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Orientation: Job interviews remain a popular platform on which organisations source
talent. Interviewees seek to make an impression in interviews to influence the decision to be
hired.

Research purpose: The study explores why and how impression management manifests
within the recruitment interview setting.

Motivation for the study: Calls exist within the local and international literature for studies
that explore the concept of impression management further as a basis to improve activities
such as recruitment and selection.

Research approach, design/method: An interpretivist research paradigm using the qualitative
approach and the exploratory research design was utilised. In-depth interviews with 20
employees at a South African higher education institution were conducted. Narrative analysis
formed the basis of the data analysis by adopting the three levels of the meaning-making
approach used in previous studies.

Main findings: Two major narratives emerged. Firstly, when exploring why impression
management occurs in the recruitment interview, the strategising behaviour was identified.
Secondly, when exploring how impression management occurs in the recruitment interview,
the switching behaviour was identified.

Practical/managerial implications: The study provides information that organisational
strategists and recruiters can use to enhance not only the recruitment process but also the
decisions informed by such processes.

Contribution/value-add: This study contributes to the growing body of knowledge in an area
of study that has received scant empirical focus locally and internationally. This can be a

catalyst for future research on impression management.

Introduction

The ability to make decisions is an important organisational capability (Chinyamurindi, 2016a;
Fisher, Schoenfeldt, & Shaw, 2006) that can provide direction for the organisation (Louw, 2012).
This can form a basis for a competitive advantage (Louw, 2013). Furthermore, paying attention to
the decision-making capability has ramifications for workplace output (Tsai & Huang, 2014). The
requirement is to provide processes within organisations that support this (Grobler, Warnich,
Carrell, Elbert, & Hatfield, 2011). An important decision that needs to be made within organisations
is concerned with the recruitment and selection of employees (Chinyamurindi & Louw, 2010;
Chiwara, Chinyamurindi & Mjoli, 2017; Louw, 2012).

Recruitment decisions concern prioritising that a workforce will be able to meet the current and
future needs of the organisation (Aamodt, 2013). By such a prioritisation, organisations are able to
place the right people in the right positions, thus enhancing organisational development (Grobler
et al., 2011). However, when making such decisions, impression management as a behaviour can
occur on both the interviewer’s and the interviewee’s sides (Abbott, Goosen, & Coetzee, 2013;
Ployhart, Schneider, & Schmitt, 2006). Impression management has the potential to affect not only
the quality of decisions but also outcomes from human resources management (HRM) processes
such as recruitment and selection.

Impression management has been defined to be an effort, whether conscious or unconscious, to
control the image that is perceived by others of the self (Mtshelwane, Nel & Brink, 2016).
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Impression management concerns how individuals portray
themselves ‘to be perceived favourably by others’
(Hooghiemstra, 2000, p. 60). The concept of impression
management follows in its early conceptualisation a
dramaturgical metaphor as a performance of the self in
relation to an audience (Goffman, 1959).

The literature seems to position impression management as
a concept studied from various disciplines including
marketing (Fisk & Grove, 1996), accounting (Godfrey,
Mather, & Ramsay 2003), social psychology (Allport, 1954),
economics (Demers & Vega, 2010) and tourism services (Yan
& Ho, 2017). Impression management can also be evident
within an HRM context, especially concerning recruitment
decisions, for three reasons. Firstly, the recruitment
interview relies on prospective candidates sharing their
stories and experiences (Galletta & Cross, 2013). This
process by nature may potentially result in the prospective
candidates exaggerating their stories and experiences to
sway a decision in their favour. Secondly, recruitment
interviews seek to elicit those stories and experiences that
are retrospective (O’Neil & Horne, 2012). Such a focus, as
inevitable as it may be, can be a strength and a weakness.
Chinyamurindi (2016b) lauds interviews as offering a
platform on which the past, present and future can be
understood. However, the concern is that there are few or
no processes to validate interviewees’ accounts. This
potentially gives rise to impression management as a
concept thathasbeen researched and debated internationally
(Howle, Jackson, Conroy, & Dimmock, 2015; Kacmar &
Carlson, 1999; Patel, Gali, Patel, & Parmer, 2011; Schlenker,
1980; Sung, Lin, Connor, & Chan, 2017) and recently within
a South African Industrial Organisational Psychology (IOP)
context (Mtshelwane et al., 2016). This study seeks to expand
understanding into impression management within an IOP
discipline by specifically focusing on the recruitment
interview setting.

Central to impression management, as argued by Ward and
Ravlin (2016, p. 3), is ‘status enhancement’, be it in a context
of real orimagined audiences (Abbottetal., 2013). Impression
management is viewed as a form of self-representation in
view of the construction of social reality (Leary & Kowalski,
1990). This can often result in the creation of a desirable
image of the self, whether truthful or deceitful, to gain
favour from an audience (Goffman, 1959; Kolb, 2017).
Impression management thus emerges as a possible
performative behaviour (Goffman, 1959) with either positive
or negative outcomes (Mtshelwane et al., 2016). Within the
context of work, impression management is really done to
secure a positive outcome for the individual (Dimba &
Rugimbana, 2013).

Research objectives

This study aims to explore why and how impression
management manifests within the recruitment interview
setting, using a sample of academics at a South African
higher education institution. This aim is actuated and
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influenced by three main observations from the extant
literature. Firstly, there is a growing body of international
literature calling for focus on understanding impression
management within organisational studies (Howle et al.,
2014; Kacmar & Carlson, 1999; Patel et al., 2011; Schlenker,
1980; Sung et al., 2017). Secondly, calls exist with the South
African IOP context to be expansive in understanding the
concept of impression management (Mtshelwane et al., 2016).
Finally, although a number of studies have been conducted
with a specific focus on recruitment (Chinyamurindi & Louw,
2010; Kerr-Phillips & Thomas, 2009; Louw, 2013), the link
between impression management and the recruitment
process remains an area that deserves further exploration in
South Africa (Mtshelwane et al., 2016). All these are apparent
gaps that this research seeks to fill. The research question that
guided the study was the following: Why and how does
impression management manifest within the recruitment
interview setting amongst a sample of academics at an
institution of higher learning in South Africa?

Literature review

To understand the concept of impression management, the
study utilised the interpersonal deception theory (IDT) (Buller
& Burgoon, 1994) and the attribution theory (AT). The IDT
proposes that individuals tend to be deceptive in their
interaction with others to be liked or favoured (Buller &
Burgoon, 1994; Seiter & Gass, 2004). It is from this desire to be
liked that impression management exists. The AT posits that
individuals make attributions a basis of interaction and
that may often result in bias (Spitzberg & Manusov, 2014).
Interviews by nature can provide an opportunity through
which this bias can happen (Sung et al., 2017), as they form a
basis through which interviewees can express themselves to
interview panels (Caruth, Caruth & Pane, 2009). Thus, the AT
seeks to provide a plausible explanation of events from the
lens of the individual (Merkl-Davies, Brennan & Mcleay, 2011).

Impression management behaviours:
The why and how?

The empirical literature identifies a number of impression
management behaviours. These behaviours can be deliberate
with the aim to sway towards a particular desired point
(Mtshwelane et al., 2016). This usually can mean an individual
holds power over his or her audience through his or her self-
representation (Diekmann, Blickle, Hafner, & Peters, 2015;
Jones & Pittman, 1982). These behaviours can consist of
(1) self-promotion, (2) ingratiation, (3) intimidation,
(4) supplication and (5) exemplification (Jones & Pittman,
1982). Other researchers (Zhao & Liden, 2011) have found
self-promotion to be prevalent when recruiting students with
success. Conversely, not all impression management
behaviours result in positive outcomes (Johnson, Griffith, &
Buckley, 2016). This often happens when some form of
rapport is established between the interviewer and the
interviewee to question some of these self-representations
(Leung, Parker, & Courtis, 2015).
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Impression management is also noted as a behaviour that
even organisations can be engaged in to sway individuals to
see the good of their brand (Benson, Brau, Cicon & Ferris,
2015). It can also be manifested through company reporting
to effect a positive public perception of a company (Aerts &
Cormier, 2009). Within an interview setting, all these efforts
by individuals and organisations have been classified as a
front to portray a false image (Tsai & Huang, 2014). In most
cases, this can be seen as deceitfulness (Stiff, 1996) with no
assurance of guaranteed performance when the decision to
recruit is made (Yu & Cable, 2014).

Some people position impression management not just as a
verbal discourse but even through items of clothing as a
way to make an impression (Bligh, 1998). As with the
verbal tactics of impression management, the aim is to
depict a desirable side to impress an interview panel
(Wilhelmy, Kleinmann, Konig, Melchers & Truxillo, 2015).
In a study amongst call centre agents in India, Raghuram
(2013) found impression management to manifest through
using foreign accents, using Western names and those
scripts that convey physical proximity to customers.
Therefore, interviewees identify animpression management
technique called foreshadowing where only a limited
amount of information can be disclosed so as not to be put
at a disadvantage (Busenbark, Lange, & Certo 2017). In
essence, impression management especially in service
professions, is for the purpose of swaying decisions, be
they verbal or non-verbal, for image building or self-
presentation (Yan & Ho, 2017).

Research design

This section explores the research design and consists of the
research approach, strategy and method.

Research approach

An interpretivist paradigm hinging on the qualitative
approach was adopted for this study as used in previous
South African studies on impression management
(Mtshelwane et al., 2016) and organisational narrative studies
(Chinyamurindi, 2012, 2016a). Such a paradigm and approach
allowed the researchers to gain an in-depth knowledge
of phenomena, including the lived experiences of the
participants (Creswell, 2009, 2014).

Research method
Population and sampling techniques

The study used a purposive convenience sampling approach.
According to this approach, participants must have gone
through a recruitment interview as a passage of entry into the
university. Furthermore, all participants had to be full-time
employees with the participating university. From this, a
total of 20 participants were recruited, who shared their
experiences of impression management. Table 1 presents the
characteristics of the participants.
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TABLE 1: Characteristics of the participants.

Pseudonyms  Gender Age range Focus area Institlftional work
experience

i Male DNS M&C 9

2 Female 63-68 E&AD 8

3 Female 43-48 E&AD 17

4 Male 28-33 E&AD DNS

5 Female 38-43 E & AD DNS

6 Female 43-48 E&AD 22

7 Female 58-63 SS&H 40

8 Male 33-38 M&C 8

9 Male 28-33 M&C 4

10 Male 28-33 HS 4

11 Male 43-48 SS&H 19

12 Male 28-33 M&C 9

13 Male 63-68 M&C 20

14 Male 28-33 M&C 5

15 Female 33-38 M&C 8

16 Female DNS E&AD DNS

17 Male 28-33 M&C 5

18 Male 28-33 M&C 4

19 Male 38-43 HS 18

20 Female 43-48 M&C 26

M & C, management and commerce; HS, health sciences; SS & H, social sciences and
humanities; E & AD, education and academic development; DNS, did not specify.

Data collection and measuring instrument

Data were collected through in-depth interviews relying on
the storytelling approach used in previous South African
organisational narrative research (Chinyamurindi, 2012,
2016a, 2016b; Harry, Dodd, & Chinyamurindi, 2017). An
interview guide was prepared and each question posed to
the participants was intended to elicit stories and experiences.
This was deemed a useful technique, not only to keep the
participants engaged, but also to act as a way of arriving at
the narratives that form a result of the data analysis process.
All interviews were recorded with the participants’
permission and transcribed verbatim within 24 h of the
interview taking place. Furthermore, notes were taken during
the interviews and were used together with the audio
recordings and subsequently the transcriptions for the
purpose of data analysis.

Data analysis

Initial data analysis consisted of using a means of structural
analysis (Labov, 1972). This technique of structural analysis
consisted of a process of summarising the transcribed data,
based on the experiences shared by the participants
(Klapproth, 2004) into segments identified by Labov (1972).
All these steps of initial analysis were deemed useful
in preparing the data for the subsequent narrative analysis.
To achieve the narrative analysis, an approach known
as the three levels of meaning-making (McCormack,
2000) was used to help give meaning to the data. This
approach has been used in previous research within a
South African IOP context working with narrative data
(Chinyamurindi, 2012, 2016a, 2016b; Harry et al., 2017).
Table 2 summarises the three levels of meaning-making as
used in previous research.
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TABLE 2: Data analysis procedure.

Level of meaning Description

Level 1 Each interview is written as a brief vignette. Then, each vignette
is developed into a longer narrative about each participant.

Level 2 Narrative themes are conveyed by participants and their
experience of career development. Then, preliminary themes
are compared between participants.

Level 3 An analysis of the themes from cross-case comparison begins
and illustrating quotes and stories are used.

Note: This process was also applied extensively in previous empirical work using narratives
in South Africa.

Strategies employed to ensure data quality

In any study, it is essential to ensure reliability and validity;
in the case of this study, strategies were used in ensuring
data quality. Firstly, the research team had to clarify the
essence of the research, which comprised the experiences of
impression management amongst employees at a rural
institution in the Eastern Cape province during the
recruitment process. Secondly, the protection of the
participants was of paramount importance. Pseudonyms
were used from Participants 1-20 in order to conceal their
identities and ensure anonymity. The third strategy was the
use of a tape recorder to ensure that the capturing of the
essence and articulation of the participants’ stories was
accurate (Chinyamurindi, 2012). Then, the research team
prepared the data collected. This consisted of assembling
notes from note taking, transcripts and any other material
that was used to collect the data. After transcribing from the
tape recorder and side notes, the research team sent copies of
the transcribed interviews to the participants in order to
validate the information captured (Creswell, 2009).

Ethical consideration

Firstly, ethical clearance was applied for and granted by the
participating institution to conduct this study. Secondly, the
research team did not seek to harm any participants through
the study. Informed consent forms were issued and discussed
before the commencement of the interviews. The study was
voluntary and the participants were informed that they
could withdraw from the study if at any stage they felt
uncomfortable. Finally, confidentiality was emphasised to
the participants.

Findings

From the data collected, two major narratives emerged.
Firstly, when exploring why impression management occurs
in the recruitment interview, the strategising behaviour was
identified. Secondly, when exploring how impression
management occurs in the recruitment interview, the
switching behaviour was identified. These findings are
discussed in more detail next.

Why impression management? The motif of
strategising

The participants expressed the motif of impression
management to be rooted in strategising. This simply meant
any individual effort to better position themselves ahead of
other prospective employees and to make a favourable
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impression on the interviewing panel. One participant
acknowledged that his surroundings prompted him to adjust
his responses in order to fit the targeted audience. The
participant shared:

‘The trick here is to get the panel on your side by making sure
that you play to the gallery. If I go for an interview, say in Durban,
I am careful to create an impression that suits that condition. If I
have an all-female dominated panel, I channel responses to fit
this audience and so I can be seen in a positive light.” (Participant
16, Female, Academic)

Another participant equalled strategising to a form of public
relations:

‘Interviews success depends on public relations and in the end
explains what we do in interviews. This is about managing the
impression that you actually give out to people. At times it may
mean promoting a certain part of yourself more than other parts
to satisfy the panel.” (Participant 7, Female, Academic)

To some participants, impression management manifested
through strategising that comprised trying to get as much
information about the panel before the interview. Based on
the information gathered, the idea was to prepare plausible
responses to impress the panel. One participant narrated this
experience:

‘The trick is to gather as much information as possible about
your panel. This is a university community and you are certain
with a guess who possible can be member of the panel. Then
try and work whatever responses to questions to fit the well-
known views of the panel members.” (Participant 10, Male,
Academic)

Linked to this, some participants stated that impression
management manifests through strategising to not only
consist of giving structured verbal answers with the view to
sway a panel but also the role of non-verbal communication.
One participant narrated this experience of strategising with
an attribution to the self-consciousness:

‘I think it’s something you learn and do it self-consciously. For
example, you learn to control your language, and you watch the
language that you use in every situation that you're in. For me
you know more about the panel and the body language
favourable to them. So you know what and what not to say.’
(Participant 7, Female, Academic)

Another participant supported this statement by admitting
that impression management sometimes comes naturally:

‘I would say mostly subconsciously it comes up in an interview
where you want to put your best foot forward where you kind of
exaggerate your strengths and then you diminish your
weaknesses or turn your weaknesses into potential strengths
or die-hard weaknesses where you come out as the hero.”
(Participant 10, Male, Academic)

One participant suggested that the reason why he used
impression management was because he had certain
expectations from the interview. These expectations allowed
him to prepare accordingly, as shown in the following
extract:
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TABLE 3: Data coding process for impression management manifestation during the recruitment process.

Initial codes Question answered

Emerging narrative

Illustrating quotes

Public relations, promote a certain
understanding of yourself, control
your language, emotional intelligence,
cross-culture impression management,
present yourself

Why of impression
management?

Strategic play

False confidence, deception, diverting
attention, exaggerate your strengths,
good weaknesses

How of impression
management?

Switching attention

‘First impressions last the most and so | positioned myself as [a] person who would
want that impression to leave a lasting imprint. | do my research about the panel and
I apply this in the interview.” (Participant 7, Female, Academic)

‘I went in thinking what they are going to ask or what do they want to know about,
because it was a very short interview. So | oversell myself to achieve this.” (Participant
9, Male, Academic)

‘Come what may — | need them to see me as a possible candidate. | will do anything
that this happens.” (Participant 16, Female, Academic)

‘Make the panel you know your stuff even when you don’t. Use any diversionary
tactic at all cost.” (Participant 2, female, Academic)

‘They say put your best foot forward. If this does not work, then create an impression
that you have put the best foot forward.” (Participant 10, Male, Academic)

‘I usually apply a false confidence | mean no matter... if | am scared, there [is] no
room to look scared. Alternatively, | make the panel focus on something about me

to hide the fear’ (Participant 1, Male, Academic)

‘T expected that I will be asked about my discipline and that’s
what I prepared and I had to read as much as possible about the
subject.” (Participant 13, Male, Academic)

There was firm acknowledgement from the different
participants as to why they use or have used impression
management during job interviews. Different circumstances
have driven these participants to acknowledge their
surroundings and what they would like to achieve in the
end to be motivation for the use of impression management.
Ultimately, the motif of strategising explained why
impression management was used. The next finding
illustrates how impression management manifests.

How does impression management manifest?
The art of switching attention

There are several methods and tactics that one can use to
appear favourable to the interviewing panel. The participants
gave their detailed experiences of using impression
management in the past. Switching attention was a route that
the participants used to gain favour with the interviewing
panel. Switching attention entailed distracting interview
panel members from recognising a true personality. One
participant stated that he had used false confidence in one of
his interviews to switch attention:

‘I did not know the answer and decided to use false confidence.
I was scared but there was no room to look scared. I acted like I
knew what I was doing.” (Participant 1, Male, Academic)

Participant 2 supported Participant 1’s suggestion that false
confidence is a useful tool during a job interview:

‘T have learnt that in an interview you must focus the panel
towards strengths and not weaknesses. So you must come across
confident and be a smooth talker. In the end this is what the
panel needs to see. So I drive a panel towards something that I
may not be.” (Participant 2, Female, Academic)

Another participant recalled one of his past job interviews
during which he was asked a certain question that seemed
difficult or even unanswerable:

‘Forinstance, I was asked the difference between interdisciplinary
and transdisciplinary and I had never prepared for that
question.’(Participant 12, Male, Academic)

At this stage, the participant was feeling anxious because of
this unexpected question from the panel. However, through
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switching attention, the participant managed to articulate a
plausible answer:

‘I started talking about a trans-Atlantic flight I took. This at least
changed the focus of the panel to show them that I am well-
travelled. I then positioned an answer that was not too
convincing. Trans means different context and Inter means
between two subject areas. The answer was not convincing but at
least I conveyed a subtle message about me.” (Participant 3,
Female, Academic)

Table 3 presents a summary of the two narrative findings and
some illustrating quotes.

Discussion

The objective of this study was to explore why and how
impression management manifests within the recruitment
interview setting. The context in which this study was located
was within a higher education setting. The findings of the
study extend emerging literature within an IOP context
where impression management is being studied (Mtshelwane
etal., 2016). In essence, impression management in this study,
and from the lens of the individual, is being framed as a tool
allowing for a decision to work in their favour and advantage
(Hooghiemstra, 2000). Thus, impression management can
also be considered to be an individual capability in the
enactment of a desired outcome. This study heightens focus
on how this happens from the interviewee’s side (Abbott
et al., 2013; Ployhart et al., 2006). The two findings of the
study appear to support emerging work around impression
management in South Africa (Mtshelwane et al., 2016),
namely that the phenomena can be both conscious and
unconscious. The two findings of this research (the why and
how of impression management) can be considered
behaviours that seek not only to enhance status (Ward &
Ravlin, 2016), but also to act as a way of self-presentation to
understand how reality is understood and experienced
(Abbott et al., 2013; Leary & Kowalski, 1990).

This study uniquely locates this finding within a recruitment
interview setting of a higher education institution. Based on
previous studies, this could show the enduring nature of
impression management as a concept across disciplines.
Thus, this work extends from previous work in various
disciplines outside IOP (Allport, 1954; Demers & Vega, 2010;
Fisk & Grove, 1996; Godfrey et al., 2003; Yan & Ho, 2017) and
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within IOP, especially in South Africa (Mtshelwane et al.,
2016). As organisations recruit the best employee in order to
gain a competitive edge over other organisations (Louw,
2013), one way of doing so is going through the rigorous
process of recruitment and selection (Chinyamurindi &
Louw, 2010). These findings provide a clear indication that
interviewees would use any tactics to get employment or be
seen as desirable.

The two findings of this study also heighten focus, not only
on the agentic power of the interviewee, but also, as
positioned in the theoretical literature, the dramaturgical
metaphor of individual performance of the self in relation to
an audience (Goffman, 1959). In essence, the interview set-up
by virtue of being a platform to share stories and experiences
(Galletta & Cross, 2013), and also its retrospective framing
of reality (O’'Neil & Horne, 2012), can make impression
management an inevitable phenomenon.

Practical implications

Some practical implications based on the research can be
suggested. Considering the argued value of activities such as
recruitment (Louw, 2012, 2013; Chinyamurindi & Louw,
2010), recruitment panels can use the findings of this research
to be better informed on those cues with the intent of
impression management that may lead to undeserving
candidates being appointed. To this end, the findings of this
study provide useful knowledge to assist in improving
the quality of decision-making (Tsai & Huang, 2014).
Subsequently, this assists management action to ensure that
the right people are appointed in the right positions for the
purpose of achieving optimal returns. Furthermore, given
potential interviewees taking multiple actions through
information acquisition of even panel members, there is
a need for a total revamp of recruitment systems in
organisations. This can potentially assist to eliminate the
possibility of predictable questions or even the members of a
panel. There is a need in this regard to be constantly
redefining the recruitment process through its questions and
panel members, given the tactic of impression management.
The findings of this study will be sent to an HR department
with suggestions for decision-makers and recruiters to be
aware of false representations given by interviewees and to
research more feasible strategies to improve recruitment
interviews.

Limitations and recommendations
of the study

Some notable limitations exist with this work. Firstly,
considering the number of institutions in South Africa, this
research was conducted in one university located in the
Eastern Cape province. The findings are in no way claiming
generalisability to the entire university population in South
Africa. Secondly, taking into account that this was
a qualitative study, shortcomings around access to a
representative sample are noted. Thirdly, another limitation
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is that the sample of participants comes from predominantly
one discipline.

Future research can improve on this research. Firstly,
continual use of a narrative and storytelling approach can be
used in conjunction with other research techniques such as a
visual methodology. This strategy may assist in eliciting
richer stories away from the vague descriptions which my
lack experiences. This is an effort that can improve the
richness of textual data (Labov, 1972). Secondly, future
research could focus on understanding the aspects of
impression management (the detection of this) from the
angle of the interviewer. Thirdly, given the absence of
measuring instruments, specific to aspects of impression
management, especially within a South African context,
future research could attempt to develop such instruments.
Qualitative research like this study can potentially set the
scene for the development of such instruments.

Conclusion

It is important to understand individual behaviour, especially
concerning aspects of the decisions that they make. This may
include those behaviours classified as self-representations
made to sway a decision in favour of the individual.
Ultimately, studies such as these assist in unearthing the
often complex and innate aspects of behaviour. The field of
IOP can benefit from such efforts.
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