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Abstract 

This study uses a policy-capturing methodology to investigate how job seekers faced with conflicting recruiting 
information make organizational attractiveness judgments. It proposes that when considering recruiting information, 
the credibility of the information source, in terms of trustworthiness, expertise, integrity, and liking, will be 
positively related to the extent to which information from each source is used when judging the attractiveness of 
organizations. The results indicated that some sources are seen as more credible than others, and that this credibility 
is related to the use of information from that source. In addition, the dimensions of credibility most highly related to 
information use are different for interpersonal and institutional sources. The implications for employee recruiting 
research and practice are discussed.  
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1. Introduction 

Global Organizations trying to attract the top talent face job seekers who gather information about the organization 
from multiple sources. How do job seekers make sense of conflicting information? How should recruiters use 
different information sources to communicate their recruiting brand? How can our theories of trust and credibility be 
advanced through this recruiting literature? This paper addresses these important questions by investigating the 
relative importance of information sources and their credibility for judging organizational attractiveness. 

The goal of an organizational recruiting system is to affect the number, type, and quality of those applying for and 
accepting positions with an organization (Breaugh, 1992; Lockwood, 2006). This is of particular importance given 
the higher skill requirements of international employment (Inkson, Arthur, Pringle, & Barry, 1997). By attracting and 
retaining a high quality workforce, organizations can create a competitive advantage in the labor market (Allen, Van 
Scotter, & Otondo, 2004; Lado & Wilson, 1994), and with current and forecasted labor shortages (Jackson & Schuler, 
1990; May, 1998; Rynes, 1991), the task of attracting employees is becoming of greater concern to organizations 
(Chapman, Uggerslev, Carroll, Piasentin, & Jones, 2005; Turban & Greening, 1997). In response to this need, 
researchers have begun to investigate the characteristics of organizations that make them more attractive to potential 
employees. Research has found that factors such as pay level and type (Cable & Judge, 1994), HR systems (Bretz & 
Judge, 1994), promotional opportunities (Zedeck, 1977), recruiting processes (Becker, Connolly, & Slaughter, 2010), 
and location (Jurgensen, 1978) influence the attractiveness of the organization to potential applicants (Butler, 
Sanders, Whitecotton, 2000). While this research has contributed to our understanding of how information about the 
job and organization are related to organizational attractiveness, there remains a significant gap in our understanding. 

Potential employees evaluate organizations utilizing a variety of information from a variety of sources including 
agents of the organization such as recruiters and brochures and “outsiders” such as friends and colleagues (Barber, 
1998; pg. 8). Indeed, the number of sources of information has increased significantly with the advent of the internet 
as a tool for gathering information about organizations (Dineen, Noe, & Ash, 2002). In addition, researchers have 
noted that both positive and negative information is available in the labor market (Van Hoye & Lievens, 2005), 
which would make it likely that applicants will find a significant amount of conflicting information about 
organizations. For example, perhaps the organizational recruiter indicated that the organization maintained an 
employee-friendly culture, while a recent business magazine reported on a sexual-harassment lawsuit. How does the 
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applicant reconcile such informational conflicts? It is probable that the applicant would consider the sources of the 
information and evaluate their respective credibility in order to determine which information would be acted upon. 
The current study will consider the question of how job seekers use source credibility in selectively utilizing 
information sources. Specifically, the study addresses three gaps in the recruiting literature. 

First, one gap in our understanding of how information about job attributes influences organizational attractiveness 
deals with a lack of information about the source from which organizational attribute information is received (Van 
Hoye & Lievens, 2005). Recent research has illustrated that the behavior of job seekers evaluating organizations is 
consistent with the elaboration likelihood model (Jones, Shultz, & Chapman, 2006), suggesting that heuristic cues, 
such as information source, may have a significant impact on the way in which they process job and organizational 
information. The majority of research has not been designed to test the influence of information source. For example, 
a typical study such as Zedeck (1977) that presented information on salary, advancement opportunities, and 
flexibility to participants does not allow for the influence of information source to be ascertained. Research is 
therefore needed that creates a more realistic judgment context by making clear the source of the information about 
the organization.  

Second, while it is well known that there are multiple sources of information in the labor market (Gatewood, Gowan, 
& Lautenschlager, 1993; Barber, 1998), many past studies have investigated only a limited number of information 
sources, or a single information source in isolation. Further, by not presenting multiple information sources with 
conflicting information, much of the ambiguity and uncertainty of the job search process is masked (Rynes, 1991). 
For example, Schwoerer & Rosen (1989) manipulated information about employment-at-will-policies in a five-page 
recruiting brochure. This type of experimental design, where all the information comes from a single source, 
effectively "holds constant" the source of the information and does not, therefore, allow us to understand how 
multiple information sources may be used simultaneously. The same is true for other recruiting studies (e.g., 
Highhouse, Hoffman, Greve, & Collins, 2002). While some recent research has begun to address this issue (Collins 
& Stevens, 2002; Van Hoye & Lievens, 2005), questions remain regarding why particular sources are used more 
than others. Research is therefore needed which creates a realistic job choice context involving multiple information 
sources with conflicting information that must be used simultaneously. 

Finally, there has been a call for more research on two different types of information sources. First, the relative 
importance of institutional information sources, such as the internet (Dineen, et al., 2002), should be considered 
simultaneously to other sources (Ployhart, 2006). Second, given the proliferation of written media that is being used 
to transmit recruiting information, researchers have called for more research into recruiting information sent via 
“intensely personal” information sources (Allen, et al., 2004, pp. 165). The current study investigates a variety of 
interpersonal and institutional information sources to determine their respective credibility and use in making 
organizational attractiveness judgments.  

1.1 Information Source and Organizational Attractiveness Judgments 

Rynes (1991) and Barber (1998) call for recruitment research to pay greater attention to recruitment's most 
immediate objective, applicant attraction. As was stated earlier, several studies have examined the link between job 
attributes and the attractiveness of the organization (i.e. Harris & Fink, 1987; Powell, 1984). Although there is no 
definitive typology (Schwab, Rynes, & Aldag, 1987), past studies on these attributes has found evidence that 
compensation levels, promotional opportunities, type of work, and development opportunities are influential in job 
choice decisions (Zedeck, 1977; Bretz & Judge, 1994; Jurgensen, 1978). This research was has recently been 
meta-analyzed by Chapman, et al., (2005) who found that such job attributes as pay, advancement opportunities, 
organizational environment, and the type of work were strong predictors of organizational attractiveness. The 
framework used broke the factors affecting organizational attractiveness into the attributes that are specific to the job 
(Compensation and advancement, pay and benefits, and type of work) and those that are more descriptive of the 
organization as a whole (Company image, location, and size). The current study draws upon the categories in this 
meta-analysis as well as more specific studies of the attributes to derive the attributes used to describe the jobs.  

Given that attractiveness judgments involve the cognitive processing of information, it may be that factors other than 
the job-related information may influence ratings of organizational attractiveness. These factors are referred to as 
peripheral (heuristic) cues in the attitude literature (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). The source of the information can 
serve as such a heuristic cue (Chaiken & Maheswaran, 1994). Indeed, basic research in attitudes has found strong 
evidence that the source of a persuasive communication can influence its impact on attitude change (e.g. Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1984) and recent recruiting research has begun to consider the importance of such information processing 
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models (Jones, Shultz, & Chapman, 2006). This study investigates how the source from which the information is 
received may influence how it is used in judging the attractiveness of the organization. 

The influence of information source as a heuristics cue is accentuated by the nature of the job choice context. It is 
also well known that job choice decisions are made with limited and oftentimes uncertain information (Rynes, 1991). 
That is to say, it is not always clear to job candidates whether or not information about a company is accurate. For 
instance, information about future promotional opportunities with an organization is inherently uncertain, and 
impossible to directly verify. It is therefore, impossible for a job candidate to know if the promises of future 
opportunities are legitimate until sometime after job choice decisions have been made (Caldwell & O'Reilly, 1985). 
Thus when individuals make a subjective assessment of the validity of the information, it is likely influenced by the 
perceived credibility of the source of the information. In other words, whether or not a job candidate believes the 
information about a particular organization will depend, in part, upon the source of that information. 

Multiple Sources. Job search and choice decisions are based on information that is obtained from a variety of 
information sources (Barber, 1998). This information may come from interpersonal sources (Fisher, Ilgen, & Hoyer, 
1979; Caldwell & O'Reilly, 1985) including sources affiliated with the organization (e.g., an interviewer or job 
incumbent) and sources less likely to be affiliated with the organization (e.g., professor, friend, or other professional). 
In addition, there are also several institutional sources that are used regularly to obtain information about jobs and 
companies. These institutional sources include recruiting brochures, business magazines, corporate records, and the 
internet (Capelli, 2001; Betts, 1995; Gatewood et al., 1993).  

Thus, individuals rely on information from more than one source when assessing job alternatives (Taylor & 
Giannantonio, 1993). In a study of nursing applicants, Williams, Labig, & Stone (1993) found that 23% of the new 
hires had used multiple sources to gather information about the position. Also, Betts (1995) found evidence that 
students use up to eight different sources to obtain information about salary levels. However, past research on job 
choice has typically provided participants information from only a single source (i.e. Mason & Belt, 1986) or has not 
specified the source of the information at all (i.e. Rynes, Schwab, & Heneman, 1983; Strand, Levine, & Montgomery, 
1981).  

This indicates the need to investigate how these various sources impact information utilization. That is, because 
multiple information sources exist in the labor market, there is a need to study multiple sources simultaneously. Two 
recent studies have begun to address this question. In a study of engineering graduates, Collins and Stevens (2002), 
found that reporting exposure to publicity, advertising, and word-of-mouth endorsements of an organization were 
positively related to intentions to apply to an organization. A second study by Van Hoye and Lievens (2005) 
provided participants with negative information about the organization, and then provided positive (conflicting) 
information from either a recruiting advertisement or word of mouth. They found that receiving positive information 
did increase organizational attractiveness, but the source of the information did not have a significant influence on 
the size of that effect. They also found that word of mouth was perceived to be more credible than the recruiting 
advertisement. These perceptions of credibility, however, did not mediate the relationship between the information 
from the source and attractiveness.  

Given the results of these studies, some important questions remain. Because Collins & Stevens (2002) did not 
involve negative information, it does not provide a strong test of the effect of source credibility because sources are 
not providing conflicting information. Given the negative organizational information available, there remains the 
question of how job seekers integrate conflicting information. In the Van Hoye and Lievens (2005) study, credibility 
of the source is assessed, but the measure does not include the subdimensions of credibility and only two information 
sources are provided. This study will help fill these gaps by providing the realistic context of negative information as 
well as multiple information sources. In addition, credibility will be operationalized in such a way as to determine 
the extent to which some sources are perceived as credible for different reasons.  

Based on these studies, we can expect that information from each of the multiple sources will be used to judge the 
attractiveness of the organization, not just information from a single source. For example, in evaluating an 
organization, the job seeker may consider information from the recruiter, a professor, and a friend, and not rely 
exclusively on information from one source. Hence the first hypothesis: 

H1: Positive information from each of the sources will be related to organizational attractiveness. 

Although many information sources are used in job choice decisions (Taylor & Giannantonio, 1993), it is reasonable 
to assume that all sources are not used with the same frequency (Betts, 1995). That is to say, it is likely that in 
making job choice decisions, information from one source would be used more than information from another. We 
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would expect that information from particular information sources would have a greater impact on organizational 
attractiveness than others.  

Given that the various information sources would likely provide information that is not entirely consistent, how 
would a job seeker choose which information to act on? The research on information credibility provides a probable 
answer to this question. 

1.2 Information Source Credibility 

Given the inherent uncertainty involve in job choice decisions (Rynes, 1991), it is likely that the credibility of the 
source will influence whether the information is accepted and used in evaluating organizations. Indeed, attitude 
research suggests that the effect of source credibility is stronger when there is ambiguous information (Chaiken & 
Maheswaran, 1994). For our purposes, credibility will be defined as the degree to which a source is seen as providing 
reliable and accurate information. Researchers have typically broken down credibility into four dimensions: 
Expertise, Trustworthiness, Integrity, and Likeability. These dimensions have been used in the feedback literature 
(Ilgen, Fisher, & Taylor, 1979), the trust literature (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995), and job choice literature 
(Fisher, et al., 1979) in explaining credibility and similar constructs. Early research on recruitment source and 
credibility was conducted by Fisher et al. (1979). Using an experimental design, the authors found that the source of 
the information (recruiter, friend, job incumbent, or professor.) had a significant main effect on source credibility and 
job offer acceptance. The source seen as most credible was the job incumbent, followed by the friend, and the 
professor, with the recruiter seen as least credible. There are gaps in this study, however. First, it included only 
interpersonal information sources (recruiter, professor, etc.), and neglected research suggesting the use of other 
information sources such as media rankings or internet sites (Betts, 1995; Dineen, et al., 2002). Second, the subjects 
only received information from a single source, which does not answer the question of how job seekers would 
integrate conflicting information from multiple sources (Williams, et al., 1993). Each of these gaps will be addressed 
in the current study.  

Information received from sources perceived to be credible is more likely to be seen as valid, and therefore more 
likely to be used in evaluating the attractiveness of the organization (Van Hoye & Lievens, 2002). For example, if 
information about future promotional opportunities is received from a job incumbent (higher credibility) the 
information would have a greater impact on organizational attractiveness than if it was received from a recruiter 
(lower credibility). It is hypothesized: 

H2: Perceived source credibility will be positively related to the extent to which information from a particular source 
affects organizational attractiveness. 

Credibility is typically considered to be multi-dimensional. Because information sources may be perceived as being 
higher on some dimensions than others, these dimensions will also be considered individually. These dimensions 
include: Trustworthiness, expertise, integrity, and liking. 

Trustworthiness 

The trustworthiness dimension of source credibility reflects the motives that the receiver attributes to the source of 
the information. Research has shown that the motives attributed to a source influence the persuasive ability of its 
message (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993) and that information from sources perceived to be untrustworthy is more likely to 
be critically processed (Priester & Petty, 1995). It is quite possible that the source could be high in expertise and 
possess accurate information, but fail to give out that information for ulterior motives. For instance, even though a 
recruiter could be presumed to have accurate information, he/she also has a reason to distort the information that is 
provided to the candidate to persuade him/her to accept a position with the company. The more the source is seen as 
having benevolent motives toward the job candidate, or having the job candidate's best interests in mind, the more 
the source will be seen as trustworthy. The perceived trustworthiness of the source should be, therefore, related to the 
credibility of the source and its use in making attractiveness judgments. It follows that: 

H3: Perceived source trustworthiness will be positively related to the extent to which information from that source is 
related to organizational attractiveness. 

Expertise 

The extent to which a source is seen as credible is related to the perceived expertise of the source. Source expertise 
has been shown to influence persuasion, particularly in ambiguous judgment contexts (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). The 
expertise of a source of information about an job represents the perceived level of the source's knowledge, 
competence, or experience that is relevant to the position attributes or organization. A source that is perceived as 
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having a high level of expertise is seen as being knowledgeable or possessing accurate information (Fisher et al., 
1979). Job candidates are more likely to believe information about a company, and use it in evaluating the company 
if it comes from a source that is seen as being knowledgeable about the subject.  

H4: Perceived source expertise will be positively related to the extent to which information from that source is 
related to organizational attractiveness. 

Integrity 

The integrity dimension refers to the consistency shown by the source in adhering to a set of acceptable principles 
(Mayer et al., 1995). A source that demonstrates integrity adheres to a certain moral principle of what is acceptable, 
or ethical. Therefore, even if an expert source had negative motives toward an individual, if the source was high in 
integrity, he/she would still convey accurate information in order to follow those principles. This integrity would 
allow the job candidate to place more confidence in information provided by the source and act on that information. 

H5: Perceived source integrity will be positively related to the extent to which information from that source is related 
to organizational attractiveness. 

Liking 

Liking is the fourth hypothesized dimension of credibility. For our purposes, liking can be defined simply as the 
degree to which an individual has an overall positive evaluation of an object (i.e. person/source). Positive affective 
reactions have been shown to influence the persuasiveness of influence messages (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). 
Recruiting sources that are associated with such positive affective responses would be more likely to be seen as 
credible and used in making attractiveness judgments (Fisher et al., 1979). It is hypothesized that: 

H6: Liking for a source will be positively related to the extent to which information from that source is related to 
organizational attractiveness. 

2. Methods and Analysis 

To assess the use of multiple information sources and the influence of information source credibility on 
organizational attractiveness, a policy capturing approach was utilized. Policy capturing is a statistical procedure that 
can be used to determine an individual's decision making "policy" or unique method of combining and weighting 
information (Aiman-Smith, Scullen, & Barr, 2002). Using policy capturing methodology, instead of asking 
decision-makers about their priorities, those priorities are statistically estimated based upon the decisions that they 
make. This is advantageous for this study due to the social desirability that may influence reported job preferences 
and due to the fact that decision-makers may be unaware of the manner in which source credibility influences their 
choices. One of the strengths of the policy capturing approach is that it reduces the probability of social desirability 
bias (Rynes & Barber, 1990; Arnold & Feldman, 1981) and only asks decision-makers to provide their actual 
judgments, not requiring that they have an awareness of how they combined the factors. This method is covered in a 
review by Karren and Barringer (2002). Policy capturing has been effectively applied to study a variety of human 
resource management decisions including pay allocation decisions (Beatty, McCune, & Beatty, 1988), absenteeism 
(Martocchio & Judge, 1994), and job choice decisions (Rynes, et al., 1983).  

2.1 Sample 

Because this study was designed to investigate the concept of organizational attractiveness, students who are actively 
engaged in the job search are an appropriate population from which to sample. The sample consisted of 100 
undergraduate students at a large Midwestern university. The majority of the subjects were business majors (90%) in 
their junior or senior year. Participants were drawn from two sections of a required human resource management 
course. Participants ranged in age from 19 to 26, with an average age of 21 and a self reported GPA of 3.1/4.0. The 
percentage of men (43%) and women (57%) was nearly equal. 

2.2 Measures and Procedures 

In order to isolate the effects of information sources, the study used a four by two factorial design in which four 
sources of information were crossed with two levels of information favorability. By fully crossing these elements, 16 
distinct scenarios were created. One practice scenario was also completed by participants but was not included in the 
analysis. The 17 scenarios were presented to participants in random order. In addition, two versions of the scenarios 
were used, one using personal sources and one using institutional sources.  

Thus, for each scenario, participants received information about the organization from four sources (See Appendix A 
for sample scenarios). Each of these sources provided either relatively favorable or relatively unfavorable 
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information about the organization. While each source described the organization in terms of multiple dimensions 
(e.g., pay, promotional opportunities, etc.), each company description by a particular source was consistent across 
dimensions. That is, each source provided a favorable evaluation (e.g., favorable pay, favorable autonomy, favorable 
opportunities, etc.) or unfavorable evaluation (e.g., unfavorable pay, unfavorable autonomy, unfavorable 
opportunities, etc.) and in no case did a particular source provide a mixed evaluation across the dimensions. In 
accordance with the findings of Rynes, et al., (1983), close attention was paid as to making the manipulation 
approximate realistic labor market levels.  

The information provided by sources described the various organizations in terms of pay level, level of autonomy, 
promotional opportunities, training opportunities, and opportunities to use skills acquired in college. These 
job-related dimensions have been studied in job choice literature, and found to influence the attractiveness of the 
positions (i.e. Turban & Keon, 1993; Rynes et al. 1983; Fisher et al., 1979; Zedeck, 1977).  

Finally, participants each received one of two versions of the scenarios. One version of descriptions consisted of 
information about the company provided by four personal sources: A corporate recruiter, a job incumbent, a 
professor, and friend. The other version consisted of information provided by four institutional sources: a 
recruitment brochure, a corporate internet site, a leading business magazine, and the university's placement center. 
Each participant completed either the interpersonal source or the institutional source version of the questionnaire, 
with no subjects completing both.  

Organizational Attractiveness. Following each scenario, the subjects responded to a number of Likert scale items to 
assess the organizational attractiveness. A four-item measure adapted from Fisher et al. (1979), was used to assess 
organizational attractiveness. Example items include: “this company is attractive to me as an employer” and “I would 
really like to work for this company”. The measure showed excellent reliability (= .95). 

Source Credibility. After completing all 17 scenarios, the participants were asked a series of items to assess the four 
hypothesized dimensions of credibility (Trustworthiness, integrity, expertise, and likeability) for each of the four 
sources. While these four dimensions were combined to create a rating of overall credibility, the sub-scales for each 
dimension were also used in subsequent analyses. Three of the credibility subscales were adapted from Fisher, et al. 
(1979). Trustworthiness was measured by a three-item measure (= .67), with sample questions including “I feel this 
source is extremely trustworthy” and “this source is being honest with me”. While this internal consistency is below 
the conventional level of .70, it is only marginally so, which is more justified in scale development studies such as 
this (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994), and is consistent with the reliability found in Fisher, et al. (1979). Expertise was 
measured by a three-item scale (= .79) with sample items being “the source really has expert knowledge about this 
company” and “this source really has quality information”. Liking was measured with a three-item scale (= .87) 
with sample items including “I really like this source” and “I enjoy consulting this source for information”. The scale 
for integrity (= .71) was created based on the conceptual description of integrity given in Mayer et al. (1995) 
describing integrity as a dimension of interpersonal trust, example items include “this source consistently follows 
certain principles” and “this source upholds high standards of integrity”. All scales were measured on a 5-point likert 
scale (1 = strongly disagree… 5 = strongly agree). The relative credibility ratings of each source were compared 
using t-tests. In order to control the familywise error rate for the comparisons, the Bonferroni criterion adjustment 
was used.  

Source Use. Policy-capturing is a methodology for indirectly assessing the policy used by decision-makers by 
measuring the relationship between the stimuli as predictors of the outcome variable (Aiman-Smith, Scullen, & Barr, 
2002; Karren & Barringer, 2002). Because all combinations of the four predictor variables were used, we can assume 
that the variables are orthogonal, eliminating the threat of multicollinearity. In the current study, participants 
responded sequentially to 17 scenarios. In order to control for within-subject error variance, hierarchical linear 
modeling (HLM) was used to estimate the weighting given to each of the four sources (Aiman-Smith, Scullen, & 
Barr, 2002; Hurt, Mayer, & Hofmann, 1999). By relating the four predictor variables (positive or negative 
information from the four sources) to organizational attractiveness, parameter estimates are generated which 
represent the extent to which the information from each particular source predicts organizational attractiveness. For 
example, a large parameter estimate for the recruiter would mean that the information given by the recruiter had a 
large impact on organizational attractiveness. Similarly, a small estimate would mean that information from the 
recruiter did not impact the participant's judgments. Thus, a set of parameter estimates was calculated separately for 
each of the 100 participants, with the estimates representing the use of information from each source relative to other 
sources. In addition, a set of parameter estimates was made for the pooled sample while including gender and age as 
between-subject control variables.  
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3. Results 

3.1 Source Use 

Interpersonal Sources. As predicted, for the pooled sample, information from the recruiter (= .721, p < .001), 
professor (= .569, p < .001), job incumbent (= 1.01, p < .001), and friend (= .537, p < .001) all had significant 
positive effects on the attractiveness of the organization (See Table 1). Thus Hypothesis 1 was supported. The fact 
that information from all four sources was related to organizational attractiveness supports the contention that 
multiple sources of information are used in evaluating organizations. While these values are relatively large 
compared to other policy-capturing job choice studies (e.g., Bretz & Judge, 1994), the difference must be considered 
in relation to the number of variables considered. The more important way to interpret the results is in the relative 
magnitude of the parameter estimates which suggests that information provided by the job incumbent was the best 
predictor of the attractiveness judgments. Information from the recruiter was used the second most, followed by the 
professor and friend. Gender was also a significant predictor of organizational attractiveness, with women rating the 
opportunities as more attractive. While the magnitude of this effect was several times smaller than the source effects, 
the bivariate analysis (Table 5) indicates that women were significantly more likely to use information from the 
incumbent (r = .32, p < .01) and less likely to use information from the friend (r = -.29, p < .01). It is also interesting 
to note that older respondents tended to use information from the recruiter and professor more than the incumbent 
and friend. Perhaps this would be due to a greater level of experience with such individuals.  

Insert Tables 1 about here 

Institutional Sources. Hypothesis 1 was also supported for the institutional sources of information. The placement 
center (= .750, p < .001), and business magazine (= .716, p < .001), were used the most, followed by the internet 
(= .566, p < .001), and recruiting brochure (= .543, p < .001). Interestingly, in the multivariate analysis in the 
sample rating scenarios with information from institutional sources, gender was not related to attractiveness. 
However, the bivariate relationship between gender and the use of information from the placement center was 
significant (r = .32, p < .01) with women being more likely to use that source. Perhaps surprisingly, age showed a 
nontrivial positive relationship with the use of internet information (r = .31, ns). Also, age did predict organizational 
attraction in the multivariate analysis with older participants rating the organizations as less attractive. The 
magnitude of this effect was also relatively modest. Overall, these results provide support for the use of multiple 
information sources in recruiting research, as participants used policies that utilized information from all four 
sources.  

3.2 Source Credibility 

The HLM analysis demonstrated that information from various sources is used to different degrees in evaluating 
organizations. For example, it is clear that information from the job incumbent was used more often than information 
from the other sources. In order to investigate the hypothesis that this difference is due to different perceptions of 
source credibility, a series of paired t-tests was conducted. The mean ratings for each of the credibility dimensions 
were compared. The means, standard deviations, and correlations among the credibility dimensions are shown in 
Tables 2 and 3. The general pattern of intercorrelations provides empirical support to the conceptualization that 
trustworthiness, expertise, integrity, and liking can be viewed as part of the singular construct credibility.  

The results of the t-test comparisons are shown in Table 4, and provide clear evidence that the sources are perceived 
as having different levels of credibility. With one exception, there are statistically significant differences between the 
mean ratings of at least one source on all four dimensions. Among the interpersonal sources, the friend and job 
incumbent were seen as most credible, and the recruiter as least credible. With regard to the institutional sources, the 
placement center and business magazine were rated as the most credible, with the corporate internet site and the 
recruiting brochure rated as the least credible.  

Insert Tables 2-4 about here 

Considering the sub dimension of trustworthiness, the friend is significantly more trusted than the job incumbent and 
recruiter, and the professor and job incumbent also more trusted than the recruiter. A similar pattern is found for 
institutional sources with the placement center and business magazine being most trusted and the recruiting brochure 
and internet site being the least trusted. 

On the expertise dimension, the job incumbent and the recruiter are seen as most expert among the interpersonal 
sources. Interestingly, among the institutional sources, there was very little variance in the expertise ratings, with the 
mean ratings on expertise being statistically indistinguishable.  
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With regard to integrity, the friend and the professor, had the highest integrity, the job incumbent was seen as having 
significantly more integrity than the recruiter. The placement center and magazine were seen as having the most 
integrity.  

On the liking subdimension, the friend was the most liked, with the professor and job incumbent being more liked 
than the recruiter. The placement center was the most liked of the institutional sources, and the recruiting brochure 
was the least liked of the sources.  

It should be noted that these comparisons come from the participant’s direct ratings of the source’s credibility. In 
most cases, these ratings are consistent with the HLM analysis which inferred the sources credibility from the 
participant’s use of information from each source in making their judgments. The exception is the friend, who was 
rated as having the highest level of credibility but tended to have a lower (although significant) relationship with 
attractiveness judgments.  

3.3 Source Credibility and Information Use 

Is the variation in participant’s policies for using information from the various sources related to their ratings of the 
sources credibility? One would expect that if a source is used heavily in evaluating the organizations that it would 
also be rated as a credible source of information. The HLM analysis produced a series of parameter estimates for 
each subject that represented his/her policy in evaluating the scenarios. The parameter estimates represent the extent 
to which the information from that source was used in making the organizational attractiveness judgments. The 
relationship between these parameter estimates and credibility ratings of each source provide an indication of the 
extent to which variation in source use could be accounted for by source credibility.  

To test the hypotheses relating to whether job seeker’s use of a particular source is related to the perceived credibility 
of that source, the zero-order and partial correlations between the weight each subject placed on each source and its 
respective perceived credibility while controlling for gender and age were calculated. It is important to note that this 
analysis does not evaluate the use of each source, or the credibility of the source, but rather the extent to which the 
use of the source was related to its credibility. Due to significant relationships between age, gender, and information 
source use (Shown in Table 5), the partial correlations are used for the majority of the analyses. Table 6 shows the 
partial correlations for the interpersonal sources and provides strong support for Hypothesis 2 in that the relationship 
between the overall credibility and use of the recruiter (r = .34, p < .01), professor (r = .44, p < .01), incumbent (r 
= .28, p < .05), and friend (r = .45, p < .001) were all statistically significant. Among the institutional sources, the 
results for overall credibility were more mixed. The relationship between use and overall credibility was statistically 
significant for the business magazine (r = .32, p < .01), but not for the brochure (r = .10), placement center (r = .20), 
and internet (r = .11). It should be noted that all the relationships were in the predicted direction and had non-trivial 
magnitudes. The power to detect the statistically significant effect is attenuated by sample size. In addition, it may be 
possible that certain dimensions of credibility are more salient for some sources. This possibility can be investigated 
by considering the partial correlations between source use and each credibility dimension. 

Insert Tables 5 and 6 about here 

Among interpersonal and institutional sources, the partial correlation for the trustworthiness dimension was 
statistically significant for the professor (r = .30, p < .05), incumbent (r = .30, p < .05), and friend (r = .36, p < .01), 
all of which are interpersonal sources. This suggests that the concept of motives may be more salient to job 
applicants when evaluating information from people than from institutional sources. Thus hypothesis three received 
partial support.  

The expertise dimension was significantly related to source use for the recruiter (r = .39, p < .01, professor (r = .32, p 
< .05), friend (r = .39, p < .01), and business magazine (r = .26, p < .05). This suggests again that the use of 
interpersonal sources had a greater tendency to be associated with greater expertise dimensions which was not the 
case for institutional sources where the integrity dimension appeared more salient. Thus, hypothesis four received 
partial support. 

The integrity dimension was significantly related to source use for six of the eight sources. Both interpersonal 
sources, including the recruiter (r = .34, p < .01, professor (r = .36, p < .01), friend (r = .29, p < .05), and institutional 
sources, including the brochure (r = .22, p < .05, placement center (r = .38, p < .01), and business magazine (r = .36, 
p < .01). This provides support for hypothesis five and suggests that the integrity dimension has the broadest 
applicability across information sources.  

The liking dimension of credibility was positively related to information source use only for the placement center (r 
= .24, p < .05) and the magazine (r = .27, p < .05), providing only modest support for hypothesis six. It appears that 
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affective reactions were most salient to judging organizational attractiveness when evaluating information from 
institutional sources not associated with the organization.  

4. Contributions and Limitations 

The study has made several practical and theoretical contributions to our understanding of job seeker’s use of 
information in the labor market in assessing the attractiveness of organizations. First of all, the study illustrated how 
potential applicants use information from multiple sources to evaluate organizations. This was done in a realistic 
decision making context that included individuals receiving conflicting information from the various sources. The 
HLM results indicate that information from the job incumbent was used most heavily in evaluating the organization 
among the interpersonal sources. This finding is consistent with recruiting practices of arranging site visits that allow 
the recruit to meet with members of the organization. The fact that the job incumbent was used more than the 
recruiter also suggests that organizations would have greater leverage in influencing organizational attractiveness 
through the involvement of employees that are not perceived as recruiters.  

Many organizations utilize written media for distributing recruiting information. Among the institutional sources, the 
placement center and the business magazine were most used in forming attractiveness evaluations. This suggests that 
the efforts organizations make at improving their relationship with third-parties in the recruiting process such as 
universities and with the popular business press will have a significant influence on job seeker’s perceptions of their 
organization. In addition, because the study design provided participants with scenarios in which sources were 
providing them conflicting information, the results illustrate that source credibility is one determinant of which 
source is used in making attractiveness judgments. This is consistent with the findings of Van Hoye and Lievens 
(2005) in illustrating that negative information in the labor market can be counteracted if the positive information is 
distributed through more credible sources.  

A second contribution of this study is in showing how the differential source use is related to the perceived 
credibility of the information sources. Overall credibility or one of its subdimensions was a significant predictor of 
the use of all the sources except for the internet site. This suggests that steps taken to increase the credibility of the 
source of the recruiting message will increase its influence on perceptions of the organization. In addition, it is 
interesting to note that the dimensions of credibility that were most strongly related to the use of recruiting 
information varied by the source. For example, use of information from the recruiters was driven in part by 
perceptions that they possessed expertise and integrity. Conversely, use of information by the incumbent was driven 
by perceptions of trustworthiness, ostensibly because the incumbent does not have the same motive to present the 
organizations favorably as the recruiter. In addition, when the placement center was used as an information source, it 
was related to overall liking for the source and perceptions of its integrity.  

In practice, these links between diverse credibility dimensions and source use suggest two methods for organizations 
to bolster the effectiveness of their recruiting messages. First, organizations should attempt to send recruiting signals 
through sources that have the highest level of credibility. Second, organizations can signal the particular credibility 
dimensions within their recruitment message. For example, a recruiting brochure that signals its legitimacy through 
the use of signature of leaders, promises, codes of ethics, etc would likely be perceived as having higher integrity and 
therefore be used more in decisions. Future research can investigate these two methods for creating persuasive 
messages.  

A third contribution of this study is illuminating how job seekers evaluate the credibility of various information 
sources. While previous studies had investigated the credibility of only a limited number of sources (Van Hoye & 
Lievens, 2005) or only interpersonal sources (Fisher, et al., 1979), the current study evaluates a more comprehensive 
list of potential interpersonal and informational sources. Knowledge that the placement center is perceived as being 
more credible than a recruiting brochure, for example, has implications for the allocation of recruiting resources. It 
would suggest that funds and personnel invested in shaping the perceptions and understanding of placement center 
staff would yield indirect effects on the effectiveness of recruiting programs. This provides empirical support for the 
recommendations of other researchers (May, 1998). In addition, the high perceived credibility of friends supports the 
findings of Kilduff (1990) who also found that job preferences parallel the views of peers, and helps partially explain 
the effectiveness of employee referrals as a source for potential recruits. An endorsement from a friend and a job 
incumbent would clearly be seen as a credible labor market signal.  

Another interesting finding is that while the job incumbent was perceived as having the highest level of expertise, 
and the next to lowest levels of trustworthiness and integrity, it was the trustworthiness and integrity that were most 
highly related to using the incumbent as a source. This suggests that if the overall expectations for a source are lower 
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there may be a greater opportunity for influence if the organization is able to break out of the stereotype for that 
source.  

Overall, the results indicate that it is important for HR managers responsible for recruiting to systematically 
determine the sources utilized by potential applicants to obtain information about their company. While not all of 
these sources are under the organization’s control, having delineated these sources, steps can be taken to shape the 
credibility perceptions of these sources from the applicant's perspective. By signaling the positive information about 
the organization as well as source credibility, the organization can maximize the effectiveness of its recruiting 
message. For example, it may be possible to increase the credibility and influence of a recruiting brochure if it 
includes information from unbiased sources such as business periodicals or company rankings. Future research 
should investigate the extent to which such cross-signaling influences information source use and organizational 
attractiveness. 

Another interesting area for future research is investigating possible connections between credibility perceptions and 
individual differences. Although this study has established certain general trends in credibility perceptions, it may be 
that the individual variance in perceptions is related to performance-relevant individual differences. If future research 
could establish such connections, it would provide further guidance to HR managers attempting to manage the 
characteristics of their recruiting pool.  

This paper also makes significant theoretical contributions to our understanding of the job choice process. First, the 
study expands and enriches our models of information use as applicants evaluate jobs. While previous research on 
factors influencing job choice has assumed that the information is uniformly accepted as credible and accurate, this 
study furthers our understanding by illustrating that the source from which information is received influences how it 
is used in decisions. Second, the study expands our understanding of the dimensionality of credibility as it applies to 
job choice. That is, this study expands the theory of source effects due to credibility by incorporating models of 
organizational trust with their accompanying dimensions. Finally, the study suggests that theories of choice that 
presume the rational processing of information can be improved by considering how heuristic processes are used to 
cope with complex decision-making contexts. 

While the study addresses a gap in research on recruiting and organizational attractiveness, it also has some 
limitations. First, like many recruiting studies, this study relied upon evaluations provided of hypothetical 
organizations. In addition, the information provided by each source was held constant across scenarios. Neither of 
these conditions is likely to be the case in real job-choice situations. These constraints were necessary to allow for an 
experimental design with strong internal validity inferences, but the external validity becomes less certain. It should 
be noted, however, that consistent with the recommendation of Rynes et al. (1983), the manipulated levels of the 
variables were realistic for labor market conditions, and multiple information sources were considered which 
presents a more realistic decision making context. In addition, it was necessary to have each source providing the 
same types of information in order to avoid confounding the source and information type effects. In any case, future 
research should investigate these findings in a non-hypothetical research design, as well as consider how information 
source and type of information might interact. Finally, individual differences relating to credibility judgments (e.g., 
trust propensity, critical thinking) should also be investigated to determine their relationships with recruiting 
information sources.  

A second limitation is the modest sample size. While policy capturing studies can effectively use small samples due 
to their within-subject nature (Aimen-Smith, et al., 2002), the between subject analyses may be limited. Future 
research that utilizes larger samples will increase the generalizability of these results.  

Third, the design of the current study does not allow for investigating interactions between the information sign and 
the information source. Because previous research has suggested that information sources providing counter-motive 
information are judged to be more credible (Fisher, et al., 1979), it may be that the sign of the information coming 
from a particular source influences its credibility and use. That is, perhaps positive information from some sources 
has little effect while negative information from those sources may have a large impact on attractiveness judgments. 
Because organizations are trying to be credible while simultaneously attracting recruits, better understanding this 
interaction should be considered in future research.  

Fourth, the job seeker’s credibility perceptions seemed to drive information source more for interpersonal sources 
such as recruiters and friends. There are several potential reasons for this finding. First, the dimensions of credibility 
were derived from literature involving primarily interpersonal sources (e.g., Fisher et al., 1979). In order for 
applicants to make credibility inferences for institutional sources it requires a certain personification that may not 
come naturally to decision-makers. Second, due to the personification issue, a greater level of cognitive processing is 
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required to critically analyze the motives and integrity of the institutional sources. Such systematic processing is only 
carried out if there is sufficient motivation and cognitive ability to do so (Chaiken & Trope, 1999). Finally, people 
have a tendency to reify written information, assuming that because it is written it must be valid and immutable 
(Cialdini, 2001). This would likely have the effect of reducing cognitions related to evaluating the credibility of the 
institutional sources. Future research should consider other dimensions or operationalizations of credibility that may 
more closely capture the utilization of institutional sources.  

In conclusion, this study makes an important contribution to our understanding of recruiting. The influence of 
information source in a context of conflicting recruiting information had been a gap in our understanding of the 
recruiting and job choice process. By showing how job seekers react to conflicting recruiting messages differently 
based on the perceived credibility of multiple interpersonal and institutional information sources, this study helps to 
fill that gap. Given the proliferation of information sources available in the modern labor market, further research in 
this area is critical.  
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Table 1. Policy Capturing Hierarchical Linear Model Parameter Estimates of Information Source Use 

   

 Variable 
Parameter 
Estimate 

   
Interpersonal Sources   

Main Effects   
Recruiter .721*** 
Professor .569*** 
Job Incumbent 1.01*** 
Friend .537*** 

Control Variables   
 Age -.021 
 Gender .091* 
   
   
   
Institutional Sources   

Main Effects   
Recruiting Brochure .543*** 
Placement Center .750*** 
Internet .566*** 
Business Magazine .716*** 

Control Variables   
 Age -.049** 
 Gender -.090 
   
   

Note: For interpersonal sources, n = 47, for institutional sources, n = 53  
* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001  
 
Table 2. Correlations between Perceptions of Interpersonal Source Credibility Dimensions 
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Table 3. Correlations between Perceptions of Institutional Source Credibility Dimensions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4. Information Source Credibility Mean Ratings t-tests 
 

      
 Interpersonal 

Sources 
  Institutional 

Sources 
 

      
      
 Friend 3.68  Placement Center 3.67 
Overall Credibility Job Incumbent 3.58  Business Magazine 3.59 
 Professor 3.52  Internet Site 3.23 
 Recruiter 3.05  Recruiting Brochure 3.04 
      
 Friend 3.89  Placement Center 3.76 
 Trustworthiness Professor 3.75  Business Magazine 3.59 
 Job Incumbent 3.53  Internet Site 3.09 
 Recruiter 2.84  Recruiting Brochure 2.90 
      
 Job Incumbent 3.95  Business Magazine 3.56 
 Expertise Recruiter 3.43  Placement Center 3.42 
 Professor 2.95  Internet Site 3.36 
 Friend 2.75  Recruiting Brochure 3.26 
      
 Friend 3.87  Placement Center 3.79 
 Integrity Professor 3.82  Business Magazine 3.58 
 Job Incumbent 3.43  Internet Site 3.13 
 Recruiter 2.84  Recruiting Brochure 3.10 
      
 Friend 4.21  Placement Center 3.72 
 Liking Professor 3.55  Business Magazine 3.65 
 Job Incumbent 3.39  Internet Site 3.32 
 Recruiter 3.07  Recruiting Brochure 2.91 
      

Note: Means are statistically different unless connected by a bar. For interpersonal sources, n = 47, for institutional 
sources, n = 53. The Bonferroni criterion adjustment was used to correct the family-wise error rate. 
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Table 5. Zero-Order Correlations between Information Source Use, Overall Perceived Source Credibility, and 
Control Variables 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6. Partial Correlations between Information Source Use and Perceived Source Credibility Controlling for Age 
and Gender 
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Appendix A  

Sample Scenario: Interpersonal Sources  

Assume that you are currently on the job market, looking for a full time position. You wanted to get 
information about the job and the company from several sources. You received information from a recruiter from the 
organization, your major professor, a job incumbent on a plant tour, and your best friend who is also interviewing 
with the organization.  

 

The recruiter said that the training and promotional opportunities are outstanding, with opportunities to use 
the skills you gained in college immediately in an entry-level position. Pay is quite good, paying about 5% above the 
industry average. And, although there are some routine things to do, the position generally allows you a lot of 
autonomy in working independently on several interesting projects. 

The professor said that training and promotional opportunities are quite good, with opportunities to use the 
skills you gained in college after proving yourself in an entry-level position. The pay is not bad, typically paying 
about 5% below the industry average. And, although much of what you do is somewhat routine, the position 
occasionally allows you some freedom to work on an interesting project.  

The job incumbent said training and promotional opportunities are outstanding, with opportunities to use 
the skills you gained in college immediately in an entry-level position. Pay is quite good, paying about 5% above the 
industry average. And, although there are some routine things to do, the position generally allows you a lot of 
autonomy in working independently on several interesting projects.  

Your friend who also is considering the company said training and promotional opportunities are quite good, 
with opportunities to use the skills you gained in college after proving yourself in an entry-level position. The pay is not 
bad, typically paying about 5% below the industry average. And, although much of what you do is somewhat routine, 
the position occasionally allows you some freedom to work on an interesting project.  

Based on this information, please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements. 

I am very interested in pursuing a position with this company. 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Uncertain Agree Strongly Agree 

1           2        3     4          5 

 

I would be very willing to accept a job with this company if offered one. 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Uncertain Agree Strongly Agree 

1           2        3     4          5 

 

I would really like to work for this company. 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Uncertain Agree Strongly Agree 

1           2        3     4          5 

 

This company is attractive to me as an employer. 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Uncertain Agree Strongly Agree 

1           2        3     4          5 
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Sample Scenario: Institutional Sources 

Assume that you are currently on the job market, looking for a full time position. You wanted to get 
information about the job and the company from several sources. You received information from a recruitment 
brochure, an independent Internet site, a leading business magazine, and from files kept at the university's placement 
office.  

 

The recruitment brochure said that the training and promotional opportunities are outstanding, with 
opportunities to use the skills you gained in college immediately in an entry-level position. Pay is quite good, paying 
about 5% above the industry average. And, although there are some routine things to do, the position generally 
allows you a lot of autonomy in working independently on several interesting projects. 

The corporate internet site said that training and promotional opportunities are quite good, with 
opportunities to use the skills you gained in college after proving yourself in an entry-level position. The pay is not 
bad, typically paying about 5% below the industry average. And, although much of what you do is somewhat routine, 
the position occasionally allows you some freedom to work on an interesting project. 

The leading business magazine said training and promotional opportunities are outstanding, with 
opportunities to use the skills you gained in college immediately in an entry-level position. Pay is quite good, paying 
about 5% above the industry average. And, although there are some routine things to do, the position generally 
allows you a lot of autonomy in working independently on several interesting projects. 

The university's placement center information said training and promotional opportunities are quite good, 
with opportunities to use the skills you gained in college after proving yourself in an entry-level position. The pay is 
not bad, typically paying about 5% below the industry average. And, although much of what you do is somewhat 
routine, the position occasionally allows you some freedom to work on an interesting project. 

 

Based on this information, please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statements. 

 

I am very interested in pursuing a position with this company. 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Uncertain Agree Strongly Agree 

1           2        3     4          5 

 

I would be very willing to accept a job with this company if offered one. 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Uncertain Agree Strongly Agree 

1           2        3     4          5 

 

I would really like to work for this company. 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Uncertain Agree Strongly Agree 

1           2        3     4          5 

 

This company is attractive to me as an employer. 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Uncertain Agree Strongly Agree 

1           2        3     4          5 

 

 

 


