cohen & Golden, 1972; Wooten & Reed, 1998). Finally, word-of-
mouth is an external or company-independent information source that is not
under the direct control of the organisation (Cable & Turban, 2001).

In addition to these defining characteristics, word-of-mouth can vary across at
least four other dimensions that are likely to influence its effects. First, even
though word-of-mouth is typically associated with face-to-face communication,
it can be provided through all sorts of media such as the telephone or the internet
(Dellarocas, 2003; Herr et al., 1991; Smith & Vogt, 1995). Second, as long as
they are operating independently of the organization, everyone can provide
word-of-mouth information including friends, family, and even complete
strangers (Brown & Reingen, 1987; Smith & Vogt, 1995). Third, word-of-mouth
can be based on motives of the source as well as the recipient, and even on
coincidence (Mangold et al., 1999). Finally, as word-of-mouth is an external
source that does not have the explicit purpose to promote the organization, it can

contain both positive and negative information (Bone, 1995; Cable & Turban,
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2001; Herr et al., 1991; Smith & Vogt, 1995). In our prestudy, 15% of the word-
of-mouth sources used by potential applicants provided negative information.
Therefore, our model contributes to the recruitment literature by taking the
valence of word-of-mouth into account when examining its effects on the

attraction of potential applicants (Collins & Stevens, 2002).

These dimensions clarify how word-of-mouth relates to two other concepts that
have been used in previous research. In fact, employee referrals and networking
represent particular types of word-of-mouth. Whereas everyone can provide
word-of-mouth, employee referrals are restricted to information provided by an
employee of the organization (Zottoli & Wanous, 2000). Moreover, employee
referrals typically contain only positive information as the organization is
recommended to potential applicants. Similarly, networking refers to one
specific kind of word-of-mouth. While word-of-mouth can be initiated by the
source as well as the recipient or can even occur coincidentally, networking
consists of word-of-mouth initiated by job seekers with the explicit intention to

gather information about potential jobs (Wanberg, Kanfer, & Banas, 2000).

ANTECEDENTS OF WORD-OF-MOUTH

Although there is a lack of research about the antecedents of word-of-mouth as a
recruitment source, previous marketing research (Bansal & Voyer, 2000; Bone,
1995; Mangold et al., 1999) has demonstrated that the use of word-of-mouth is
determined by the characteristics of the recipient (i.e., individual differences) as
well as the characteristics of the source (i.c., situational variables). Therefore,
our model first proposes that some potential applicants make more use of word-
of-mouth as a source of employment information than others. The most