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Abstract

The use of social networking websites (SNWs) during employee selection is gaining
popularity in organizations. Using a foundation that integrates identity and situational
strength theories, we develop a conceptual framework that differentiates SNW in-
formation from information gathered through traditional selection procedures, and
distinguishes between SNW types. Research questions and hypotheses are tested
using a survey of 291 hiring professionals. Results indicate that SNW content is con-
sidered useful and is regularly utilized during hiring. Some SNW content is viewed
positively (e.g., information supporting qualifications), while other information leads
to negative perceptions (e.g., discriminatory comments). Finally, results support a
differentiation between personal and professional SNW, as the kind of information

sought and the effectiveness of assessing various work-related constructs differs
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The organizational practice of using online social networking web-
site (SNW) information to learn about job applicants is rapidly in-
creasing (Nauen, 2017), though it is generally not a part of the formal
selection process (Ross & Slovensky, 2012). Because of a lack of re-
search on SNWs in hiring, many have urged caution regarding the
practice (Kluemper, Rosen, & Mossholder, 2012; Ployhart, 2012;
Roth, Bobko, Van Iddekinge, & Thatcher, 2016; Smith & Kidder,
2010). Thus, research is vital to help answer important questions
surrounding the use of SNWs in hiring, and to provide practical guid-
ance for moving forward (McFarland & Ployhart, 2015).

In proposing a comprehensive research agenda regarding SNWs
in organizations, McFarland and Ployhart (2015) outlined a variety of
key theoretical questions specific to a selection context. Most of the
initial research has thus far focused on answering questions regard-
ing validity (e.g., Kluemper & Rosen, 2009; Kluemper et al., 2012;
Van Iddekinge, Lanivich, Roth, & Junco, 2016) and applicant reac-
tions (e.gAguado, Rico, Rubio, & Fernandez, 2016; Madera, 2012;

between these SNW categories.

ability/knowledge/skills, other assessments, recruitment, selection/placement

Peluchette & Karl, 2008). Although these outcomes are critical to
understand, we also need to know how recruiters are using SNWs
and their perceptions regarding SNW information if we want to un-
derstand and improve the process. Therefore, the current research
seeks to understand the prevalence of SNW screening in the hir-
ing process, while addressing other important questions posed by
McFarland and Ployhart (2015, p. 1667): (a) “What specific content
has the strongest effect on subsequent employer impressions?” and
(b) “What specific features of applicant social networking sites most
influence impressions?”. Only two prior studies have focused on
these questions.

Bohnert and Ross (2010) used student participants and mock
Facebook profiles to show that having a professional- or family-fo-
cused SNW profile increased perceived qualifications and likelihood
of a job offer, and an alcohol-focused profile did the opposite, in
comparison to having no SNW presence. This study provided some
important initial information but did not differentiate between dif-
ferent SNW content (photos, posted information, background infor-

mation, etc.) or SNW types (only using a Facebook-like simulation),
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and the use of student participants may not generalize to actual
human resources (HR) professionals. Finally, the study did not make
any attempt to theoretically explain perceptual differences.

Roulin and Bangerter (2013) utilized a free-response format that
offered insights regarding professional recruiter perceptions of the
Facebook profile of a mock job applicant. Results indicated that per-
sonal information, professional information, and profile picture were
the most frequently mentioned Facebook content categories, and
extroversion and conscientiousness were the two personality traits
most likely to be inferred from such information. The use of actual
recruiters’ open responses allowed for an initial understanding of
which SNW content they focused on, but the recruiters were limited
to information from one mock Facebook profile.

We build upon these studies to address the focal questions in
the current study, making three main contributions to the research
literature. First, we use a theoretically based framework to differ-
entiate between SNW types and the information contained therein.
Specifically, we use a theoretical integration of identity theory
(Stryker, 1980; Stryker & Burke, 2000) and situational strength
theory (Meyer, Dalal, & Harmida, 2010; Mischel, 1973) to develop
a framework that explains how SNW information differs from typi-
cal applicant information and how SNW platforms differ from each
other. Second, we use this framework to develop research questions
and hypotheses regarding how HR professionals perceive and utilize
SNWs during employee selection. Third, we utilize a sample of prac-
ticing HR professionals whose jobs include recruiting and hiring, thus
helping ensure generalizability of the findings compared to studies

using student samples.

2 | THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS AND
HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

Two relevant psychological theories—Identity Theory and Situational
Strength Theory—help to explain recruiter perceptions of candidate
SNW information. Moreover, their integration leads to additional in-
sights when differentiating between professional and personal SNW
platforms. In this section, we briefly describe both theories, show
how they yield complementary perspectives, and develop an inte-
grative framework for describing how recruiters perceive and make
decisions based on SNW. The result is a theoretical framework and
set of hypotheses for how SNW is perceived and influences hiring

decisions.

2.1 | ldentity theory and situational strength theory

Identity theory (Stryker, 1980; Stryker & Burke, 2000) states that
an individual's self is composed of numerous identities that corre-
spond with various roles that the individual holds within a structured
society. For example, one may hold the role of a mother and of a
doctor, each corresponding to a particular identity. Each identity is

a cognitive construction that acts as a framework for interpreting

interactions, understanding expectations, and enacting behavior.
The number of identities carried by one individual is commensurate
with the number of distinct networks of relationships held (Stryker
& Burke, 2000). These various identities may complement or conflict
with each other (Touré-Tillery & Light, 2018), and individual behavior
is dependent on which role is activated in each situation (Newark,
2014; Stets & Burke, 2000). The identity activated through SNWs
is different than that activated through traditional selection proce-
dures (e.g., with candidates likely less guarded about revealing their
identity in SNWs than in an interview), and different SNW platforms
are also likely to activate different identities, based on purpose (e.g.,
professional vs. personal).

Because specific identity activation is contextual, situational
strength theory (Meyer et al., 2010; Mischel, 1973) provides addi-
tional insight. This theory states that situations provide different im-
plicit or explicit cues which signal behaviors that are desirable in that
context. Strong situations include more behavioral cues, and thus
elicit behavior that is more contextually controlled. Weak situations,
in contrast, consist of relatively few cues, eliciting a wider range of
behaviors. Meyer and colleagues (2010) proposed four related situa-
tional strength categories: clarity (the availability and ease of under-
standing cues), consistency (the compatibility of various situational
cues), constraints (the extent to which one's decisions and actions are
limited by outside forces), and consequences (the extent of positive
or negative implications to the self or others). While these categories
were developed to describe situational strength in work contexts,
our research expands this conceptualization by integrating it with
identity theory to describe SNW contexts. SNW information is valu-
able because it reflects a weaker situation than a job interview or
responses to an application blank. This lessens outside influence on
behaviors, meaning SNW information may be reflective of behaviors
that more completely and accurately reveal an applicant's overall
character (McFarland & Ployhart, 2015; Slovensky & Ross, 2012).
This has been suggested by research that shows that other-rated
personality using SNW information significantly correlates with self-
rated personality (Back et al., 2010; Kluemper et al., 2012).

2.2 | Framework for explaining recruiter
perceptions of SNW types

Combining the perspectives of identity and situational strength
theories improves the utility of both in a SNW context and allows
the development of a theoretical framework that better explains
recruiter perceptions of SNWs and rating decisions based on those
perceptions. SNW content is a projection of the social identities of
the applicants, and different SNW contexts provide different lev-
els of situational cues. One important contextual factor is SNW
type, especially the distinction between professional SNWs (e.g.,
LinkedIn) versus personal SNWs (e.g., Facebook) (Nikolaou, 2014;
Roulin & Bangerter, 2013). These different SNW contexts are likely
to activate different identities, which leads to different available in-

formation. For example, a personal SNW context is a weak situation
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where candidates reveal information that they would not reveal in
a stronger situation, thus providing complementary information to
what is normally available during the hiring process. This unique
SNW information is what recruiters are looking for to provide a com-
petitive advantage in hiring. Table 1 summarizes the key theoretical
differences and the implications for recruiter perceptions between
three contexts: (a) traditional (active) selection procedures, (b) pro-
fessional SNWs, and (c) personal SNWs. Each is described in more
detail below.

2.2.1 | Traditional (active) selection procedures

In traditional selection procedures, the applicant provides informa-
tion in response to organizational solicitation. We refer to these as
active procedures, because the organization actively solicits infor-
mation, and the applicant actively provides information in response.
For example, an applicant completes an application, responds to as-
sessment items, or answers interview questions. While there will be
some situational strength differences dependent on the procedures
used and how they are implemented, active selection procedures
are generally strong across all four situational strength categories.
In terms of clarity, they provide readily available and understand-
able cues, such as explicit instructions or items that require a spe-
cific response. Consistency is also strong because these procedures
consistently support an overall goal (hiring the best applicant), and
applicants receive cues from the job posting, interview questions,
and so forth, regarding the knowledge, skills, abilities, and other at-

tributes (KSAOs) being sought by the organization. This is because

TABLE 1

Traditional (active) selection procedures

Situational cues (e.g., application, interview)

Clarity Strong

Consistency Strong

Constraints Strong

Consequences Strong

Overall Strong

Identity

activated Job applicant

Implications e Candidate limited to responding to

Professional

e Candidate can tailor professional ac-

s
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effective selection procedures are generally based on job analysis
and are structured to be consistent in an effort to increase reliability
and validity (e.g., Campion, Palmer, & Campion, 1997, in employment
interviews; Siddique, 2004, in HR in general). Strong constraints are
present because applicants are limited to providing only information
requested by the organization. Finally, consequences are strong be-
cause a job offer decision is often directly dependent on the behav-
iors and information provided by the applicant.

Because of the very strong nature of active selection proce-
dures, they activate a job applicant identity (a professional identity
specifically related to the available job), driving behaviors that are
narrowly focused and tailored directly to the job at hand. Job appli-
cants are incentivized to engage in impression management behav-
iors that emphasize their strengths and minimize negatives (Knouse,
Giacalone, & Pollard, 1988; McFarland, Yun, Harold, Viera, & Moore,
2005). Applicants may even embellish or lie to best fit the expecta-
tions of the organization (Birkeland, Manson, Kisamore, Brannick, &
Smith, 2006; Levashina & Campion, 2007).

2.2.2 | Professional social media

In contrast to active selection procedures, screening SNW content
is a passive procedure that requires no direct organizational solicita-
tion or applicant input. Instead, the recruiter takes advantage of the
asynchronous nature of the SNW context and high permanence of
SNW information (McFarland & Ployhart, 2015) to seek out content
previously posted by the applicant and judge how it might relate to

the job. Prior selection research has typically used Facebook as an

Integration of identity and situational strength theories to explain recruiter perceptions by SNW context

Personal social media
(e.g., Facebook)

Professional social media
(e.g., LinkedIn)

Moderate Weak
Moderate Weak
Moderate Weak
Moderate Weak
Moderate Weak

Personal (specific personal
identity activated will vary)

e Candidate behavior is largely

direct hiring inquiries

Candidate will use impression man-
agement to appear as qualified as
possible

Candidate will use impression man-
agement to minimize or omit informa-
tion that may be viewed negatively by
the organization

complishments, history, and products.

Candidate may provide a large depth
of professional information (e.g.,
work experience, education, skills,
recommendations)

Candidate may provide little (if

any) nonprofessional (personal)
information

unconstrained

e Candidate may provide a wide
breadth of personal and social
information (e.g., vacations,
family, favorite movie/music,
feelings, emotions)

e Candidate behavior likely cor-
responds more closely to the
true self

e Candidate may provide little (if
any) professional information
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indicator of SNWs in general, without differentiating between SNW
types (see Kluemper & Rosen, 2009; Kluemper et al., 2012; Van
Iddekinge et al., 2016), but there are theoretical reasons for making
an initial distinction between professional and personal SNWs, as
summarized in Table 1 and outlined below.

Professional SNW platforms focus on users’ professional identity
and network. The largest of these—LinkedIn (www.linkedin.com)—
boasts more than 600 million members worldwide. These platforms
provide more moderate cues than active selection procedures.
Clarity and consistency are moderate because the purpose behind
professional SNWs is clearly to promote a professional identity and
users are cued with specific categories of information, but users are
encouraged and enabled to tailor their profile and the included in-
formation to match their own preferences. Constraints are moder-
ate because the format of professional SNW platforms encourages
professional information (work history, education, etc.) that provides
standardized expectations consistent with strong situations (LePine,
Hollenbeck, ligen, Colquitt, & Ellis, 2002), but also allows for user
discretion. For example, LinkedIn allows users to post essays, rec-
ommend others, upload photos, and so forth. Consequences are also
moderate because behaviors are not directly tied to job decisions,
but information provided on professional SNWs can be confirmed or
challenged by your professional connections (Carr, 2016; Guilfoyle,
Bergman, Hartwell, & Powers, 2016), and is viewable by other users.
Users may also be recruited and receive job offers due to profes-
sional SNW profile content.

Overall, professional SNW platforms are moderately strong sit-
uations that activate a broader professional identity than the very
strong active selection context. Thus, they may provide a larger
range of information about one's professional identity than would
be gathered using active selection procedures, but the behaviors
and information on professional SNWs are still largely limited to the
professional domain, with little nonprofessional or personal infor-

mation provided.

2.2.3 | Personal social media

Personal SNW platforms focus on a user's personal identity and net-
work. Facebook is most popular, with over two billion active users
(www.facebook.com). Due to the heterogenous audience of personal
SNWs, information is provided in a much weaker situation than pro-
fessional SNWs. Clarity and consistency are both weak because the
purpose is ambiguous, the audience(s) are broad and diverse, and how
the personal SNW is used greatly varies across users. For example,
Facebook is described as a place “to discover what's going on in the
world, and to share and express what matters” (www.facebook.com/
facebook). To some, this may mean posting pictures of their family va-
cations, while others choose to share humorous memes and videos.
Consequently, constraints are also weak, and users are freer to behave
however they choose (though terms and conditions may limit some
extreme behaviors, such as nudity or violence). Finally, consequences

are weak because, like other day-to-day personal interactions, actions

on personal SNWs are typically perceived as casual in nature and not
likely to have major positive or negative implications.

This relatively weak situation leads to the activation of various
personal identities, with the specific identity activated less defined
by the situation and more defined by the salient identities held by
the individual user and the audience of the content. Thus, behaviors
are largely unconstrained and more variable, with a wide breadth
of personal and social information typically available. Personal SNW
content may be perceived by hiring managers as a better represen-
tation of the applicant's true self, or the “identity important and
phenomenally real aspects of self not often or easily expressed to
others,” (Bargh, McKenna, & Fitzsimons, 2002, p. 34) because per-
sonal values are most likely to predict behavior in weaker situations
(Klein, Knight, Ziegert, Lim, & Saltz, 2011). In other words, individu-
als are freer to be themselves on personal SNWs, so recruiters likely
perceive user behaviors in personal SNWs as more indicative of the

strongest and most core identities inherent in the individual.

2.2.4 | Usefulness and utilization of SNW in
employee selection

The integration of identity theory (Stryker, 1980; Stryker & Burke,
2000) and situational strength theory (Meyer et al., 2010; Mischel,
1973) provides a foundation to understand why SNW information
may be utilized in making hiring decisions. SNWs provide a weaker
situation that elicits a wider variety of information about the job
candidate that is likely not available in traditional active selection
procedures. Because SNW information is novel and unique, hiring
professionals may view it as valuable in the hiring process. However,
this information may also be considered less relevant, because it
is passive information not tailored specifically to the job (Ollier-
Malaterre, Rothbard, & Berg, 2013). Thus, our first research question
focuses on whether HR professionals consider SNW information

useful in the employee selection process.

Research Question 1: To what extent do hiring pro-
fessionals agree that SNW information is useful in

employee selection?

If SNW information is perceived as useful in employee selection,
utilization of SNW screens in hiring is a logical outcome and estab-
lishing that SNW screens are being used in practice will support the
practical contribution of studying SNW screens in academic research.
Previous surveys have shown that using SNWs to make hiring decisions
is becoming a common practice. Surveys from the Society for Human
Resource Management (SHRM) show a steady increase from 13% to
39% of respondents using SNW information when hiring over the last
8 years (SHRM, 2008, 2011, 2013, 2016), while seven surveys from
CareerBuilder show almost 600% growth in SNW usage (from 12% to
70%) since 2006 (Erwin, 2013; Grasz, 2006, 2008, 2014, 2015, 2016;
Haefner, 2009; Hunt, 2012; Nauen, 2017). As informative as these sur-

veys are in understanding general trends, participants were limited to a
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dichotomous “yes/no” answer. This direct question may be difficult to
answer when SNW information is only sometimes considered (e.g., only
for professional jobs or when the applicant might be hiding something).
In order to better understand frequency of use, this study parsed out
SNW usage along a 5-point scale from “never” to “almost always,” sim-
ilar to Nikolaou (2014). Based on our theoretical foundation, prior in-
dustry surveys, and SNW mean usage reported by Nikolaou (2014), we
expect that many hiring professionals do view SNW during employee
selection. However, given the general lack of prior nuance in examining

frequency of SNW usage, the following research question is posed:

Research Question 2: To what extent do hiring pro-
fessionals use SNW information during employee
selection?

Another area in which there is very little information is examining
perceptions of specific SNW information in the hiring context. The only
published research on this topic used students as raters and concluded
that having an alcohol-based SNW profile negatively affects impres-
sions, while a family- or professional-based profile positively affects
impressions, when compared to having no SNW information (Bohnert
& Ross, 2010). However, examining how specific SNW content influ-
ences employer impressions is identified as a key unanswered ques-
tion in SNW research (McFarland & Ployhart, 2015). There is academic
speculation and industry surveys that suggest provocative photos,
alcohol/drug use, profanity, sexual references, religious quotes, shar-
ing confidential information, discriminatory comments, disparaging a
current/former employer, and weapons could all negatively affect per-
ceptions (Brown & Vaughn, 2011; Erwin, 2013; Grasz, 2006; Preston,
2011; Roulin, 2014; Van Iddekinge et al., 2016). On the flip side, a wide
range of interests, information that supports qualifications, good com-
munication skills, a personality that “fits” with the organization, and
online recommendations from others could have a positive effect (e.g.,
Erwin, 2013; Grasz, 2006; Hunt, 2012).

A similar unanswered question pertains to how a lack of SNW
presence, or a SNW profile that includes stringent privacy settings,
is perceived (Kluemper et al., 2012; Van Iddekinge et al., 2016). Roth
et al. (2016) propose that the uncertainty caused by missing or in-
complete SNW information is likely to negatively influence hiring
managers’ perceptions of applicants; however, the same authors
also suggest that applicants who guard their personal information
through heightened privacy settings might be viewed more posi-
tively, such as possessing higher tech savviness or conscientiousness.

As the extent to which specific information is viewed negatively
or positively is not altogether known, a research question is posed
regarding how HR professionals’ perceptions of applicants are likely
to change based on commonly found SNW content, a lack of SNW

presence, or stringent privacy settings.

Research Question 3: How do various types of com-
monly found SNW information (including a lack of
SNW information or stringent privacy settings) affect

hiring managers’ perceptions?

s
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2.2.5 | Perceptions of professional and
personal SNW

Based on the integration of identity theory (Stryker, 1980; Stryker
& Burke, 2000) and situational strength theory (Meyer et al., 2010;
Mischel, 1973), we hypothesize various differences between pro-
fessional and personal SNWs. First, professional SNW information
is provided in a stronger work-related situation than information
provided on personal SNWs. Thus, professional SNW profiles likely
contain much more work-related information that can be used to
identify positive information, such as the presence of KSAOs, that
can be used to screen in qualified applicants. Conversely, personal
SNW profiles likely contain a much wider breadth of personal in-
formation that may be reflective of the individual's true personal-
ity and behavioral tendencies that can be used to identify negative
information, or red flags, that can be used to screen out problematic

applicants.

Hypothesis 1a Seeking negative information, as opposed to positive
information, will more often be cited as a purpose behind viewing
personal SNWs.

Hypothesis 1b Seeking positive information, as opposed to negative
information, will more often be cited as a purpose behind viewing

professional SNWs.

In order to evaluate the potential role of each of these SNW types
in the hiring context, it is important to compare them relative to mea-
surable KSAOs. For an initial comparison, nine KSAOs that relate to
performance in a variety of jobs and that are likely measurable using
SNWs are considered. We predict that personal SNWs will be per-
ceived as more effective in measuring four of these KSAOs (personal-
ity, interpersonal skills, writing ability, and criminal behavior), and that
professional SNW will be perceived as more effective in measuring the
other five (cognitive ability, educational background, prior work expe-
rience, technical proficiency, and professionalism). A brief justification
of each KSAO and its corresponding prediction is detailed below.

Personality assessments have often been utilized to predict job
performance (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Connelly & Ones, 2010; Oh,
Wang, & Mount, 2011), but there is considerable disagreement as
to whether personality constructs are valuable in employee selec-
tion (Morgeson et al., 2007; Ones, Dilchert, Viswesvaran, & Judge,
2007). However, the potential of assessing personality using SNWs
is demonstrated in studies both inside and outside an organiza-
tional context (e.g., Kluemper & Rosen, 2009; Kluemper et al., 2012;
Marcus, Machilek, & Schiitz, 2006; Park et al., 2015), and because
SNW information is provided in a weaker situation than active selec-
tion procedures, personality measured by SNWs may be more accu-
rate than self-rated personality elicited in a formal hiring assessment
(Back et al., 2010; Kluemper, 2013). Because personal SNWs invokes
personal identities that are more indicative of true personality (com-
pared to the professional identity invoked in professional SNWs),
we predict that personal SNWs will be perceived as more effective

when measuring personality.
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Interpersonal skills are typically measured using employment
interviews (Huffcutt, Conway, Roth, & Stone, 2001) or assessment
centers (Arthur, Day, McNelly, & Edens, 2003). However, both pro-
cedures are time-constrained strong situations, where typical be-
haviors may be inhibited. Measuring interpersonal skills via SNWs
may also have limitations due to the lack of media richness (Daft
& Lengel, 1986) and physicality (McFarland & Ployhart, 2015). Yet
viewing actual online interactions with others on SNWs may offer
an alternative measure of interpersonal skills that is closer to typi-
cal day-to-day behaviors than the strong situations inherent in more
traditional selection procedures. Because online day-to-day inter-
actions are more readily available through the personal identities
enacted on personal SNWs, we predict that personal SNWs will be
perceived as more effective when measuring interpersonal ability.

Written communication is also an important KSAO for many jobs.
While typically measured through writing samples, seeing how an
applicant interacts with others in a more informal setting may pro-
vide unique and valuable insights. This is a major reason why writ-
ing ability is a KSAO often cited as being measurable through social
media (Brown & Vaughn, 2011; Kluemper, 2013; Van Iddekinge et al.,
2016). Because personal SNWs are weak situations with a structure
that encourages informal interactions between users to a greater ex-
tent than professional SNWs, we predict that personal SNWs will be
perceived as more effective when measuring writing ability.

Background checks are a common form of weeding out appli-
cants with prior criminal behaviors that may be problematic to effec-
tive job performance (Levashina & Campion, 2009), and examining
online information is a more recent form of background checking
(Clark & Roberts, 2010). This ability to look for red flags that screen
out potentially problematic applicants has often been cited as a pur-
pose of using SNWs in hiring (Davison, Maraist, Hamilton, & Bing,
2012; Grasz, 2006, 2008). This purpose most closely aligns with the
use of personal SNWs, as the personal identities enacted are more
likely to lead to indicators of criminal activity than the professional
identity enacted on professional SNWs. Thus, we predict that per-
sonal SNWs will be perceived as more effective when measuring

criminal behavior.

Hypothesis 2 Compared to professional SNWs, personal SNWs will be
viewed as significantly more effective in assessing (a) personality,

(b) interpersonal skills, (c) writing ability, and (d) criminal behavior.

Cognitive ability has generally been found to be one of the stron-
gest predictors of job performance (Hunter & Hunter, 1984; Schmidt
& Hunter, 1998), though these tests also tend to have an adverse
impact (Outtz, 2002; Roth, Bevier, Bobko, Switzer, & Tyler, 2001).
One indirect measure of cognitive ability—educational attainment—
demonstrates lower adverse impact, along with lower validity (Berry,
Gruys, & Sackett, 2006). Through a job application or résumé, an ap-
plicant's education is usually available to the hiring organization from
the candidate, but this information is less likely to be faked on SNWs,
due to additional verifiability by a larger number of connections and

viewers (McFarland & Ployhart, 2015). In other words, embellishing

may be more likely on an application or résumé that is targeted to
and viewed by a few unknown individuals in one organization, com-
pared to a SNW profile that is available to a much larger audience
and where the individual's connections would know that the infor-
mation is inaccurate and could potentially expose it as such.

Social networking website may also contain a wide range of other
information reflective of cognitive ability that is not typically on the
application or contained on the résumé (e.g., ideas expressed, lan-
guage used, etc.). As such, SNWs presents another indirect form of
measuring cognitive ability (Brown & Vaughn, 2011; Van Iddekinge
et al., 2016) that may have lower adverse impact than direct cogni-
tive ability tests, but stronger validities than a narrow measure of
educational attainment. The availability and depth of educational
background ismore likely to be present with a professional identity,
as compared to personal identity. We therefore predict that profes-
sional SNWs will be more effective when measuring both cognitive
ability and educational background.

Prior work experience is another KSAO that is often measured
during the selection process. Such information may predict future
job performance (Quifiones, Ford, & Teachout, 1995), though there
are questions regarding true predictive validity (Van Iddekinge,
Arnold, Frieder, & Roth, 2019). Measuring prior work experience
is often done using applicant résumés (Brown & Campion, 1994)
or through background-focused interview questions (Hartwell,
Johnson, & Posthuma, 2019). Like educational background, that
availability and depth of work experience ismore likely in profes-
sional SNWs, as compared to personal SNWs. Thus, we predict that
professional SNWs will be perceived as more effective when mea-
suring prior work experience.

Specific technical proficiency is often needed in order to effec-
tively perform in a job. While assessments that measure these tech-
nical proficiencies are sometimes utilized later in the hiring process,
the prior work experience and educational background contained in
a job application or résumé are often used to make initial inferences
(Brown & Campion, 1994). SNWs offer another avenue for mak-
ing inferences about technical proficiency (Hunt, 2012; Kluemper,
2013). Professional SNWs, in particular, activate a professional
identity that includes information indicative of technical proficiency
(e.g., prior work experience, educational background, uploaded work
samples, and skill endorsements from others). We therefore predict
that professional SNWs will be more effective when measuring tech-
nical proficiency.

Finally, professionalism is defined as one's general maturity, com-
petence, and character (see Roberts, 2005), and it is often among
the most sought-after positive attributes when hiring managers
view SNWs (Erwin, 2013; Grasz, 2006, 2008, 2014; Hunt, 2012).
Surprisingly, this construct is virtually ignored in employment selec-
tion research. SNWs may offer a means of measuring professional-
ism through the image a SNW user portrays. For example, the kinds
of pictures of the self (“selfies”) that are shared, how one interacts
with others on their profile, prior professional experience, recom-
mendations from professional connections, and how much personal

information the individual divulges could all be used as indicators
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of one's professionalism. Because much of this information is more
readily available when a professional identity is activated, it is more
likely to be found in professional SNWs. Thus, we predict that pro-
fessional SNWs will be perceived as more effective in measuring

professionalism.

Hypothesis 3 Compared to personal SNWs, professional SNWs will be
viewed as significantly more effective in assessing (a) cognitive
ability, (b) educational background, (c) prior work experience, (d)

technical skills/knowledge, and (e) professionalism.

3 | RESEARCH METHOD
3.1 | Participants and procedures

The study sample consists of HR professionals with current job du-
ties in hiring who completed an online survey between December
2014 and May 2015. An e-mail with a survey link was sent to mem-
bers of HR professional associations, recruiters of college graduates,
and alumni of HR programs at two U.S. universities. In addition, the
survey link was posted online at SHRM Connect (the official SNW
platform of SHRM) and six LinkedIn HR groups (HR Professionals
Association, Human Resource Professionals, Linked:HR, PHR Linked,
SHRM Official, and SHRM Networking). Utilizing these various re-
cruitment methods allowed for a broad sample representing a wide
variety of industries, locations, and organizations.

Data collection resulted in 291 responses from 37 U.S. states and
24 additional countries (79% U.S. respondents). Reporting an overall
response rate for this survey is not possible, but two of the sources
provide some insights. First, the survey was sent to college recruit-
ers, who were all currently involved in hiring and eligible to complete
the survey, with a response rate of 19% (61 of 317). Second, the HR
professional association members who were sent the survey all listed
employment selection as a current function of their job and were eligi-
ble to participate. Of the 1,378 deliverable e-mails to this sample, 64
participants completed the survey—a response rate of 5%. These re-
sponse rates are within range of similar academic and industry surveys
using databases of HR professionals (e.g., Chapman & Webster, 2003
[4%)]; Datta, Guthrie, & Wright, 2005 [15%]; Rynes, Colbert, & Brown,
2005 [19%]; SHRM, 2011 [18%], 2013 [19%], 2016 [14%)]).

Despite the expectedly low response rate (where the response
rate can be estimated), the sample was representative of a diverse
population of HR professionals. Participants came from the wide
range of states and countries represented (as noted above), and a
wide variety of industries were represented in the sample. The most
prevalent industries represented were business services (26%),
manufacturing (18%), education (8%), health care (8%), and govern-
ment (7%). Hiring experience among participants ranged between
1-22 years, averaging over 12 (M = 12.14, SD = 6.83). Participants
recruited and hired for various job types, including professional/
technical (85%), management (83%), administrative (64%), and en-

try-level sales or labor (54%).
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Instructions indicated that only those with current hiring job du-
ties were eligible to participate. In addition, one of the initial survey
questions asked to participants whether their current job included
hiring. If the participants answered “no,” then the survey ended.
Limiting the sample to include only those presently involved in hiring
was done to most accurately represent current hiring practices be-
cause the use of SNWs for hiring is a recent phenomenon. To reduce
inaccurate and socially desirable responses, participants were not
forced to answer any questions. Participants were offered a report
of the survey results in return for their participation. Power analyses
(Cohen, 1988) indicated that analyses for all hypotheses had power
above 0.90 for detecting small effects (d = 0.20) at a level of « = 0.05.

3.2 | Measures

It was important to balance research needs and survey length, in
order to create a survey that participants would complete that would
also give us valid results. Under the assumption that survey length
will inversely influence response rate, we utilized single item meas-
ures to represent homogenous constructs (Loo, 2002). All items de-
veloped and used for this study can be found in the appendix.

Social networking website usefulness was measured based on
agreement with one item on a 5-point scale (from strongly disagree to
strongly agree): Applicant social media information is useful when mak-
ing hiring decisions.

Social networking website usage was also measured with one
item: | view applicant social media information during the hiring process.
This was rated on the following 5-point scale: never (1), rarely (2),
sometimes (3), often (4), and almost always (5).

Perceptions of SNW information was measured with a list of 27
pieces of commonly found SNW information that could potentially
affect employer perceptions (including a lack of SNW information),
based on prior academic research, popular press accounts, and in-
dustry surveys. A full list of the 27 items can be found in the first
column of Figure 1. For each of these, respondents were asked how
the item would impact their image of the applicant. Responses were
recorded on a 5-point scale from | would view the applicant more
negatively (-2) to | would view the applicant more positively (2), with a
neutral point of | would not view the applicant more positively or more
negatively (0).

The purpose of using SNW platform, comparing professional and
personal SNW was approached using three sequential items, as

follows:

1. Purpose of using SNW: One item (What is the purpose [or pur-
poses] of viewing applicant social media information during the
hiring process?) measured the purpose of using SNWs in the
hiring process. Responses included: To find negative information,
or red flags; To find positive information, such as applicant qual-
ifications; To find any previously unknown information available
online about the applicant; and Other (please specify). Respondents

were instructed to select all that applied.
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SNW Information (Negative influence on perceptions) 95% Confidence Interval (Positive influence on perceptions)
-2 -1.75 -1.5 -1.25 -1 -0.75 -0.5 -0.25 0 0.25 0.5 0.75 1 1.25 15 175 2

Negative comments about race, gender, or religion 1.59 0.65 -1.67 -1.51

Potential drug use -1.5 0.65 -1.58 -1.42

Sharing of confidential information 1.39 0.78 -1.30

Disparaging current/former employer 1.35 0.72 -1.43 -1.27

Information that contradicts qualifications 1.34 0.65 -1.42 -1.26

Provocative photos 1.22 0.78 -131

Profanity 1.21 0.79 -1.30

Display or use of weapons -1.1 0.86

Grammar/spelling mistakes 0.96 0.66 -0.88

Sexual references -0.82 0.82 -0.72

Negative comments about the applicant from others -0.79 0.69 -0.71

Alcohol use -0.51 0.69 -0.59 -0.43

Text speak (such as "U" in the place of "you") -0.5 07 -0.58

Political statements -0.29 0.62 -0.36

Religious statements -0.27 0.72 -0.35

Not having a profile picture -0.25 0.52 -0.31

Finding a SNW profile that has not been regularly/recently updated 0.14 0.52

Not finding an applicant's SNW profile 0.13 0.53

Having a relatively low number of friends/connections -0.07 0.32

Attendance at parties/social events -0.01 0.52

Information about a recent vacation 0.08 0.44

Finding a SNW profile with little information, due to privacy settings ~ 0.16 0.61

Information about family 0.17 0.49

Information about sporting events 0.21 0.52 0.27

Having a relatively high number of friends/connections 0.21 048 0.27

Positive comments about the applicant from others 0.79 0.64 0.87

Information that supports qualifications 1.26_0.73 1.17 - 1.35

FIGURE 1 Reported Influence of SNW Information on Recruiter Perceptions of Job Applicants. 95% confidence intervals visualized by
black boxes, with the low and high values identified to the left and right, respectively

. SNW platform(s) used: This survey item listed seven potential SNW
platforms (see footnote 1), and participants were instructed to se-
lect any that they used when hiring. The focus of this study is on
the differentiation between professional and personal SNWs, as
operationalized by LinkedIn and Facebook, respectively.

Purpose of using SNW x SNW platform: This variable fed back the
respondents' responses to items 1 and 2 in a matrix item later in
the survey. Previously selected SNW platform(s) were listed as
a row on the left-hand side, and previously selected purpose(s)
were listed as columns running across the top. Participants were
asked to indicate which purpose(s) coincided with each SNW
platform, and they could select multiple purposes for each SNW

platform.

Constructs measurable by professional and personal SNWs were mea-
sured as respondents answered a series of questions regarding how
well various constructs could be measured by information found on
Facebook (representing personal SNWs) and LinkedIn (representing
professional SNWs),! each on a 5-point scale ranging from not at all (1)
to extremely well (5). These included one item each (per SNW platform)
for personality, interpersonal skills, writing ability, criminal behavior,
cognitive ability (labeled intelligence), educational background, prior

work experience, technical proficiency, and professionalism.

4 | RESULTS

Before examining results relevant to the hypotheses and research
questions posed, two geographic differences of the sample should
be highlighted. Compared to U.S. participants (n = 230), interna-
tional participants (n = 61) found SNW information more useful
(M, =38.33[SD,s =1.06], M,,, = 3.72 [SD,,, = 0.92]; t[286] = 2.67,

p < .01) and were more likely to use it during the hiring process

(Mys =3.02[SD ¢ = 1.47], M, , = 3.61 [SD,,, = 1.22]; t[287] = 2.90,

p < .01). No other meaningful demographic differences were found.

4.1 | Research question results

Research Question 1 concerned the extent to which hiring profes-
sionals agree that SNW information is useful in employee selec-
tion. Results indicated that over half of respondents (51%) agreed
or strongly agreed that SNW information is useful, while only 18%
disagreed or strongly disagreed. The overall mean (3.41) and 95%
confidence interval (Cl) (3.29-3.53) were higher than the neutral
scale point of 3, suggesting that hiring professionals generally view
SNW information as useful in hiring.

Research Question 2 concerned the extent to which hiring pro-
fessionals use SNW information during employee selection. Results
demonstrated that 18% of respondents never use it, 18% use it
rarely, 21% sometimes use it, 18% use if often, and 25% use it al-
most always. Overall, 82% of survey respondents use SNW to some
extent (at least rarely), and 43% use SNW regularly (often or almost
always). These results demonstrate that the use of SNW information
is a common occurrence during employee selection.

The final research question examined how common SNW infor-
mation affects hiring managers’ perceptions of a job applicant. As
Figure 1 indicates, 19 items had a negative influence on perceptions,
asindicated by a negative mean and a 95% Cl that did not include zero.
The most severe negative reactions (those with means lower than
-1) came from discriminatory comments (negative comments about

race, gender, or religion) (M = -1.59), potential drug use (M = -1.50),

sharing of confidential information (M = -1.39), disparaging a current

or former employer (M = -1.35), finding information that contradicts

qualifications (M = -1.34), provocative photos (M = -1.22), profanity

(M = -1.21), and the display or use of weapons (M = -1.10). Seven
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items were perceived positively, most notably information that sup-
ports qualifications (M = 1.26) and positive comments about the ap-
plicant from others (M = 0.79). Only one item (attendance at parties/
social events, M = -0.01) had a 95% Cl that included zero.

A post hoc exploratory factor analysis of the 27 items using
oblique rotation identified 7 factors with an eigenvalue over 1.
Examining factor loadings over 0.40 (Pituch & Stevens, 2016), the

e
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seventh factor did not contain any unique items (each loaded on an-
other factor as well). Thus, the analysis was run again while fixing
the number of factors to six, resulting in the factor loadings found
in Table 2. We label these six factors (1) red flags, (2) personal infor-
mation, (3) profile features, (4) personal views, (5) qualifications, and (6)
social. Two items did not load on any of the factors—sharing of confi-
dential information (highest on red flags factor [.382]) and display or

TABLE 2 Factor structure of perceptions of applicant SNW information

Factor 1 Factor 2

SNW information (red flags) (personal info)

Potential drug use 0.797 -0.026

Provocative photos 0.796 0.068

Profanity 0.731 -0.096

Alcohol use 0.619 0.021

Disparaging current/former employer 0.595 0.162

Negative comments about race, gen- 0.534 -0.048
der, or religion

Sexual references 0.485 -0.134

Information about family -0.035 0.755

Information about sporting events -0.043 0.738

Information about a recent vacation 0.066 0.719

Not finding an applicant's SNW profile ~ -0.019 0.025

Finding a SNW profile with little 0.092 0.091
publicly available information, due to
privacy settings

Finding a SNW profile that has not 0.024 0.121
been regularly or recently updated

Having a relatively high number of 0.042 0.371
friends/connections

Not having a profile picture -0.022 -0.027

Having a relatively low number of 0.033 -0.018
friends/connections

Religious statements -0.084 -0.031

Political statements -0.042 0.138

Text speak (such as “U” in the place -0.001 0.171
of “you”)

Information that contradicts 0.067 0.269
qualifications

Information that supports -0.074 0.187
qualifications

Positive comments about the appli- -0.074 0.303
cant from others

Negative comments about the ap- 0.157 -0.163
plicant from others

Grammar/spelling mistakes 0.061 0.084

Attendance at parties/ social events 0.217 0.397

Sharing of confidential information? 0.382 0.116

Display or use of weapons?® 0.327 -0.135

Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 Factor 6
(profile features)  (personal views) (qualifications)  (social)
-0.037 0.161 -0.033 -0.041
0.034 0.009 -0.021 -0.090
0.055 -0.131 0.092 0.038
0.183 0.028 0.036 -0.295
-0.07 0.00 -0.159 0.161
-0.003 -0.162 -0.194 0.305
-0.046 -0.486 0.089 0.080
0.033 0.059 -0.030 -0.134
-0.027 0.008 -0.048 0.066
0.038 -0.164 0.121 0.054
0.802 0.043 -0.087 -0.027
0.685 -0.058 0.247 0.008
0.614 -0.045 -0.091 0.094
-0.558 -0.028 0.002 -0.079
0.533 0.042 -0.379 -0.127
0.478 -0.045 0.099 0.660
0.00 -0.857 0.135 0.054
0.036 -0.779 -0.023 -0.144
-0.007 -0.536 -0.388 0.033
0.018 0.084 -0.676 0.186
0.033 -0.082 0.581 0.051
-0.097 0.092 0.546 0.319
0.164 -0.360 -0.478 -0.162
0.186 -0.288 -0.464 0.106
0.153 -0.135 0.102 -0.447
-0.080 -0.001 -0.363 0.329
-0.085 -0.355 -0.043 0.068

Note: This table utilized the factor loadings of a pattern matrix from a direct oblimin oblique rotation that converged in 14 iterations in SPSS. Bold

italicized loadings are above 0.40.
“These items did not load above 0.40 on any of the factors.
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use of weapons (highest on personal views factor [-0.355]). While the
27 individual items and 6 resulting factors are not exhaustive, they
do provide a useful initial categorization of SNW information related
to hiring manager perceptions.

As a second part of this research question, among the items in
Figure 1, were a few that focused on a lack of SNW information.
Specifically, we asked respondents how they would perceive an
applicant if the applicant's SNW profile was not found, if the SNW
profile was outdated, if it did not include a profile picture, or if it
included little public information due to privacy settings. Outdated
or missing SNW information was viewed slightly negative (consis-
tent with Nauen, 2017, and Roth et al., 2016): not having a profile
picture (M = -0.25), not regularly or recently updated (M = -0.14), or
not having a SNW profile (M = -0.13). Also consistent with Roth et
al.'s (2016) propositions, a SNW profile with little information due to
stringent privacy settings had a small positive influence on percep-
tions (M = 0.16).

4.2 | Results of tested hypotheses

Hypothesis 1a predicted that seeking negative information (as op-
posed to positive information) would more likely be the purpose
behind viewing personal SNWs, while Hypothesis 1b suggested the
opposite for viewing professional SNWs. To test these hypotheses, we
conducted a McNemar (1947) test of differences in nonindependent
proportions, comparing the proportion of participants seeking positive
or negative information from each SNW type. Results indicated that
when personal SNWs were used (n = 122), more respondents looked
for negative information (62%) than positive information (41%), a
statistically significant difference (;(2 = 10.03; p < .001) that supports
Hypothesis 1a. When professional SNWs were used (n = 205), positive
information was sought significantly more often (62%) than negative
information (34%) (42 = 27.37; p < .001), supporting Hypothesis 1b.
Finally, Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3 examined the perceived
relevance of professional and personal SNWs in measuring various

constructs. Hypothesis 2 predicted that personal SNWs would be
perceived as more effective than professional SNWs when measur-
ing (a) personality, (b) interpersonal skills, (c) writing ability, and (d)
criminal behavior. Hypothesis 3 predicted that professional SNWs
would be perceived as more effective than personal SNWs when
measuring (a) cognitive ability, (b) educational background, (c) prior
work experience, (d) technical proficiency, and (e) professionalism.
Table 3 illustrates the results regarding Hypothesis 2 and
Hypothesis 3, including significance using paired-samples t-tests.
Hypotheses 2a and 2d were supported, as personal SNWs were per-
ceived as more effective in measuring personality (H2a) and criminal
behavior (H2d), though ratings were low for both SNW types relevant
to criminal behavior. Hypotheses 2b and 2c were not supported as re-
sults indicated that it was professional SNWs (not personal SNWs) that
were perceived as better for measuring interpersonal skills (H2b) and
writing ability (H2c). Hypothesis 3 was fully supported, as professional
SNWs were perceived as more effective in measuring cognitive abil-
ity (H3a), educational background (H3b), prior work experience (H3c),
technical skills/knowledge (H3d), and professionalism (H3e).

5 | DISCUSSION

Using the theoretical foundations of identity theory (Stryker, 1980;
Stryker & Burke, 2000) and situational strength theory (Meyer et
al., 2010; Mischel, 1973), this research examined perceptions and
utilization of SNW content in hiring. Findings indicate that SNW in-
formation is regularly used during the hiring process by nearly half
(43%) of HR professionals surveyed, and that only a small minority
of respondents (18%) do not use SNWs at all. In addition, HR profes-
sionals generally consider SNW information a useful selection tool.
These results illustrate the importance of continued research on this
new selection procedure, as SNWs are considered useful and being
utilized by a sizeable proportion of HR professionals.

Specific SNW content (or lack of information) had an impact on

hiring manager perceptions, particularly with negative information

TABLE 3 Perceived effectiveness of personal and professional SNW platforms to measure various constructs

Construct (Hypothesis) Personal SNW Mean (SD)

Personality (H2a) 3.03(1.10)
Interpersonal skills (H2b) 2.65(1.01)
Writing ability (H2c) 2.70 (0.94)
Criminal history (H2d) 1.65(0.82)
Cognitive ability (H3a) 2.36 (0.97)
Educational background (H3b) 2.28(0.89)
Prior work experience (H3c) 2.18 (0.86)
Technical skills/knowledge (H3d) 1.97 (0.81)
Professionalism (H3e) 2.55(1.01)

Note: Ns between 267 and 270; Positive t-test results indicate that personal SNW was perceived as more effective than professional SNW.

SNW, social networking website, SD, standard deviation.
?Indicates significant results, but in a nonhypothesized direction.

Professional SNW Mean (SD) t p
2.59(0.91) 6.60 <.001
2.85(0.99) —2.758 .006?
3.44(0.97) -11.95% <.001*
1.49 (0.89) 3.46 .001
2.90(1.01) -9.87 <.001
3.89 (0.98) -26.05 <.001
4.00(0.95) -27.42 <.001
3.66(1.03) -25.25 <.001
3.60(0.96) -16.33 <.001
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such as discriminatory comments or evidence of drug use. Factor
analysis demonstrated that SNW information could be broken down
into six categories that influenced perceptions. Finally, results also
aligned with predictions from prior research (Nauen, 2017; Roth
et al., 2016) by showing that outdated or missing information had
a slight negative impression on hiring managers’ perceptions of ap-
plicants, while lack of information due to high privacy setting was
viewed slightly positive. Together, these results provide evidence
that SNW information does influence hiring managers’ perceptions
of applicants.

Finally, consistent with the theoretical framework developed
in Table 1, professional and personal SNWs were perceived differ-
ently in a variety of ways. First, the kind of information sought after
through each SNW type varied, with negative information being
more often sought in personal SNWs and positive information more
often sought in professional SNWs. Second, differences in effective-
ness of SNW types in assessing various KSAOs were also found. In
line with predictions, personal SNW content was perceived as more
useful in assessing personality and criminal behavior, while profes-
sional SNW content was perceived as more useful in assessing cog-
nitive ability, educational background, prior work experience, and
professionalism.

Contrary to our hypotheses, professional SNWs were also per-
ceived as more useful in assessing interpersonal skills and writing
ability. This may indicate that HR professionals recognize the impor-
tance of considering context (Johns, 2006) when using SNW infor-
mation in hiring. The behaviors elicited when a professional identity
is activated in professional SNWs may better match the behaviors of
the work identity activated on the job. Thus, participants view pro-
fessional SNWs as a stronger indicator of KSAOs like interpersonal
skills and writing ability. This is consistent with the finding of this
survey (see endnote 1) and other surveys (SHRM, 2011, 2013, 2016)
that show that LinkedIn (professional SNW) is used in hiring far
more often than Facebook (personal SNW). Overall, the differences
demonstrated between personal and professional SNWs underscore
the importance of differentiating SNW types in both research and
practice.

5.1 | Contributions

This research responds to McFarland and Ployhart's (2015) call to
examine the SNW features and content that influence employer
impressions and provides various contributions to the literature.
First, a theoretical framework is constructed that integrates iden-
tity theory (Stryker, 1980; Stryker & Burke, 2000) and situational
strength theory (Meyer et al., 2010; Mischel, 1973) to make differ-
entiations between traditional active selection procedures, profes-
sional SNWs, and personal SNWs. This integration extends each of
the theories into a SNW context, and provides a nuanced frame-
work that explains how SNW information may provide unique value
beyond the information typically gained through traditional active

selection procedures, while also explaining how information from

11
SELECTION AND ASSESSMENT FWI LEY

professional and personal SNWs is likely to be distinct from each
other. This framework provides a foundation for this study and could
be utilized in similar future SNW research. It also demonstrates that
SNWs are not all the same, and recognizing differences in situational
strength and the identities enacted by a particular SNW platform
provide necessary context to understand what information is likely
to be available, and how that information can be used to measure
job-related criteria. For example, the theoretical differences be-
tween professional and personal SNWs may mean that each should
be utilized differently based on the organizational context (e.g., job
level, span of control, and organizational industry).

In addition to this theoretical contribution, this research provides
practical contributions that shed light on how SNW information is
used in the hiring process. First, our survey of hiring profession-
als confirms and extends results of previous industry surveys by
demonstrating that a large proportion of employers regularly uti-
lize SNWs in employee selection and find SNW information useful
in making hiring decisions. This was done using a more fine-grained
approach that measured how rarely or frequently SNWs are used by
respondents, rather than the dichotomous yes/no choice that has
been used in prior surveys. While Nikolaou (2014) used a similar ap-
proach using a Greek sample, this research adds to his findings using
a predominantly U.S. sample.

Second, our survey provides results that indicate what effects
various types of SNW information (or lack thereof) have on hiring
managers’ perceptions of job applicants, directly addressing a major
gap in the literature (McFarland & Ployhart, 2015). This information
should prove useful in future SNW research, as noted in the Future
Research section below. Third, the theoretical distinction between
professional SNWs and personal SNWs is demonstrated through
our empirical results, highlighting the importance of ensuring that
differentiating between SNW types—both in research and in prac-

tice—when examining SNWs in employee selection.

5.2 | Limitations

While this research provides valuable contributions, there are limi-
tations that must be highlighted as well. First, this study relies on
self-report information about HR professionals’ perceptions of the
usefulness of SNW information, which provides valuable insights
into how SNW information is viewed and utilized in a hiring context.
However, this study does not examine how those perceptions actu-
ally translate into behaviors, or whether those perceptions are valid.
For example, Figure 1 shows that profanity on SNW would have a
sizable negative influence on perceptions of the job applicant, but
how would that actually translate into changes in rating behaviors
or hiring decisions, and is that negative perception a valid measure
of how well an applicant would fit in an organization or perform the
job? There is research that demonstrates that SNW information
does impact rating behaviors and hiring process decisions (Baert,
2018; Batenburg & Bartels, 2017; Bohnert & Ross, 2010), but more

comprehensive research on the topic is needed.
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Second, the generally low response rate from HR participants
may limit the generalizability of the results if the sample is not rep-
resentative of a larger population. However, the many industries and
geographic regions represented by our sample, along with the demo-
graphic composition, suggest that our sample is likely representative
of a broad and diverse population of HR professionals. Those who
participated in the study were likely to be those most interested in
the topic, which may also impact the generalizability of results. There
were also some differences between those in our sample recruited
via e-mail and those recruited via social media. Specifically, t-test re-
sults showed that those recruited by social media were more likely
to perceive of SNW information as useful in hiring (M = 3.53,

social

M = 3.29; t[286] = -1.98, p = .049) and to use SNW information

e-mail
in hiring (M., = 3.40, M, ... = 2.89; t[287] = -3.05, p < .01). Thus,
the method of recruitment has some impact on the interpretation of
the results.

Finally, this study does not directly consider the ethicality or
legality of using SNW information in the selection process. Ethical
issues (such as violations of privacy) and legal risks (such as possi-
ble discrimination or lack of demonstrated validity) may hamper the
utility of the practice in the United States (McDonald, Thompson,
& O'Connor, 2016; SHRM, 2013). However, there are currently no
specific U.S. laws or federal court rulings that prohibit the use of

SNW information.

5.3 | Future research

There are a variety of directions that future research could take
based off the results of this study. While this study demonstrated
that applicant SNW information is commonly used when making
hiring decisions, and even established how some specific SNW
information is likely to change employers’ perceptions, it is im-
portant to note that behaviors do not always correspond to per-
ceptions (Karren & Barringer, 2002). Thus, future research should
move beyond perceptions to examine actual rating behaviors. One
way this could be done is by utilizing the information in Figure 1
to develop mock SNW profiles and manipulate key information
therein. That would provide strong causal links between informa-
tion type and rating behaviors. A second way to do this would be
to examine real applicant SNW profiles in an actual hiring situa-
tion. This method would provide high fidelity and may also allow
further investigation into the predictive validity of SNW screen-
ing, but also presents several challenges and concerns inherent in
the complexity of conducting a field study in such a high-stakes
environment (e.g., decisions based on multiple hiring procedures,
ethical concerns, applicant reactions, etc.).

This research also solidifies strong differences between two
SNW types—which we refer to as professional and personal SNWs.
Given these differences, it is important to recognize that not all SNW
platforms are the same, and future research should differentiate be-
tween SNW types. For example, because seeking positive informa-

tion that demonstrates qualifications was found to be a major factor

in viewing professional SNWs during hiring, professional SNWs may
be viewed somewhat similarly to a résumé or application blank, and
these selection procedures typically occur early in the hiring pro-
cess. In contrast, the major factor in viewing personal SNWs during
hiring was seeking negative information that would screen out a can-
didate and remove them from consideration. This type of screen out
procedure is not unlike background checks, credit checks, or drug
screens, all of which tend to occur later in the hiring process. Thus,
best practice for when to view SNWs during the hiring process may
depend on which SNW type(s) an employer is using. As a second
example, applicant reactions may be positive to an employer viewing
applicant professional SNWs, as these profiles are created with the
express purpose of establishing a professional identity and network.
But applicant reactions are likely to be negative to an employer
viewing applicant personal SNWs, as these profiles generally are not
created nor maintained for this purpose (Aguado et al., 2016).

Finally, while a differentiation is made between professional and
personal SNWs, further differentiation between SNW platforms
may also be informative. For example, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram,
and Snapchat would all be considered personal SNW platforms. But
differences in the functionality, features, purposes, and user demo-
graphics likely lead to different levels of situational strength and
potentially different personal identities activated. Future research
attempting to tease out these differences may be useful. However,
SNW platforms and features change so rapidly that it may be diffi-
cult for academic research to stay current.
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ENDNOTE

LinkedIn and Facebook are, respectively, the biggest professional and
personal SNW platforms. Prior surveys show that they are also the most
utilized SNW sites during hiring (SHRM, 2011, 2013, 2016). Our survey
results confirmed this: Linkedln (98.7%) and Facebook (58.3%) were
the most oft-cited SNW used, followed by Twitter (27.0%), Industry-/
Association-specific SNW (14.3%), YouTube (10.0%), Instagram (7.8%),
and Pinterest (4.3%).
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APPENDIX
List of survey items developed and used for this study

1. My organization is part of the following industry: Banking/
Finance, Education, Government, Health Care, Leisure/
Hospitality, Manufacturing, Professional/Business Services,
Retail, Transportation, Other (please specify).

2. Do your current job duties include recruiting and/or hiring? (Yes/
No).

3. How many years of experience do you have in recruiting and/or
selecting employees?.

4. What type(s) of jobs are included in your recruiting and/or hiring
duties (select all that apply)? Executive/Senior-Level Officials and
Managers, First/Mid-Level Officials and Managers, Professionals,

Technicians, Sales Workers, Administrative Support Workers,

15
SELECTION AND ASSESSMENT FWI LEY

Craft Workers, Operatives, Laborers and Helpers, Service

Workers, Other (please specify).

5. | view applicant social media information during the hiring pro-
cess: Almost always (5), Often (4), Sometimes (3), Rarely (2), and
Never (1).

6. Applicant social media information is useful when making hir-
ing decisions: Strongly agree (5), Agree (4), Neither Agree nor
Disagree (3), Disagree (2), and Strongly Disagree (1).

7. Please indicate how discovering each of the following while view-
ing an applicant's social media content would impact your image
of an applicant:

a. Columns: | would view the applicant much more positively (2),
| would view the applicant somewhat more positively (1), |
would not view the applicant more positively or negatively
(0), I would view the applicant somewhat more negatively
(1), and | would view the applicant much more negatively
(-2).

b. Rows: Alcohol use; Potential drug use; Information about
family; Disparaging current/former employer; Profanity;
Religious statements; Sexual references; Provocative photos;
Attendance at parties/social events; Grammar/spelling mis-
takes; Information about a recent vacation; Text speak (such
as “U” in the place of “you”); Political statements; Information
that supports qualifications; Information that contradicts
qualifications; Negative comments about race, gender, or re-
ligion; Sharing of confidential information; Display or use of
weapons; Information about sporting events; Not having a
profile picture; Negative comments about the applicant from
others; Positive comments about the applicant from others;
Not finding an applicant's social media profile; Finding a so-
cial media profile with little publicly available information, due
to privacy settings; Finding a social media profile that has not
been regularly or recently updated; Having a relatively high
number of friends/connections; Having a relatively low num-
ber of friends/connections.

c. Note: This was a matrix question, where the survey taker re-
sponded by checking one of the columns for each row.

8. What social media website(s) do you use in the hiring process?
(Select all that apply.): Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Pinterest,
Instagram, YouTube, Industry- or association-specific (please
specify), and Other (please specify).

9. What is the purpose (or purposes) of viewing applicant social
media information during the hiring process? (Select all that
apply.): To find negative information, or red flags; To find positive
information, such as applicant qualifications; To find any previ-
ously unknown information available online about the applicant;
Other (please specify).

10.0On the left are the social media websites that you use in the hiring
process. On the right are the purposes for viewing social media
that you selected. Please indicate what type of information you
attempt to gather when viewing each social media website.

a. Note: This question listed responses to question #9 above in col-

umns, and responses to question #10 above in rows. Survey takers
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could select one or more columns for each row (i.e., one or more
purposes for using each social media platform).
11.The following are factors that are often measured during the hiring
process. Please indicate how well you think each of these factors
could be measured by information found on Facebook or LinkedIn.
a. Columns: How well could the factor be measured by
Facebook? (Extremely Well [5], Very Well [4], Somewhat Well
[3], Not very well [2], Not at all [1]); How well could the factor
be measured by LinkedIn? (Extremely Well [5], Very Well [4],
Somewhat Well [3], Not very well [2], Not at all [1]).

b. Rows: Educational Background, Past Work Experience,
Technical Skills/Knowledge, Interpersonal Skills, Writing
Skills, Intelligence, Personality, Professionalism, and Criminal
History.

c. Note: For each row (construct), the survey taker selected one col-
umn option for Facebook and one for LinkedIn.

12.Location of survey taker—U.S. state or country outside the United
States—was ascertained by IP address.

13.Survey recruitment source was coded “0” for e-mail and “1” for
social media.



