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Abstract
In selection interviews, most applicants use deceptive as well as honest impression management (IM) to seem like a better 
candidate. To date, however, little is known about situational cues that determine these behaviors, about the psychological 
processes in the form of affect and cognitions caused by situational cues, and about how these processes affect subsequent 
impression management. Given that the absence of a conceptual model that explicitly considers both kinds of IM is hold-
ing the literature back, we explored situational cues and associated psychological processes. To do so, we conducted a 
qualitative study using a Grounded Theory approach. Based on the data, we were able to establish a main model and three 
submodels that include both deceptive and honest impression management. The submodels describe situational cues related 
to either the interviewer or interview content. In these submodels, we were also able to identify several cues that have not 
yet received attention in the literature. We also found that these situational cues are associated with positive and/or negative 
affect, and that affect subsequently influences IM behavior. In addition, we were able to identify IM tactics that go beyond 
the existing literature.
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Interviews are one of the most popular methods for select-
ing applicants (Wilk & Cappelli, 2003). In job interviews, 
applicants often engage in impression management (IM) 
behavior to make a good impression on the interviewer and 
to increase their chances of receiving a job offer (Bourdage 
et al., 2018; Levashina & Campion, 2006). Furthermore, 
previous research has found that interviewees can indeed 
deliberately adjust their answers so that they are evaluated 
more positively than if they had answered honestly (e.g., 
Buehl et al., 2019) and that the use of IM tactics is positively 
correlated with interviewer ratings (Barrick et al., 2009).

Conceptually, there are different perspectives on IM. 
Some researchers believe that deceptive (i.e., faking) and 
honest IM are different examples of the same self-presen-
tation behavior so that both deceptive and honest IM are 
triggered by the same antecedents (cf. Marcus, 2009). If 
this view would be correct, then the antecedents that lead to 
deceptive IM in interviews should also lead to honest IM. 
Furthermore, in this case it would also seem plausible to 
assume that both kinds of IM have a similar effect on the 
criterion-related validity of selection interviews.

The contrasting view assumes that deceptive and honest 
IM are distinct behaviors (Bourdage et al., 2018; Levashina 
& Campion, 2006) that can occur separately or together 
(Bourdage et al., 2018). In line with this view, initial evi-
dence suggests a different pattern of influencing factors 
for deceptive and honest IM (Bourdage et al., 2018). Fur-
thermore, different effects of deceptive and honest IM on 
criterion-related validity are assumed. Based on Ellis et al. 
(2002) and Levashina et al. (2014), for example, Bourdage 
et al. suggested that “honest IM may allow interviewers to 
make more informed decisions by providing accurate, job-
related information, whereas deceptive IM may mislead 
interviewers into making inaccurate decisions” (p. 600). 
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Consequently, it is particularly important to know what fac-
tors elicit deceptive versus honest IM in applicants.

The aim of the present study was to develop a conceptual 
model that explains the occurrence of honest and decep-
tive IM in selection interviews. Such a model would allow 
researchers and practitioners to better understand whether 
there are situational cues that have an impact on both types 
of IM or whether some cues have a predominant impact on 
either honest or deceptive IM. Additionally, it would help to 
gain better and more comprehensive insights into the situ-
ational cues that affect honest and/or deceptive IM in selec-
tion interviews, as there are rather few studies on this so far 
(e.g., Bourdage et al., 2018; Melchers et al., 2020). There-
fore, the present study could inform how interviews should 
be designed and conducted in order to elicit predominantly 
honest IM and to minimize deceptive IM in applicants.

Furthermore, it has not yet been investigated which psy-
chological processes are evoked by situational cues of decep-
tive and/or honest IM and how these processes influence sub-
sequent behavior. For example, it remains unknown whether 
the same emotions or cognitions play a comparable role for 
both deceptive and honest IM. Accordingly, the development 
of a conceptual model is important because it would help us 
to understand the underlying mechanisms that lead to decep-
tive and honest IM. It would provide a better understanding of 
when applicants decide to resort to deceptive IM, when this 
tipping point occurs, and by what psychological processes it 
is caused. Therefore, the second aim of our study is to explore 
emotions and cognitions associated with situational cues and 
how they affect deceptive and honest IM behavior.

We used a Grounded Theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967) to explore situational cues and related psychologi-
cal processes, because this approach is particularly suitable 
for the investigation of such black box phenomena (Mur-
phy et al., 2017). In this iterative process, data collection 
and evaluation are carried out in parallel (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967). With this approach it is possible to follow up on new 
findings, elaborate them in detail, and to close gaps in the 
data (Charmaz, 2006). In addition, Grounded Theory allows 
for the incorporation of existing research while focusing on 
new findings (Murphy et al., 2017).

Theoretical Background

Impression Management

People use IM “to control the impression others form of them” 
(Leary & Kowalski, 1990, p. 34). To do so in an interview, 
applicants can use verbal and nonverbal behaviors. In verbal 
IM, applicants use words to create a certain impression of them-
selves (e.g., by highlighting their expertise), whereas in non-
verbal IM they use, for example, their facial expressions and 

posture (Bolino et al., 2008). Given that verbal IM is relevant in 
any kind of selection interview—in-person, videoconference, 
telephone—and applicants have a high level of control over what 
they say, we decided to focus on verbal IM in the present study.

As explained by Bourdage et  al. (2018), verbal IM 
can be divided into deceptive IM and honest IM. In both 
forms, applicants try to present themselves as positively 
as possible (Levashina & Campion, 2006). In deceptive 
IM, however, they answer dishonestly whereas in honest 
IM they remain truthful in their answers (Levashina & 
Campion, 2006).

According to Levashina and Campion (2007), deceptive 
IM can be divided into four different tactics—slight image 
creation, extensive image creation, image protection, and 
ingratiation—which they described in the following way: 
Applicants show slight image creation when they exagger-
ate or adapt the truth. However, if they completely lie about 
themselves (e.g., about their work experience or skills), this 
is called extensive image creation. If they intentionally con-
ceal—or distance themselves from—negative work events or 
their own weaknesses, this is referred to as image protection. 
Finally, if applicants try to appear as similar as possible to 
the interviewer by lying or give dishonest compliments to 
the interviewer or the organization, this is called deceptive 
ingratiation.

According to Bourdage et al. (2018), honest IM can similarly 
be divided into three different tactics—self-promotion, honest 
ingratiation, and honest defensive—which they described as 
follows: When applicants show self-promotion, they empha-
size their job-relevant skills, abilities, or qualifications. Hon-
est ingratiation includes communicating actual commonalities 
(e.g., values or opinions) with the interviewer or organization, 
or giving them honest compliments. When applicants honestly 
provide justifications for past negative work-related events and, 
if applicable, demonstrate what they have learned from them, 
this is called honest defensive IM. As is evident from Bourd-
age et al., these honest IM tactics represent counterparts to the 
deceptive IM tactics from Levashina and Campion (2007).

Some studies also distinguish between assertive and 
defensive IM (e.g., Ellis et al., 2002; Stevens & Kristof, 
1995). However, in these studies, no distinction is made 
between deceptive and honest IM. Instead, the decisive fac-
tor is the intention to create a positive impression with the 
interviewer (Ellis et al., 2002). In assertive IM, applicants 
proactively try to create a positive image of themselves by 
ingratiating or presenting themselves with certain attrib-
utes (such as experience and knowledge,Bolino et al., 2008 
; Ellis et al., 2002). In defensive IM, applicants reactively 
make excuses or justifications to maintain or defend a good 
impression of themselves (Bolino et al., 2008; Ellis et al., 
2002). Such a distinction between assertive and defensive 
IM could also be made in the different tactics by Levashina 
and Campion (2007) and Bourdage et al. (2018).
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Existing Models of Deceptive and Honest IM

Models from the field of personnel selection (mostly from per-
sonality testing but also some that are applicable to selection 
situations in general) assume that deceptive IM is influenced by 
situational characteristics as well as by applicant characteristics 
(Ellingson & McFarland, 2011; Griffith et al., 2011; Levashina 
& Campion, 2006; McFarland & Ryan, 2000, 2006; Roulin 
et al., 2016; Snell et al., 1999; Tett & Simonet, 2011). In addi-
tion, some models assume that deceptive IM is also influenced 
by contextual characteristics (Levashina & Campion, 2006; 
Roulin et al., 2016). In this study, we refer to situational char-
acteristics as factors that are specific to an interview situation 
(e.g., how interviewees are treated, Levashina and Campion 
(2006)). In contrast, we refer to contextual characteristics as 
general condition under which an interview takes place (e.g., 
the purpose of an interview, Levashina & Campion, 2006).

So far, there is only one model by Levashina and Campion 
(2006) that specifically deals with deceptive IM in the inter-
view context. According to this model, applicants must have 
the capacity, willingness, and opportunity to fake for deceptive 
IM behavior to appear. These factors, in turn, are influenced 
by other variables, according to their model: Capacity to fake 
depends on variables such as oral skills or cognitive ability, but 
also on knowledge about job roles, or the construct being meas-
ured. Willingness to fake is determined by personality traits 
such as Machiavellianism or integrity. In addition, according to 
Levashina and Campion, applicants are more willing to fake in 
an interview if they think they will not be caught or if they feel 
unfairly treated. The opportunity to fake is mainly determined 
by the interview itself. Characteristics such as the amount of 
structure, the length, the purpose of the interview, or the tar-
geted constructs are assumed to play a role here.

With respect to honest IM, Bourdage et al. (2018) used 
the deceptive IM model by Levashina and Campion (2006) 
in an initial attempt to investigate the occurrence of honest 
IM because of a lack of a specific model or one that inte-
grates both deceptive and honest IM. Doing so, Bourdage 
et al. assumed that the capacity, willingness, and opportunity 
to show honest IM could influence corresponding behavior. 
In contrast to using Levashina and Campion’s model, only 
the self-presentation theory from Marcus (2009) allows that 
deceptive and honest IM might be considered as different 
examples of a common category of self-presentation behav-
iors that are all triggered by the same antecedents. However, 
neither of the two models makes any predictions about when 
deceptive IM occurs and when honest IM occurs. Further-
more, so far, it has only been found that these behaviors are 
positively related but whether they are really triggered by the 
same antecedents is not sufficiently clear even though initial 
evidence suggests a different pattern of influencing factors 
(Bourdage et al., 2018). Therefore, it is especially relevant 
to understand when deceptive IM occurs and when honest 

IM occurs. Furthermore, the role of psychological processes 
in the form of cognitions and affect also remains unclear.

Previous Research on Deceptive and Honest IM 
in Interviews

Most of the previous research on antecedents of deceptive IM 
has focused on applicant characteristics but there is very little 
research dealing with situational characteristics (see the review 
by Melchers et al., 2020). Concerning the latter, there are a 
few studies that considered effects of using different interview 
questions on deceptive IM. Bourdage et al. (2018), for example, 
found less slight and extensive image creation as well as less 
image protection when situational questions were used versus 
when they were not used. Concerning the use of past behavior 
questions, they found no difference between when these ques-
tions were used versus when they were not used. However, Lev-
ashina and Campion (2007) found that situational questions led 
to more total deceptive IM, ingratiation, and slight image crea-
tion behavior than past behavior questions. In addition, in con-
trast to their assumption that follow-up questions would reduce 
deceptive IM in interviews, Levashina and Campion found that 
follow-up questions increased deceptive IM. Besides different 
question types, Bourdage et al. also found more deceptive IM in 
interviews that were perceived as more difficult and more pro-
cedurally unfair. Finally, a recent interview simulation study by 
Bill et al. (2023) compared traditional interview questions (i.e., 
questions asking about attitudes, goals, or self-descriptions, for 
example, see Campion et al., 1997) to structured questions (i.e., 
situational and past-behavior questions). This study did not find 
any differences concerning the self-reported use of deceptive 
IM between the two types of questions. However, it found that 
interviewees could intentionally improve their interview perfor-
mance more in answering the traditional questions than in the 
answering structured questions.

In addition to the interview itself, it has been found that 
the interviewer can affect deceptive IM. This effect can 
either be owing to the specific role of the interviewer (e.g., 
when the interviewer was the potential future supervisor, 
interviewees used more deceptive ingratiation than when 
the interviewer was not a potential future supervisor, Bourd-
age et al., 2018) or owing to the interviewer’s behavior. For 
example, Wilhelmy et al. (2021) found that interviewees 
adapted their IM to the interviewer’s IM such as by being 
more likely to use other-focused tactics in response to self-
focused tactics by the interviewer (but whether these tac-
tics were honest or deceptive could not be distinguished 
in this study). Additionally, in two different vignette stud-
ies, Ho et al. (2020) found that the interviewer’s emphasis 
on the organization’s competitive climate (Study 1) or on 
the competitive nature of the selection situation (Study 2) 
led to higher deceptive IM intentions than if this was not 
mentioned.
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Furthermore, several studies also examined the effects of 
warnings from the interviewer on deceptive IM (Bill et al., 2020; 
Bill & Melchers, 2023; Law et al., 2016). Some of these stud-
ies suggest that a warning that deceptive IM can be identified 
leads to somewhat less deceptive IM than no warning (Bill et al., 
2020, Study 2; Law et al., 2016) but other studies found no ben-
eficial effects (Bill et al., 2020, Study 3; Bill & Melchers, 2023). 
Finally, in a vignette study, Bill and Melchers (2023) found that 
deceptive IM intentions were also unaffected by a description 
of a personable interviewer or the use of objective questions.

Besides these quantitative findings, there is also a recent 
qualitative study by Ho et al. (2021) who examined situational 
cues of deceptive IM in interviews. They found that some cir-
cumstances led to a perceived need to fake in interviews. These 
circumstances included that applicants were asked about work 
experiences that they did not have or remember or because they 
perceived a difference between their own values and interests 
and those of the interviewer. In other situations, however, the 
applicants perceived external pressure that caused deceptive IM, 
for example, when they perceived interview anxiety (e.g., from 
an intimidating interviewer) or when they felt pressure to answer 
interview questions immediately (e.g., in stressful interviews).

Furthermore, Ho et al. (2021) reported that applicants 
had the impression that they could fake without being 
detected in some situations. This impression was created 
by certain interview questions (traditional, opinion based, 
and leading questions), lack of job-related competencies of 
the interviewers, or when interviewers were less attentive. 
Additionally, this impression was also created when required 
competencies could be learned quickly or were not verified. 
However, Ho et al. did not investigate which kinds of decep-
tive IM tactics the situational cues led to. Furthermore, it 
is not yet known whether these cues also affect honest IM 
and what importance is attached to the associated affect and 
cognitions. However, knowledge of these aspects would be 
important to understand IM behavior holistically.

Finally, there have been a couple of studies on situational 
cues of honest IM. Bourdage et al. (2018) found that the use 
of past behavioral questions, situational questions, resumé-
based questions, and preference-based questions resulted 
in more honest IM in comparison to when these questions 
were not used. Additionally, Bill et al. (2023) found more 
honest IM for traditional interview questions compared to 
structured interview questions.

Furthermore, Bourdage et al. (2018) found that both inter-
view duration and perceived procedural justice had positive 
correlations with honest IM. They also found a negative cor-
relation between perceived interview difficulty and honest 
IM and that interviewing with a potential future supervisor 
led to more honest IM compared to other interviewers.

There is also evidence that longer preparation time in asyn-
chronous video interviews, which was provided to interview-
ees before they start to record their answers, led to more honest 

IM (Basch et al., 2021). Besides these three studies, however, 
research on honest IM has been very sparse. Therefore, it is 
important to find out which situational cues trigger this behavior.

Purpose of the Present Research and Research 
Questions

As described above, we believe there are significant gaps in 
current research on situational cues influencing deceptive 
IM (see the review by Melchers et al., 2020) and honest IM. 
In particular, previous models are limited by the fact that 
they only considered deceptive IM (e.g., Ho et al., 2021; 
Levashina & Campion, 2006) or else IM in general, with-
out differentiating between deceptive and honest IM (e.g., 
Marcus, 2009). Moreover, there has been little insight into 
the psychological reactions (i.e., the emotions and cogni-
tions) caused by the situational cues and how these influ-
ence subsequent IM behavior. These reactions could provide 
insight into why applicants exhibit either honest or deceptive 
behavior. For example, it could be that follow-up questions 
are interpreted by interviewees either as dissatisfaction with 
the content of the answer or as positively intended interest. 
If there is such a difference in perception, it seems likely 
that the same situational cue will also influence subsequent 
behavior in different ways. Therefore, we consider it impor-
tant to understand such psychological processes in order to 
understand IM behavior holistically.

Accordingly, the overall goal of this study is to derive 
a model that includes both deceptive and honest IM and 
to show how the psychological processing of these cues 
affects subsequent IM behavior. Here, we are interested 
not only in deceptive and honest IM in general, but also, 
with regard to the interview tactics presented above, in 
learning which tactics applicants use. To do so, we used 
Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) as a qualitative 
approach, which is particularly suitable for investigating 
black box phenomena such as the psychological processing 
of situational cues and phenomena for which theoretical 
frameworks are missing (Murphy et al., 2017). This general 
approach is similar to a previous study by Wilhelmy et al. 
(2016) that dealt with IM on the part of the interviewer 
and in which Grounded Theory was successfully used to 
identify interviewers’ IM tactics, antecedents of these tac-
tics, and their intentions to use IM tactics. Thus, Grounded 
Theory seems suitable for investigating antecedents and 
related processes of interviewee IM for the present study, in 
which we want to answer the following research questions:

Research Question 1: How do applicants psychologi-
cally process situational cues in general and how does this 
processing influence subsequent deceptive and honest IM?

Research Question 2: Which different situational cues 
influence applicants’ deceptive and honest IM in detail and 
how are they processed individually?
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Method

Grounded Theory Approach

Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) is especially 
useful for focusing on a particular phenomenon in a certain 
context (Murphy et al., 2017) and for developing theories to 
better explain it (Charmaz, 2006). Additionally, it is suited 
for the exploration of black box phenomena (Murphy et al., 
2017), such as the psychological processing of stimuli. 
Therefore, we used Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967) to investigate situational cues of deceptive and honest 
IM, related psychological processes, and subsequent decep-
tive and honest IM in selection interviews. Within Grounded 
Theory, we used a twin-slate approach (Murphy et al., 2017), 
which means that we incorporated previous research to 
define topics in advance that have proven relevant in the past.

In collecting the data, we followed the principle of theo-
retical sampling (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In line with this 
principle, we developed our theory by continuously analyz-
ing the data during the data collection process. These data 
determined further data collection and consequently, the 
selection of the appropriate sample with which to examine 
concepts and their relationship to each other in more detail 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In addition, 
we used the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967) to condense single incidents into a theory. This method 
includes the continuous comparison of new data with already 
coded data, the writing of memos to record initial theoreti-
cal considerations, the involvement of a second coder, and the 
up-aggregation of the data to a higher level theory (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967). According to Grounded Theory, data collection 
stops when theoretical saturation is reached, that is, when no 
new insights regarding the theory or categories are revealed 
through further data (Charmaz, 2006). For our study, this was 
the case after N = 31 interviews with informants. However, we 
conducted another two interviews that were already scheduled.

Sample

In order to obtain the most accurate first-hand information 
possible, we focused on informants who had recently partici-
pated in a job interview. To obtain a comprehensive picture of 
interview behavior, we also pre-specified characteristics that 
might be associated with IM and according to which inform-
ants should differ. These were: age, gender, work experience, 
interview experience, and the type of position applied for. Fol-
lowing the theoretical sampling approach (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967), further data collection was also determined by the data 
that were already collected. Thus, in the data collection pro-
cess, we found that sector was another important characteristic 
by which the sample should be diversified. We found that staff 

shortages in the health sector meant that applicants in this 
sector felt less need to present themselves in the best possible 
way, as the demand for labor was correspondingly high. For 
this reason, we then specifically searched for informants from 
other sectors. In addition, the initial precondition for participa-
tion in our study was that informants had taken part in at least 
one interview during the last 12 months. However, this time 
range was reduced to six months after the first interview to 
ensure more accurate recall.

The sample consisted of N = 33 informants (12 males, 21 
females). Their average age was M = 30.06 years (SD = 10.78) 
and ranged from 18 to 57. On average, informants had completed 
M = 2.22 interviews (SD = 1.76) during the last six months (n = 
32). Overall, they had a mean interview experience of M = 11.33 
interviews (SD = 11.29) with a range of 2 to 60 interviews. Of 
these interviews, M = 56.73 % (SD = 28.59 %) had been suc-
cessful at the time of the survey, ranging from 0 to 100 %. In 
addition, several informants had already conducted interviews 
as interviewers themselves because they held managerial roles 
and/or were involved in the selection of interns, applicants, or 
new colleagues. One of them (an HR manager) had acted as an 
interviewer in about 100 interviews, but of the remaining only 
four had conducted more than five interviews (M = 2.25, SD = 
4.20, Mdn = 0, for the remaining 32 informants).

With regard to the highest general school-leaving quali-
fication, 18.20 % had an intermediate school-leaving certifi-
cate or equivalent and 81.80 % had a high school diploma. 
Concerning the highest vocational qualification, 12.10 % had 
recognized vocational training, 15.20 % a technical college 
qualification or a professional qualification, 27.30 % a bach-
elor’s degree, 30.30 % a master’s degree or diploma, and 
15.20 % had no vocational training qualification.

In addition, 6.10 % of the informants reported being job 
seekers, 42.40 % were employed, 6.10 % were in vocational 
training, 36.40% were university students, and 6.10% were 
high school students. The average working time per week 
was M = 22.36 hours (SD = 18.27) and ranged between 0 
to 50 hours. On average, informants had 9.26 years (SD = 
9.91) of work experience with a range from 0 to 36 years.

In addition, concerning job sectors, 21.2 % were from the 
industry or manufacturing, 15.2 % from health and social 
work, 12.1 % from research and science, 9.1 % from pub-
lic administration, 6.1 % from trade and distribution, 3.0 % 
from education and training, 18.2 % none, and 15.2 % other 
industries (also cf. Table 1 for an overview).

Informants were recruited via social media such as 
LinkedIn and Facebook, and via e-mail distribution lists of 
the first author’s university. In addition, in line with com-
mon recommendations (Waller et al., 2015), our study was 
recommended to new informants by informants who had 
already been interviewed. Informants participated in the 
study voluntarily and received no compensation.
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Data Collection

We conducted semi-structured interviews via a video confer-
encing platform to investigate which IM strategies were used 
in past selection interviews. We also asked about situational 
cues for these behaviors and related psychological processes. 
Interviews were conducted by a master’s student and a doctoral 
student specializing in work and organizational psychology. 
Prior to the interview, informants completed an online sur-
vey. In this survey, we described the content of the study and 
asked them to complete an informed consent form. In addi-
tion, we asked them for demographic information, their work 

experience, and their interview experience (during the past 
6 and 12 months), the medium through which past selection 
interviews were conducted, and some other basic information 
about the structure and content of these selection interviews.

Interview Guide

First, a literature search about situational cues of IM was con-
ducted. The findings from this search were considered in the 
development of the interview guide. The first guide covered the 
following topics: medium of communication, first impression, 
duration of the interview, warning of being detected while 

Table 1   Overview of all Informants

N = 33. F = female; M = male.

Informant Application for … Age Gender Sector Work 
experience 
(months)

Interview 
experience 
(frequency)

Inf1 Apprenticeship 18-24 F None 0 6
Inf2 Apprenticeship 18-24 F None 0 2
Inf3 Thesis 25-26 M Industry/manufacturing 56 5
Inf4 Permanent position (first job) 27-31 F Health and social care 36 3
Inf5 Permanent position (first job) 25-26 F None 49 35
Inf6 - 25-26 M None 12 2
Inf7 Internship 18-24 M None 14 2
Inf8 Permanent position (first job) 25-26 F None 65 15
Inf9 Apprenticeship psychotherapist 18-24 F Research/science 41 8
Inf10 Working student 18-24 F Industry/manufacturing 20 7
Inf11 Internship; volunteer 18-24 M Other sectors 60 8
Inf12 Permanent position (part-time dur-

ing university)
27-31 F Education and training 144 8

Inf13 Working student 18-24 F Other sectors 108 12
Inf14 Apprenticeship psychotherapist 18-24 F Research/science 72 10
Inf15 Working student 25-26 F Other sectors 48 9
Inf16 Permanent position 32-57 F Health and social care 282 6
Inf17 Permanent position (part-time) 32-57 F Health and social care 372 10
Inf18 Doctoral position 32-57 F Research/science 53 13
Inf19 Permanent position 32-57 M Health and social care 432 16
Inf20 Permanent position 25-26 M Industry/manufacturing 96 7
Inf21 Permanent position (construction) 32-57 M Industry/manufacturing 327 25
Inf22 Permanent position 25-26 M Industry/manufacturing 42 6
Inf23 - 32-57 F Public administration (offices, authorities) 144 6
Inf24 Apprenticeship 18-24 F Health and social care 5 3
Inf25 Permanent position 32-57 F Research/science 204 60
Inf26 Scholarship 27-31 F Research/science 138 5
Inf27 Permanent position 25-26 F Other sectors 24 10
Inf28 Apprenticeship 27-31 F Public administration (offices, authorities) 96 15
Inf29 Permanent position 27-31 F Public administration (offices, authorities) 86 11
Inf30 Permanent position 27-31 M Industry/manufacturing 185 8
Inf31 Permanent position 32-57 M Trade and distribution 372 5
Inf32 Permanent position (first job) 25-26 M Trade and distribution 2 25
Inf33 Permanent position 27-31 M Industry/manufacturing 81 11
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using deceptive IM, interview structure, aspects concerning 
the interviewer, aspects concerning the interviewee, and com-
munication before and during the interview. In line with par-
allel data collection and data analysis according to Grounded 
Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), the guide was adapted con-
stantly during the data collection. New aspects were integrated, 
irrelevant aspects were removed, the order was adjusted, and 
questions were reworded for better understanding. Each change 
in the guide was documented. The sixth and final version of 
the guide covered the following topics: interview structure, 
first impression, duration of the interview, medium of com-
munication, geographic location of the job, aspects concerning 
the interviewer, aspects concerning the interviewee, and com-
munication before and during the interview.

In formulating the questions for the interview guide, we 
considered the suggestions by Brinkmann and Kvale (2015). 
In order to obtain a broad and unbiased range of informa-
tion, the guide always started with an open-ended question. 
Specifically, we first asked informants about general sali-
ent memories of past selection interviews, followed by a 
question about behaviors exhibited in order to make a good 
impression. In addition, informants were asked about pos-
sible incidents that caused them to change their strategy.

Although we changed the guide over time, the overall 
structure remained the same across versions. Each situational 
topic was introduced with an open-ended question. For exam-
ple, for the “interview structure” topic, the question “Can you 
please describe to me the rough flow of the interview?” was 
used for this purpose. The following main questions covered 
further aspects of the respective topic (e.g., “Did you talk 
about your strengths and weaknesses during the interview 
at all?”). In addition, we touched on possible IM behavior at 
this level (e.g., “When you had the opportunity to talk freely 
about yourself [e.g., during the self-introduction], what did 
you do to make as good an impression as possible?”). The 
main questions were followed by more detailed questions 
aimed at possible emotions (e.g., “What feelings did this trig-
ger inside you?”), cognitions (e.g., “What went through your 
mind?”), intentions (e.g., “What did you want to achieve by 
doing this?”), specific behaviors (e.g., “How did you react to 
this?”), or the type and strength of possible IM shown (e.g., 
“Were you always 100% honest when answering?”).

The interviews were conducted via a video conferencing 
platform and were recorded. The recordings of the interviews 
were automatically transcribed and manually revised. The 
interview duration was between 24 and 85 minutes (M = 
57.55, SD = 10.31). Before the recording began, we reiter-
ated the purpose of the study and explained the procedure. 
As deceptive IM in selection interviews is potentially a sensi-
tive topic, we explicitly informed the informants once again 
before recording that the data would be treated confiden-
tially and pseudo-anonymized. Additionally, we turned off 
the cameras during the interview so that the informants felt 

less observed. Furthermore, we also used softer wording for 
deceptive IM during the interview (e.g., we asked informants 
whether they had fibbed or told the truth 100% of the time 
instead of asking them directly whether they had lied).

After the start of the recording, we started asking ques-
tions according to the interview guide. The order and level 
of detail of the questions varied as we individually addressed 
what the informants reported. This approach is in line with 
Brinkmann and Kvale (2015), who pointed out that in quali-
tative interviews, it may be at the discretion of the inter-
viewer to deviate from the interview guide and be sensitive 
to the informants’ responses.

Data Analysis

All interviews were analyzed sentence by sentence. In line 
with the idea of investigator triangulation (Denzin, 1978), 
we used two independent coders for each interview to reduce 
possible personal biases and to account for different perspec-
tives on the data. A total of six coders were involved in the 
coding process, with one main coder who participated in the 
coding of all 33 interviews.

The first step of the analysis consisted of open cod-
ing (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Accordingly, the coders 
assigned code names to individual words, sentences, or 
text passages. Following the twin-slate approach (Mur-
phy et al., 2017), the coders based the code names on 
the terminologies of the existing literature if there were 
already defined constructs, or, if this was not the case, on 
the informants’ literal statements. Thus, a hierarchically 
arranged coding tree grew and was increasingly enriched 
while the data was being analyzed, which already initially 
included the main categories Situational Cue, Behavior, 
Intention, Cognition, and Affect on account of the research 
questions. With a growing number of interviews that were 
analyzed, the level of abstraction of the codes became 
increasingly higher. The method of constant comparison 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) prevented the establishment of 
redundant codes. By continuously writing memos (Glaser 
& Strauss, 1967) during the analysis, initial theoretical 
considerations were recorded. The document memos, on 
the other hand, contained the summary of the most impor-
tant content of each interview.

In the second step of the analysis and in line with the 
idea of investigator triangulation (Denzin, 1978), the coders 
discussed their individual results from a maximum of two 
interviews in a coding meeting and agreed on a consensus 
of the codes and hierarchy levels to be assigned. Changes 
in the code system were recorded in detail in a coding diary 
and considered in further analyses. During the evaluation 
process, 1344 different codes were developed. Thematically 
similar codes were arranged close to each other in the code 
system to enable the codes to be found quickly.
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In the third step of the analysis and after all the interviews 
were analyzed, we adapted the structure of the code system. 
Codes of the main categories Behavior, Intention, Cognition, 
and Affect that were similar in content were aggregated into 
concepts. For example, the behavior codes “communicate 
interest”, “display motivation”, and “signal readiness” were 
aggregated into the concept “presenting personal drive.” In 
this aggregation, codes were removed that occurred with-
out situational cues, that had occurred before or after the 
interview, or that were not specific enough even when we 
reconsidered the raw data. For the aggregation of situational 
cues, only those that had actually occurred in the interview 
situation and that were relevant for subsequent behavior 
were considered. Cues that were supposedly related in con-
tent were checked for a common effect path. By this we 
mean that they led to comparable emotions and/or cognitions 
and to comparable IM behavior. If this was the case, these 
cues were also combined into one concept. For example, the 
cues “questions about characteristics” and “questions about 
strengths” were similar in content and had the same effect 
path. Thus, they were aggregated into the concept “questions 
to test suitability.” If no common effect path could be identi-
fied, the cues were considered separately.

In the fourth step of the analysis, we focused only on the 
cues whose behavior was clearly attributable to IM and/or 
the aggregated intentions “make a good impression” or “do 
not make a negative impression”, as these intentions were a 
prerequisite for IM. Exceptions to this focus were cues that, 
in addition to meeting the aforementioned criteria, had no 
effect on the behavior or at least on applicants’ IM behavior. 
These cues were labeled with “no effect.” This exception 
made it possible for us to express that not every cue had an 
impact on IM for all applicants. Due to the aforementioned 
restrictions, the concepts became more and more condensed.

In the fifth step, we used axial coding (Strauss, 1987) to 
create and strengthen relationships between the individual 
concepts that formed a preliminary theory. To do so, con-
cepts were divided into clusters in terms of their related 
affect and IM. For example, concepts that were always 
accompanied by negative affect and whose behaviors could 
always be assigned to deceptive IM formed one possible 
cluster. Another cluster consisted of concepts that were per-
ceived positively in some sentences, negatively in others, 
and were accordingly associated with honest or deceptive 
IM. Within the clusters, the theoretical models that included 
affect and/or cognitions were then formed.

In the sixth and final step, categories were formed by 
further aggregating concepts that were related in content 
and occurred together in these clusters. Owing to the abun-
dance of data and the range of situational cues, three differ-
ent models crystallized from the data. Therefore, the result-
ing categories for the main category Situational Cue were 
thematically organized into groups, according to which the 

different models were structured. In addition, behavior was 
also organized into “impression management” and “other 
behavior” in order to present the categories more compre-
hensibly. In addition, and to answer Research Question 1, we 
created a main model that summarized the commonalities 
regarding the psychological processing across all situational 
cues. In doing so, we also included situational cues that did 
not make it into the two different models developed before.

In summary, individual codes were initially aggregated into 
concepts and these were condensed into categories over the 
course of the analyses. The final categories with their concepts 
were recorded in the category book (see Table 2) and illus-
trated with definitions and interview quotes (also cf. Murphy 
et al., 2017). We included the interview quotes to make the 
data more vivid and to strengthen the credibility of the data 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The final models were developed 
and visualized separately according to groups of the identi-
fied situational cue categories. In addition, regarding the psy-
chological processes, we condensed commonalities across 
all situational cues to develop a main model. Each step of 
the process from raw data to theory building was recorded in 
detail (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Taking existing literature into 
account when analyzing our own data allowed us to develop 
theoretical models that are connected to existing knowledge 
(Murphy et al., 2017).

Member Checks

We conducted so-called member checks (Charmaz, 2006) to 
verify that the generated models were accurate and consist-
ent with informants’ perceptions. To do so, we summarized 
the key findings, presented them again to five informants, 
and asked them whether they had any comments on these 
results that they would like to share with us (also see Bluhm 
et al., 2011; Locke & Velamuri, 2009). Overall, informants 
agreed with our findings and had no additional comments.

Results and Discussion

The Impact of Psychological Processing 
on Impression Management

One of our main aims was to find out how applicants psy-
chologically process situational cues in general and how 
this processing influences subsequent deceptive and honest 
IM (Research Question 1). To investigate this question, 
we condensed commonalities across all situational cues 
with respect to applicant affect, cognition, and IM (see 
Fig. 1; definitions of all categories and concepts are shown 
in Table 2).

Across different situational cues, we found a pattern that posi-
tive affect (represented by dashed arrows in the figures) mainly 
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led to1 honest assertive IM. For example, in response to a bio-
graphical question, an informant reported: “it was something 
positive, with which I could also present myself well” (Inf15). In 
line with this example, another informant reported: “I didn’t feel 
under pressure … it was a very relaxed and pleasant conversation. 
I behaved naturally … I didn’t have to pretend much” (Inf13). 
Additionally, negative affect (represented by solid arrows) was 
associated with honest assertive IM and deceptive IM.

Interestingly, we found that negative affect, as opposed to 
positive affect, was not only mainly followed by a certain type 
of IM but also by rejections of a potential job offer (e.g., “The 
questions were very personal … the conversation was not on 
an equal footing. … there was no feedback … it was more 
of an interrogation. … I thought this was very inappropriate. 
… I was quite angry after the interview and already knew 
that I didn’t want to take the offer, regardless of whether I 
was accepted or not.” Inf9). In this regard, our results parallel 
meta-analytic findings from the recruiting domain that there 
is a higher likelihood that applicants reject job offers when 
recruiters are perceived as unfriendly (Chapman et al., 2005).

Furthermore, when looking at deceptive IM, we found that it 
was usually preceded by negative affect. For example, with regard 
to a personal question, a female informant reported: “That’s when 
I felt unfairly treated in comparison to men and that’s why I ... 
lied” (Inf28). This result is in line with findings from Bourdage 
et al. (2018) and suggestions from Levashina and Campion (2006) 
that perceptions of unfair treatment increase applicants’ willing-
ness to use deceptive IM. Another informant reported: “I was 

surprised by one question. … I wasn’t prepared for this. … a little 
panic had spread through me, my stomach tightened for a moment 
and I probably also held my breath for a moment and needed a bit, 
probably a second or two, to catch myself. ... I didn’t lie but … my 
answer was a bit exaggerated.” (Inf23).

The situational cues that seemed to trigger negative and/
or positive affect varied across the different models that we 
identified, which can also be seen in the Figs. 2, 3, 4. How-
ever, overall, our results suggest that when a situational cue 
elicits positive affect in applicants, they present themselves 
predominantly honestly whereas they answer predominantly 
dishonestly when they previously experienced negative affect.

In addition to affect, we also found cognitions that 
were followed by honest assertive IM. Several inform-
ants2 reported that they used honest assertive IM when they 
thought the interviewer was actually interested in them as a 
person (which we refer to as personal assessment, for exam-
ple “one interviewer was interested in my personal nature”, 
Inf15, or “Inwardly you thought ... they are also interested in 
the person,” Inf30). Another pattern that we found was that 
honest assertive IM was often used when informants thought 
that they were a good fit for the organization and the job 
(i.e., POJ-Fit given) such as “I fit in perfectly here” (Inf17) 
or “I knew that I was suitable” (Inf24). Thus, our results also 
show that cognitions of being assessed as a person (personal 
assessment) and fitting the organization and the job are cru-
cial for whether applicants honestly promote themselves.

Fig. 1   The Impact of Psychological Processing on Impression Management. Note. POJ-Fit = person-organization-job-fit; IM = impression man-
agement

1  Please note that our findings should be understood as initial indi-
cations of possible causal relationships (and are therefore reported 
as such in terms of language), but the causality itself must be tested 
separately in future research.

2  Please note that providing a frequency is not possible not only 
because it would violate the interpretivist assumption of Grounded 
Theory (Suddaby, 2006) but also because interview questions were 
continuously adapted during that data collection process following a 
Grounded Theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
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Situational Cues of Deceptive and Honest 
Impression Management

To address Research Question 2, we investigated which dif-
ferent situational cues influence applicants’ deceptive and 
honest IM in detail, and how they are processed individu-
ally. Based on our data, we were able to identify different 
groups of situational categories that we organized themati-
cally into different models. These models were related to 
the interviewer (Fig. 2) and interview content (Figs. 3 and 
4). Furthermore, as explained below, we found many situ-
ational cues that affect deceptive and honest IM but that have 
received little or no attention so far.

Interviewer Cues

Regarding the interviewer, we found a pattern that closeness 
was associated with applicants’ IM behavior. In these cases, 
interviewers conveyed a sense of closeness and approach-
ability through a positive relationship with the applicant. In 
another qualitative study, Wilhelmy et al. (2016) identified 
a corresponding IM intention on the part of the interviewer, 
which they referred to as “signaling closeness”. Until now, it 
was unclear to which psychological processes and behavior 
closeness can lead on the part of the applicant.

Under closeness, we summarized when interviewers were 
known to the applicants (e.g., “Yes, I knew them [the inter-
viewers] all,” Inf33), were responsive to them (e.g., “The 
new managing director supported me in it and said she 
thinks it’s good if I finish everything properly and then start 
the new job,” Inf16), met them on an equal footing (e.g., 
“Both … signaled their interest to me and not as ... if this is a 

compulsory conversation that they have to get over quickly,” 
Inf12), and gave them positive feedback (e.g., “if someone 
[the interviewer] says ... that [I] was very sympathetic to 
him and [he] can imagine that [an employment] very well,” 
Inf17; cf. Table 2 for the definitions of all categories and 
concepts). Overall, we found that closeness was followed 
by positive affect and, honest assertive IM (e.g., “Both … 
signaled their interest to me. ... [I] stuck to the truth and 
emphasized my strengths,” Inf12).

In addition to closeness, we identified three more catego-
ries of situational cues concerning the interviewer that all 
resulted in negative affect. First, we found a pattern that dis-
tance—that is, interviewers portraying their superiority over 
applicants and appearing to have little approachability—was 
associated with applicants’ IM. This category includes, for 
example, situations in which the interviewers demonstrated 
their power or position (e.g., “I was really interrupted a lot, 
[the interviewer said] ‘No, I'm not really interested in that 
right now …’,” Inf25), did not know the applicant’s resumé 
(e.g., “I think he didn’t even look at my resumé and applica-
tion,” Inf20), imputed behavior or opinions (e.g., “that the 
interviewer implied that their company is better than another 
... and therefore they can understand ... that I had applied to 
them,” Inf9), talked for a long time (e.g., “So, this person 
talked extremely much,” Inf33), or disagreed with the appli-
cant (“So, we got into quite a bit of a tussle,” Inf25, also see 
Table 2 for the description of all concepts).

With regard to distance, Wilhelmy et al. (2016) also 
found a corresponding IM intention on the part of the inter-
viewer, which they referred to as “signaling distance in 
terms of superiority” (p. 318). In doing so, the interview-
ers had the goal of demonstrating power or of triggering 
uncertainty in applicants (Wilhelmy et al., 2016). Until now, 

Fig. 2   Situational Cues with Regard to the Interviewer. Note. IM = impression management
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however, it was unknown to which psychological processes 
and behaviors it leads on the part of the applicants. We found 
a pattern that distance seemed to lead to cognitions in appli-
cants that the interviewer was not interested in them as a 
person. We refer to this as “impersonal assessment” (e.g., 
“my interviewer didn’t look at my resumé ... I definitely 
found it extremely negative ... because sometimes I really 
had the feeling they didn’t know which applicant was sitting 
in front of them,” Inf5). Alternatively—or additionally—dis-
tance was associated with the concern of leaving a negative 
impression (e.g., “One questions to what extent one’s own 
application is actually promising,” Inf5). Applicants reacted 
to distance on the part of the interviewer with honest asser-
tive as well as with deceptive IM.

In addition, it should be mentioned that when the inter-
viewer talked for a long time, some of the informants also 
perceived this behavior positively (e.g., “I was much more 
relaxed than during any questions that I had to answer,” 
Inf14) and thus, this was not always followed by negative 
affect. Hence, similar to closeness, distance did not always 
affect applicants’ IM.

Additionally, it was particularly interesting that, for one 
informant, implying a behavior or opinion led to a conclu-
sion about the prevailing working methods, which resulted 
in rejecting the potential offer (e.g., “Yes, a bit along the 
lines of: ‘You can’t trust the employees’ ... . I didn’t take 
up the position because of that,” Inf19). This example is 
particularly relevant because it illustrates that deceptive IM 
may not be the only possible consequence of this behavior.

Concerning the next category of situational cues related 
to the interviewer, we found that when the interviewer was 
a potential direct supervisor, honest IM was reported (e.g., 
"But with the head of department, the direct supervisor, ... , 
there, one made a ... greater effort," Inf28; also see Bourdage 
et al., 2018, for a comparable result).

Furthermore, several informants reported deceptive IM 
when an interviewer arrived late. A possible reason for 
using deceptive IM in such a situation was provided by one 
informant who explained: “And then we first waited five 
minutes for the direct supervisor. ... My first thought was 
‘Oh my God. There’s a second applicant here’,” Inf20). This 
finding goes well beyond past findings and indicates that late 
arrival might be associated with deceptive IM.

Interview Content Cues

Given that we found more situational cues concerning the 
interview content than we could fit into one figure, we 
decided to illustrate the cues in two different models in order 
to make the visualization clearer (cf. Figs. 3 and 4). As can 
be seen in Fig. 3, we found that the opportunity for appli-
cants to talk freely about themselves (self-introduction; e.g., 
“I was supposed to talk about myself,” Inf5) was associated 

with their IM. Interestingly, we found two different patterns 
in our data regarding how this opportunity to present them-
selves was processed.

In the first pattern, a self-introduction was perceived as 
positive and was mainly followed by honest assertive IM 
(e.g., “when I had to introduce myself, I focused more on 
that [my practical skills],” Inf15). In the second pattern, a 
self-introduction was perceived as negative and was not only 
followed by honest assertive IM but also by deceptive IM. 
Within this pattern, we repeatedly found concerns about 
leaving a negative impression (e.g., “I didn’t want to work 
clinically from the beginning, but I expressed it like this ... . 
Because I felt I couldn’t say that it wasn’t my first priority,” 
Inf14). This situational cue has not received any attention 
in the existing literature and also illustrates very well that 
psychological processing can be crucial in determining what 
kind of IM applicants use in response to the cues that they 
perceived during the interview.

In addition to the opportunity to introduce themselves, 
our results indicate that previous research (cf. Melchers 
et al., 2020) has overlooked many types of questions that 
could have an impact on IM. For instance, we found a pat-
tern that questions about applicants’ motivation had an 
impact on applicants’ IM (cf. Fig. 3). These questions aim to 
determine the interviewees’ motivation for their application. 
They were primarily associated with positive affect and were 
followed by honest assertive as well as deceptive IM (e.g., 
“then questions were asked about motivation ... I didn’t say 
that I believe I have found my passion in the previous areas, 
although I continue to believe that this is the case. Because 
I would have ruined all the chances for myself,” Inf8).

Questions about the person were another situational cue 
of IM (cf. Fig. 3). These questions refer to the applicants’ 
past behavior, interests, or private matters such as leisure 
activities (e.g., “interviewers asked about situations … and 
how I’ve handled those,” Inf25). Two different patterns 
emerged from our data. In the first pattern, personal ques-
tions were perceived as positive and followed by honest 
assertive IM. Within this pattern, we repeatedly found the 
cognition that applicants had the feeling the organization 
wanted to get a picture of them as a person (personal assess-
ment; e.g., “I felt like they really wanted to get to know me,” 
Inf18). In the second pattern, personal questions were per-
ceived as negative (e.g., “I think that question is somehow 
inappropriate,” Inf9) and were followed not only to honest 
but also deceptive IM. Within this pattern, having concern 
about leaving a negative impression was reported multiple 
times, and some informants also thought that such questions 
targeted non-work-related matters.

Interviewer questions about the position also had an 
impact on applicants’ IM (cf. Fig. 3). These questions cover 
aspects such as salary expectations, expectations of the job, 
or how applicants became aware of the position (e.g., “Then 
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the question came what I expect from an employer or from 
a good employer,” Inf27). Again, we found two different 
patterns about how applicants reacted. In the first pattern, 
these questions were perceived as positive and followed by 
honest assertive IM (e.g., “I thought ... ‘Well, if I manage 
to get into one of these companies now, then I’ll be abso-
lutely the happiest person on earth’ and I actually just tried 
to remain myself again, to simply remain honest and open,” 
Inf2). In the second pattern, they were perceived as negative 
and were followed by deceptive IM. In this pattern, we found 
several examples of the concern about leaving a negative 

impression (e.g., “in the case of salary [expectations], where 
I simply stated less than I would actually like. … So that I 
don’t appear too greedy,” Inf30).

In addition, across multiple informants, we found that 
situational questions had an impact on applicants’ IM (cf. 
Fig. 4). These questions referred to hypothetical future situ-
ations at work (Latham et al., 1980), and asked applicants 
about their specific behavior in these situations (e.g., “They 
described situations and then asked me ‘What would you 
do in this situation?’,” Inf25). Although we only found a 
small number of cases, our findings suggest that affect in 

Fig. 3   Situational Cues with Regard to the Interview Content. Note. IM = impression management

Fig. 4   Situational Cues with Regard to the Interview Content. Note. IM = impression management
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the context of these questions can play a crucial role with 
regard to the subsequent IM behavior. If these questions 
were perceived as positive, they were followed by deceptive 
and honest assertive IM (e.g., “These were all very relevant 
questions … and I answered them to the best of my knowl-
edge,” Inf25). If, on the other hand, they were perceived as 
negative, deceptive assertive IM was reported (e.g., “I don’t 
know if I would always react as calmly as I’ve described. I 
think I’ll maybe, in some situations probably become a little 
more explosive. … [however] I think the one who gets loud 
loses,” Inf21).

We also found a pattern that questions to test applicants’ 
suitability affected their IM (cf. Fig. 4). These include, for 
example, questions about their qualifications and skills but 
also job knowledge questions or work-related tasks (e.g., “I 
was asked specifically, ‘How do I deal with subordinates?’,” 
Inf19). This category was associated with negative affect 
and honest as well as deceptive IM (e.g., “What I find really 
stupid is simply the question [about] ‘strengths and weak-
nesses.’ … [regarding the weaknesses] that’s where I had to 
be a bit careful not to be too honest,” Inf17).

Finally, we identified a pattern that interviewers’ questions 
about the organization affected applicants’ IM behavior (cf. 
Fig. 4). These questions were asked to check applicants’ knowl-
edge about the organization (e.g., “my boss then asked ‘Yes, 
what do you know about the company?’ And I just told him all 
the information I could remember, that I could learn from the 
website,” Inf20). For applicants, these questions were associ-
ated with negative affect and resulted in honest assertive IM.

With regard to the different question types, our results again 
indicate that applicants’ affect can be crucial in determining 
which type of IM is used. Thus, applicants tended to rely mostly 
to honest IM when they had a positive feeling whereas they 
exclusively or additionally tended to use deceptive IM when 
they had a negative feeling. In addition, the associated cogni-
tions provide insights into the reasons for the affect that occurred 
and the IM that was used. For example, we found that questions 
about the person can lead to negative affect and to deceptive 
and honest IM. As a possible reason, we found that the inform-
ants thought that these questions were not related to the job. 
These findings go beyond previous research on the impact of 
different question types on deceptive and honest IM (e.g., Bill 
et al., 2023; Bourdage et al., 2018; Ho et al., 2021; Levashina 
& Campion, 2007). This previous research discussed different 
question types mainly with regard to the opportunity to fake but 
did not consider that applicants might psychologically process 
questions differently which then affects their willingness to fake. 
In addition, going beyond these past findings (cf. Melchers et al., 
2020), we found that applicants’ IM is also influenced by ques-
tions about applicants’ motivation, position, and organization, 
and by personal questions, job knowledge questions, questions 
to test their suitability, and work-related tasks (cf. Table 2 for 
definitions).

Apart from different question types, we also found that 
the presentation of the organization or job previews had an 
impact on applicants’ IM (cf. Fig. 4). When presenting their 
organization, interviewers described the organization in 
more detail and talked about aspects such as culture, struc-
tures, or current challenges (e.g., “Then they talked about 
what the company stands for, what the company does,” 
Inf23). With regard to job previews, interviewers described 
the position in more detail and addressed aspects like the 
working conditions (e.g., “we then relatively quickly started 
talking about the details of the advertised position,” Inf22).

In our data, we identified two different patterns showing 
how applicants responded to presentations of the organiza-
tion or job previews. In the first pattern, these cues were 
perceived as positive and were followed by honest assertive 
IM (e.g., “they stated what they stand for and what they 
want to achieve and what drives them. ... it was part of the 
strategy that I wanted to tell them ‘Okay. I also have honest 
[the same] goals and I want to contribute to the purpose that 
the company has,” Inf11). This pattern is consistent with a 
finding from Bourdage et al. (2018) that attraction to the 
organization is positively related to honest IM.

In the second pattern, the presentation of the organization 
or job previews were perceived as negative and were mainly 
followed by deceptive defensive IM. In this case, among 
other things, applicants tried to conceal their negative feel-
ings (e.g., “Once, I had a job [application] and I would have 
been alone a lot, so I thought, ‘Oh, that's too bad, a small 
team would be nice’. ... But then I acted as if it would be 
okay,” Inf17). This finding goes beyond previous research 
and again demonstrates the crucial role of psychological pro-
cessing of situational cues. In addition, the data suggested 
that only the negative evaluation of the job preview was fol-
lowed by the rejection of a potential offer, whereas a nega-
tively evaluated presentation of the organization was not. 
This result is in agreement with meta-analytic findings that 
job characteristics are related to intentions to accept a job 
(Chapman et al., 2005). In addition, our analyses revealed 
that the presentation of the organization and the job preview 
did not have an effect on the behavior of every informant (cf. 
Figs. 3 and 4).

Additional Results

Although it was not the focus of the present study, we were 
able to identify different IM tactics that go beyond the pre-
vious literature (e.g., Bourdage et al., 2018; Levashina & 
Campion, 2007). Regarding honest IM, informants told us 
that they presented their personal values, drive, attitudes, 
and opinions in order to make the best impression on the 
interviewer. In addition, they also corrected erroneous infor-
mation, clarified their added value to the organization, or 
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portrayed their emotions in order to present themselves in 
the best possible way. In contrast, informants also reported 
purposefully not expressing their emotions, which we 
assigned to deceptive defensive IM (cf. Table 2 for defini-
tions and examples for the different strategies).

Summary of Contributions

The present study makes at least five important contributions 
to the literature: First, it identified several new antecedents 
concerning interviewer behavior and interview content and 
helped to understand how these antecedents affect subse-
quent IM. Specifically, we found that there are many situ-
ational cues that affect deceptive and honest IM that have 
received little or no attention so far, such as closeness on the 
part of the interviewer or a delay in the arrival of the inter-
viewer. These findings suggest that the interviewer affects 
applicants’ IM. Furthermore, we also found that interview 
content seems to affect deceptive and/or honest IM and that 
previous research (cf. Melchers et al., 2020) has overlooked 
many relevant types of questions or the presentation of the 
organization and the job preview.

As a second important contribution, our study stresses 
that both deceptive and honest IM should be considered 
together in conceptual models of IM. A joint considera-
tion of these constructs fell short in previous research and 
represented an important research gap. In the past, there 
were models related to deceptive IM alone (e.g., Lev-
ashina & Campion, 2006; Roulin et al., 2016) or that did 
not distinguish between honest versus deceptive strategies 
(Marcus, 2009) but models that focus on honest IM or that 
integrate both deceptive and honest IM have not previously 
existed. In contrast to these earlier approaches, our study 
details when applicants choose honest IM, deceptive IM, 
or a combination of both.

Third, our findings stress the importance of applicants’ 
cognitions and especially of affect for subsequent IM 
behavior. In particular, we found that positive affect was 
mainly followed by honest assertive IM whereas deceptive 
IM was usually preceded by negative affect. This find-
ing extends results from the qualitative study by Ho et al. 
(2021) that provided initial insights into what cognitions 
may be behind deceptive IM, but that did not offer a holis-
tic view that included affect and cognitions for different 
cues and considered their effects on both deceptive and 
honest IM.

Fourth, we identified several IM tactics that were not 
considered in the past (e.g., Bourdage et al., 2018; Lev-
ashina & Campion, 2007). For example, we found that 
applicants honestly presented their personal drive (e.g., 
their motivation and willingness to work) to make as good 
an impression as possible. Even though these additional 

findings were not the main focus of the present study, it 
seems worthwhile to consider them in future research.

Finally, with regard to Levashina and Campion’s (2006) 
faking model and the attempt by Bourdage et al. (2018) to 
apply this theory to honest IM, our findings mainly provide 
new insights into antecedents of applicants’ willingness to 
use IM. Thus, the perception of the different situational cues 
is associated with different affective reactions and the spe-
cific affect then seems to impact applicants’ willingness to use 
honest and/or deceptive IM. In line with this, Levashina and 
Campion state “Willingness to fake represents psychologi-
cal and emotional characteristics that influence the degree to 
which candidates are inclined to distort their response during 
an interview” (p. 302). Furthermore, different question types, 
which were mainly discussed with regard to their effects on 
the opportunity to use deceptive IM (e.g., Bill et al., 2023; 
Bourdage et al., 2018; Ho et al., 2021; Levashina & Campion, 
2006; Levashina & Campion, 2007), also seem to influence 
applicants’ willingness to use honest vs. deceptive IM. Only 
the opportunity for applicants to talk freely about themselves 
in a job interview turned out to be a previously unmentioned 
opportunity for IM. In contrast to antecedents of willingness 
and opportunity, we did not find new insights on aspects 
related to applicants’ capacity to fake, which is the third factor 
from the model by Levashina and Campion (2006). This, how-
ever, is not surprising given that antecedents of the capacity to 
fake are mainly related to individual difference variables and 
not to situational cues (e.g., Buehl et al., 2019; Moon et al., 
2024). Thus, they are beyond the scope of the present study.

Implication for Practice

In addition to the different theoretical contributions described 
above, our results also have several important practical impli-
cations that could help to ensure that applicants engage in less 
deceptive IM in interviews and predominantly use honest IM, 
given that the latter might “allow interviewers to make more 
informed decisions by providing accurate, job-related informa-
tion” (Bourdage et al., 2018, p. 600). First, our results show 
that interviewer behavior could be an important factor in how 
applicants present themselves. Given that interviewers are not 
able to reliably detect deceptive IM (Roulin et al., 2014, 2015) 
and that most of the previous approaches to prevent deceptive 
IM have not been effective (e.g., Bill & Melchers, 2023) inter-
viewer behavior might be one of the few things that could help 
to limit deceptive IM. Thus, first of all, interviewers should make 
sure that their behavior toward applicants is approachable. Being 
approachable could include that interviewers showing under-
standing, talking about themselves, not playing up their position, 
or giving positive feedback during the interview. Such a behav-
ior could give applicants not only a more positive feeling, but 
applicants could also be more likely to use honest assertive IM 
to present themselves favorably in such a situation. To promote 
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approachable behavior on the part of interviewers, they could 
be specifically trained to exhibit this behavior more. In addition, 
our results suggest that interviewers should arrive on time for 
the interview because a late arrival could give the applicants 
the impression that the interviewer might have been in a con-
versation with another applicant, which in turn may result in 
deceptive IM.

Second, when interviewers ask questions about the appli-
cant, they should make sure that the questions are perceived 
as work-related, otherwise this probably could not only lead 
to negative affect, but also to deceptive IM in addition to 
honest IM. Here, it is certainly advisable to conduct a job 
analysis, for example, using critical incident technique (Fla-
nagan, 1954), prior to the interview to ensure that the ques-
tions are specifically related to the job.

Third, we found that applicants’ cognition to fit to the 
organization and to the job probably leads to honest asser-
tive IM. Here, we recommend making the job as well as 
the organization’s goals and values transparent before the 
interview so that applicants can get a picture of them before 
the interview and, if applicable, can withdraw their applica-
tion if they think they are not a good fit for the organization 
or the job.

Limitations and Propositions for Future Research

Although our study provides important insights into which 
cues affect deceptive and honest IM, it has some limita-
tions. First, given that we have chosen a Grounded Theory 
approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to explore the range of 
situational cues, the underlying psychological processes, and 
their effects on deceptive and honest IM, no conclusion can 
be drawn on causality and as to how strong these effects 
are because this is beyond the scope of such a qualitative 
approach. Thus, the identified cues and the influence of psy-
chological processing on deceptive and honest IM should be 
evaluated in further quantitative studies to determine causal-
ity and effect size, for example, by using experimental study 
designs.

Second, another limitation concerns our inclusion crite-
rion for participants. This criterion required that individuals 
had participated in a selection interview during the last 6 
months. Although we had already reduced the time from 
12 to 6 months, gave them time to remember the interview 
situations, asked them about general salient memories of 
past selection interviews in the beginning of the interview to 
prime their memories, and had the impression that inform-
ants could remember these interviews very well, it may still 
be that some informants could not always fully remember 
every detail of the respective interviews. Thus, it might be 
valuable to collect information from informants in future 
studies more immediately after they have completed an 
employment interview.

A third limitation concerns that it might be that despite 
all measures, not all informants were completely honest 
about their deceptive IM behavior in interviews. To address 
this potential issue, we started slowly into the topic, used 
softer wording, turned off the cameras during the interview 
to make informants feel less observed, avoided judgmental 
language, ensured confidentiality, and emphasized that it is 
okay if informants were not able to answer questions. There 
was also no incentive in the sense of a reward for inform-
ants if they presented themselves as predominantly honest. 
In addition, we found numerous cases in our data where 
informants reported using deceptive IM in the interview.

A final limitation is that we focused only on cues that 
occur within the employment interview situation. However, 
our interviews with informants revealed that contextual cues 
(i.e., the general conditions under which an interview takes 
place) may also be critical in determining what type and 
extent of IM is exhibited. For example, we found that the 
high demand for labor in the health sector was associated 
with a lower perceived need for using IM. Also, owing to the 
sparse research on contextual antecedents of deceptive IM 
(Melchers et al., 2020), and also of honest IM so far (Bourd-
age et al., 2018), qualitative research in this area could be 
very insightful.

In addition to these limitations, the different models that 
emerged from the data offer numerous opportunities for future 
research. Since the present study is a qualitative study, further 
quantitative studies should be conducted to substantiate our 
results. In the following, we would like to give examples of 
possible future studies that we believe can be carried out on 
the basis of the data.

First, we were able to identify the behavior of the interviewer 
as the first major influencing factor. Here we found that close-
ness and distance on the part of the interviewer can be deci-
sive in determining whether applicants answer predominantly 
honestly or also dishonestly. Future experimental studies could 
address these issues by specifically varying the interviewer’s 
behavior to more closely examine its influence on applicants’ 
exhibited IM. Similarly, studies could ask applicants about 
the IM tactics they used and about the behavior of the inter-
viewer or might even consider the natural occurrence of IM 
as a response to situational cues in observational studies or on 
the basis of interview transcripts (e.g., Wilhelmy et al., 2021).

Second, informants told us of many other interview ques-
tions that influenced their IM behavior and for which there 
has been no prior research, such as questions about appli-
cant’s motivation, questions to test their suitability, questions 
about the person, position, and the organization. Thus, future 
research could use quantitative methods to compare these 
questions in terms of the IM shown. In addition, especially 
for questions about the person and position we found that posi-
tive affect was predominantly followed by honest assertive IM 
whereas negative affect was followed either by deceptive IM 
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alone or by both deceptive and honest IM. Therefore, future 
studies should further investigate this finding and take affect 
into account.

Finally, our data suggest that affect may be fundamentally 
important when it comes to how applicants present themselves. 
Therefore, the relationship between affect and behavior should 
be investigated in more detail. For this purpose, applicants 
could be asked retrospectively about their IM in selection 
interviews and the associated affect.
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