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The authors examined recruitment message viewing time, information recall, and attraction in a
Web-based context. In particular, they extended theory related to the cognitive processing of recruitment
messages and found that the provision of customized information about likely fit related to increased
viewing time and recall when good aesthetics were also present. A 3-way interaction among moderate-
to low-fitting individuals further indicated that objective fit was most strongly related to attraction when
messages included both good aesthetics and customized information. In particular, given this combina-
tion, the poorest fitting individuals exhibited lower attraction levels, whereas more moderately fitting
individuals exhibited invariant attraction levels across combinations of aesthetics and customized
information. The results suggest that, given good aesthetics, customized information exerts effects mostly
by causing poorly fitting individuals to be less attracted, which further suggests a means of averting the
“dark side” of Web recruitment that occurs when organizations receive too many applications from
poorly fitting applicants.
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The importance of human capital to organizational success is
increasingly recognized in both academic and practitioner circles
(Grossman, 2004; Taylor & Collins, 2000). To compete in the “war
for talent,” recruiters have largely turned to the Web, leading to a
tremendous growth in its use over the past several years (Lievens &
Harris, 2003). Yet, the effectiveness of the Web as a recruitment
source is uncertain at best. Indeed, with millions of job postings
competing for job seekers’ time and attention and a tremendous
volume of unqualified application traffic, inefficiencies abound. For
example, recruiters who use the Web to identify job candidates are
likely to receive applications from a large number of applicants who
do not exhibit appropriate levels of fit with various aspects of the job
or company (e.g., Chapman & Webster, 2003; “Internet Misuse,”
2003; Lievens & Harris, 2003). One of these sources noted that 92%
of recruiters claim to be inundated with irrelevant responses to online
job postings, and 71% claim that the majority of resumes do not
match the job description (“Internet Misuse,” 2003).

This is a logical outcome, as decreased transaction costs in terms
of time and effort allow individuals to easily apply for multiple
online jobs in a short period (e.g., Sumser, 2004). Indeed, it can be
argued that decreased application costs have lowered attraction
thresholds, creating a “dark side of Web recruitment” whereby too
many job seekers are attracted to and apply for a particular job
vacancy. This suggests a need to supersede efforts to increase
attraction levels across all job seekers by efforts to decrease
attraction among job seekers who are not likely to be a good fit, an
approach consistent with the realistic job preview (RJP) tradition
(e.g., Phillips, 1998; Premack & Wanous, 1985). At the same time,
the tremendous amount of information available to job seekers via
the Web increases the competitive stakes for companies vying to
capture and retain job seekers’ attention to enhance memory for
vacancy characteristics.

Because of issues such as these, research on Web-based recruit-
ment is critically needed on several fronts (e.g., Anderson, 2003;
Cappelli, 2001; Highhouse & Hoffman, 2001; Lievens & Harris,
2003; Rynes & Cable, 2003). In particular, both scholars and
practitioners recognize that certain aspects of the Web fundamen-
tally differentiate it from more traditional recruitment sources,
with Lievens and Harris (2003) recently stating that “Internet
recruitment has, in certain ways at least, significantly changed the
way in which the entire staffing process is conducted and under-
stood” (p. 132). This study extends recent theoretical work related
to the cognitive processing of recruitment information (e.g.,
Breaugh & Starke, 2000; Cable & Turban, 2001; Cober, Brown,
Keeping, & Levy, 2004) by examining how certain aspects of Web
technology might be leveraged to assist companies competing for
job seekers’ time and attention. It further extends work related to
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RJPs in terms of vying to generate a more desirable initial pool of
job seekers primarily by decreasing attraction among the poorest
fitting of those job seekers.

Among the many features associated with Web technology, two
in particular have the potential to distinguish Web-based recruit-
ment advertisements from non-Web-based advertisements and are
the focus of the present investigation. First, Web technology offers
the ability to customize messages to individual job seekers rather
than simply disseminating a common message to a large target
audience (Cappelli, 2001; Dineen, Ash, & Noe, 2002). Customized
information refers to information tailored to individual job seekers
in response to information those job seekers initially provide about
themselves and is consistent with the move toward customization
that the marketing field has begun to embrace (“Mass Customiza-
tion,” 2001) as well as calls to examine customized recruitment
practices (Chapman, Uggerslev, Carroll, Piasentin, & Jones,
2005). For example, job seekers might provide information about
their organizational values preferences on an organizational Web
site or Web-based job board. These responses can be compared
with previously collected responses from organizational incum-
bents that reflect the values actually held by an organization. The
Web site can then provide feedback to the job seeker regarding
likely fit between the two values profiles. RJPs were conceptual-
ized as a means of generating better matches between actual job
characteristics and new employee expectations, and the provision
of customized information allows for this to occur among job
seekers on a more personalized basis. Second, Web technology has
increased the degree to which stylistic differences, including var-
ious aesthetic properties, can be incorporated into job advertise-
ments (Cober et al., 2004). Web site aesthetic properties refer to
features such as fonts, pictures, colors, and Web page design (e.g.,
Cober, Brown, Levy, Cober, & Keeping, 2003).

We address calls to explicitly manipulate content and aesthetic
features of Web-based job advertisements (e.g., Cober et al., 2003)
and extend past work that has mostly considered content and
aesthetics issues separately. We propose that desirable aesthetics
and customized content combine to relate to significantly more
optimal outcomes than either characteristic alone. In particular, we
contend that the traditionally weak relationship between objective
fit (calculated indirectly by comparing independent ratings of
person and environment characteristics) and attraction (Judge &
Cable, 1997; Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005) will
be stronger when recruitment messages include both good aesthet-
ics and customized content. We also draw on the marketing,
human–computer interaction, and Web-based recruitment litera-
ture to propose that aesthetic features are critical in capturing
initial attention to allow for the effects of useful content to mate-
rialize (Baumgartner, Sujan, & Padgett, 1997; Cober et al., 2004;
Schenkman & Jonsson, 2000). This suggests increased message
viewing time, which should enhance information recall. In the
following sections, we develop hypotheses related to these ideas
and describe a study that tested these hypotheses.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development

Previous Stylistic- and Content-Related Recruitment
Research

Whereas the present investigation focused on the simultaneous
examination of stylistic (aesthetics) and content (information cus-

tomization) issues in regard to important recruitment outcomes,
prior recruitment research has tended to focus on either style or
content at the expense of both. For example, it is widely recog-
nized that a focus on content issues has dominated non-Web-based
recruitment research (e.g., Barber, 1998; Cober et al., 2003). An
applicant attraction meta-analysis by Chapman et al. (2005)
showed relationships between job characteristics (e.g., pay) and
attraction (� � .39) and organizational characteristics (e.g., loca-
tion) and attraction (� � .37) but did not address how the aesthetics
associated with the message might relate to attraction.

In contrast, scholarly efforts to better understand and leverage
the Web for recruitment purposes have focused largely on Web
site design issues, including overall site usability, navigation, and
aesthetics (e.g., Cober et al., 2004; Scheu, Ryan, & Nona, 1999;
Zusman & Landis, 2002). These studies generally have found
higher quality aesthetics and design features to be associated with
greater levels of job seeker attraction. Dineen and colleagues
(2002; Dineen, 2003) departed somewhat from studies examining
stylistic issues by manipulating various message characteristics to
examine how customized content—in the form of feedback regard-
ing likely fit—related to attraction in a Web-based context. Their
findings suggest that feedback indicating a high degree of fit
increases attraction, whereas feedback indicating a low fit de-
creases attraction. Whereas the Dineen et al. studies held good
aesthetic properties constant, only one known Web-based recruit-
ment study has examined both stylistic and content characteristics
simultaneously, finding that each contributed uniquely to the pre-
diction of attraction (Cober et al., 2003). Cober and colleagues’
(2003) usefulness analysis examined only the independent effects
of style and content on attraction, however, and not their potential
interactive effects.

A common theme underscores the importance of studying aes-
thetics and customized information simultaneously. In particular,
both can be linked to the cognitive processing of recruitment
information, an issue receiving increased attention (Breaugh &
Starke, 2000; Cable & Turban, 2001). Each is likely to influence
processing differently, however, leaving their combined effects in
need of closer scrutiny. Also, whereas each has been linked to
attraction (Dineen et al., 2002; Zusman & Landis, 2002), neither
has been linked to viewing time or recall.

The elaboration likelihood model (ELM; Petty & Cacioppo,
1986) has been identified as a useful framework for addressing
issues of job seeker information processing and is applicable to a
discussion of Web-based aesthetics and message content. This
model is perhaps the most widely accepted model of information
processing and lately has been the focus of renewed interest from
recruitment scholars in general (e.g., Cable & Turban, 2001;
Maurer, Howe, & Lee, 1992; Roberson, Collins, & Oreg, 2005;
Williamson, Cable, & Aldrich, 2002) and Web-based recruitment
researchers in particular (Dineen, 2003; Ehrhart, Mayer, & Ziegert,
2005; Lievens & Harris, 2003). The ELM suggests that individuals
process information through either a central or peripheral route.
Central processing involves expending resources to pursue and
carefully consider the merits of information. A primary means for
enhancing central processing is by providing a receiver more
personally relevant messages (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). One way
to enhance personal relevance is to customize messages to indi-
viduals (Dineen et al., 2002). By contrast, peripheral processing
does not involve careful examination of the merits of information
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presented; rather, information is processed using simple informa-
tional cues that are often unrelated to the message. Aesthetic
properties fit this characterization (Lievens & Harris, 2003).

The distinction between central and peripheral processing is
important because when individuals centrally process, they spend
more time carefully considering the content of the message, which
strengthens their ability to recall information and allows them to
better use the information in forming attitudes, such as attraction
toward stimuli. By contrast, peripheral processing often leads to
only weak, fleeting links between the message and associated
attitudes, behaviors, or codification of information in memory
(Cable & Turban, 2001; Lievens & Harris, 2003; Petty & Ca-
cioppo, 1986). In general, the tendency for past recruitment re-
search to focus on content or style issues in isolation has failed to
recognize the possibility that messages contain elements that en-
courage both central and peripheral processing. For example, when
good aesthetics and customized information (i.e., that is personally
relevant) exist simultaneously, the relative effect that each exerts
on processing motivation becomes an empirical question. We build
on this foundation in the following sections.

Effects of Aesthetics and Customized Information on
Viewing Time and Information Recall

In formulating the ELM, Petty and Cacioppo (1986) proposed
that a person’s ability and motivation to process information
determines the route through which information is processed.
Whereas it can be assumed that most job seekers have the ability
to process job advertisement information (i.e., they can read and
understand the information in the message; Cable & Turban,
2001), their motivation is subject to greater variation, especially
given the tremendous amount of job vacancy information available
on the Web. An interesting question concerns the manner in which
aesthetics affect a job seeker’s motivation to process recruiting
information available online. On the one hand, the ELM suggests
that aesthetic properties likely encourage more peripheral process-
ing, such that message content is not carefully considered. More
recent work (Breaugh & Starke, 2000; Cober et al., 2004) has
conceptualized the role of aesthetics differently, however. For
example, Cober and colleagues’ (2004) model of Web-based re-
cruitment suggests that motivation to process derives in part from
initial affective reactions to a Web site. By extension, this model
suggests that a job seeker must be initially drawn to a Web-based
job posting through aspects such as aesthetics or playfulness
before any effects of content can be realized. Cober et al. stated,
“A job seeker’s initial reaction to the web site façade is most likely
to be an affective one, which serves as a guide to determine if
he/she wants to invest more cognitive effort in an employer’s web
site” (p. 630). This model also suggests that search behavior is a
key mediating process variable between initial affective reactions
and familiarity with the organization or position, and it defines
search behavior to include depth (amount of time spent on each
piece of information accessed) and effort (total amount of time
spent) of search (for similar conclusions, see Chen & Bargh, 1999;
Tractinsky, Katz, & Ikar, 2000; Williamson et al., 2002).

The marketing literature also suggests that Web-induced mood
influences the time Web surfers spend visiting a Web site (Hoff-
man & Novak, 1996) and that aesthetics have an influence on
longer term information recall by capturing initial attention and

thereby improving memory trace strength (e.g., Childers & Hous-
ton, 1984). Similarly, initial reactions to advertising stimuli prompt
further attention and eventual recall (e.g., Baumgartner et al.,
1997) or influence the set of options consumers are willing to
consider further (Garber, 1995). Just as aesthetics help consumers
sort through the large amount of advertising to which they are
exposed, so too should they aid job seekers as they evaluate
recruiting information available online. This suggests that good
aesthetic properties cause job seekers to develop a deeper impres-
sion of Web-based recruitment messages, enhancing the likelihood
of subsequent information recall. In particular, it is probable that
good aesthetic qualities predispose a job seeker to spend time
processing content (i.e., process more centrally) and thus later
recall that content.

Whereas aesthetics may predispose a job seeker to attend to a
job posting, continued processing is a function of the content that
is discovered. The predisposition to process information afforded
by good aesthetics is likely to persist only if the subsequent
message is useful or memorable to the viewer. As Cober, Brown,
Levy, Cober, Kermes, and Baznik (2002) suggested, after initial
attention is drawn to a Web site, job seekers turn to satisfying
informational requirements. As mentioned, the ELM suggests that
information that is more personally relevant will be processed to a
greater degree, thus satisfying these requirements to a greater
degree. Thus, the personal relevance of customized messages
should facilitate more central processing of those messages, caus-
ing job seekers to attend to them to a greater degree. In turn, this
more careful processing should engage the job seeker for a longer
period and facilitate greater recall of specific information related to
an image of a job or organization (Williamson et al., 2002).

To summarize, researchers have suggested that when a job
posting exhibits poor aesthetics, a job seeker will not initially
be drawn to the posting. Central processing of the message will
thus not occur, even if that message is personally relevant,
leading to decreased viewing time. This in turn is likely to
negatively affect recall. By contrast, given good aesthetics, the
personal relevance of the message will determine the degree of
central processing and, thus, viewing time and recall that occur.
If the message is not personally relevant, central processing will
be curtailed, whereas peripheral processing will occur. Viewing
time will thereby be inhibited, which will lessen recall. By
contrast, higher levels of personal relevance in the form of
customized information will be associated with enhanced out-
comes when good aesthetics are present. This theorizing sug-
gests the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Aesthetics and the provision of customized
information will interact such that the relationship between
customized information and viewing time will be positive and
significant when aesthetics are good and nonsignificant when
aesthetics are poor.

Hypothesis 2: Aesthetics and the provision of customized
information will interact such that the relationship between
customized information and information recall will be posi-
tive and significant when aesthetics are good and nonsignif-
icant when aesthetics are poor.
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Hypothesis 3: Job posting viewing time will mediate the
interaction effect of aesthetics and customized information on
information recall.

Aesthetics and Customized Information: Moderators of
the Objective Fit–Attraction Relationship

Whereas viewing time and information recall have been studied
only minimally in a recruitment context, several researchers have
examined the extent to which job seekers’ level of attraction to a
job or organization is consistent with their level of objective fit
with these entities. Whereas one might expect a strong relationship
between objective fit and attraction, results have indicated that the
relationship tends to be relatively weak (e.g., average r � .18;
Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). Other work has shed light on this
weak relationship by showing that job seekers are likely to hold
inaccurate beliefs about organizations’ cultures (e.g., Cable,
Aiman-Smith, Mulvey, & Edwards, 2000). For example, Kristof-
Brown and colleagues (2005) noted that objective fit and perceived
fit (individuals’ beliefs about their levels of fit) are sometimes
disconnected early in the recruitment process, causing application
decisions to be made on flawed information. This suggests a
greater likelihood that dysfunctional application decisions by
poorly fitting individuals will result. Thus, similar to the research
attention given to RJPs (Phillips, 1998), it is important to attend to
the means by which the objective fit–attraction relationship might
be strengthened among these lower fitting individuals to enable
them to self-select out of the hiring process before ever applying.

Studies examining the objective fit–attraction relationship in a
Web-based context are rare (see Dineen et al., 2002, for an excep-
tion). Researchers have instead focused mostly on main effects of
aesthetic properties on attraction or pursuit intentions. For exam-
ple, Zusman and Landis (2002) examined the relationship between
Web site quality (in terms of fonts, colors, pictures, etc.) and
attraction, finding that participants were more attracted to jobs
posted on higher quality sites. Similarly, Scheu et al. (1999) and
Cober et al. (2003) found associations between aesthetic properties
and job pursuit intentions.

Although these studies provide a useful starting point in under-
standing Web-based recruitment, a common thread limits their
contribution. In particular, none of these studies has focused on
content that might be classified as negative or screening-oriented
in terms of describing vacancies (Williamson, Lepak, & King,
2003). That is, the content of the job postings used in these studies
tended to present only positive or neutral information about the
jobs. For example, in developing their model hypothesizing posi-
tive links among aesthetics, Web site attitude, and attraction,
Cober et al. (2004) acknowledged a lack of consideration of
negative Web site orientation. Indeed, by focusing on positive
information, it is difficult to discern whether aesthetic properties
themselves lead directly to greater attraction or whether the aes-
thetics merely draw individuals’ attention to the posting, causing
them to relate the generally positive content contained in that
posting to enhanced attraction. It is also important to focus on the
effects of negative information given the rich research tradition
examining negativity effects through a prospect theoretical lens
(e.g., Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Skowronski & Carlston, 1989).
This work has found that the effects of negative information on
outcomes generally exceed the corresponding relative effects of

positive information. This suggests that the effects we propose are
more likely to materialize when content associated with the job
posting tends to be negative. In this study, negative content was
operationalized as information that would lead a job seeker to
sense a lower level of fit with the job or organization. For example,
information indicating a high level of travel associated with a job
is not inherently negative, but it would be negative from the
perspective of a job seeker who prefers less travel.

To specifically examine the effects of this negative fit informa-
tion, and given our interest in predicting how the dark side of Web
recruitment might be averted by decreasing attraction among lower
fitting job seekers, we focused on these lower fitting individuals
and considered how objective fit relates to attraction in various
aesthetics and customized information conditions. By contrast, we
did not expect hypothesized effects to materialize among higher
fitting individuals and, thus, did not consider these individuals in
our analysis. Consistent with earlier hypotheses, we expected
aesthetics and customized information to moderate the relationship
between objective fit and attraction by combining to make the
relationship stronger. That is, we proposed that those who exhibit
progressively lower levels of fit would be relatively less attracted
and, thus, less likely to apply for a position when good aesthetics
and customized information are both provided. The work of Cober
et al. (2003) was foundational to our hypothesis. Specifically, in
one of the few studies to simultaneously examine aesthetics and
content, these researchers did not find independent effects of
aesthetics on attraction, yet they found that content and usability
did influence attraction. Their results thus ran counter to what
several other studies had found previously. Importantly, they sug-
gested that aesthetics may not necessarily affect attraction directly
but, rather, may “open the door” to make the effects of such
characteristics as content and usability more salient. The logic of
this argument clearly calls into question whether aesthetics lead
directly to attraction, and the ELM is consistent with this sugges-
tion in stating that the effects of peripherally processed cues, such
as aesthetics, tend to be weak or fleeting at best.

Thus, we proposed that good aesthetic properties make it pos-
sible for content (i.e., information that facilitates an individual’s
assessment of fit) to have an effect on attraction by capturing
initial attention. This initial attention should at least allow for weak
effects of objective fit on attraction, consistent with past research
(Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). However, if good aesthetics are
provided and fit information is made more personally relevant
(e.g., customized) to the individual job seeker, deeper processing
should result. Deeper processing, in turn, makes it more likely that
this objective fit information will influence attraction to a greater
degree than when it is not customized to job seekers (Dineen et al.,
2002) by enhancing the job seekers’ ability to discern specific
characteristics of a job or organization (Williamson et al., 2002). In
contrast, when poor aesthetics are present, the job seeker will not
be initially engaged by the posting, disallowing any subsequent
processing of the message. That is, given poor aesthetics, there will
be no relationship between fit and attraction, whether or not
message content is customized. Taken together, this suggests the
following three-way interaction hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: Among lower fitting individuals, aesthetics and
the provision of customized information will moderate the
relationship between objective fit and attraction. When aes-
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thetics are poor, there will be no relationship between objec-
tive fit and attraction regardless of whether or not customized
information is provided. When aesthetics are good, the rela-
tionship between objective fit and attraction will be positive
but weak when customized information is not provided and
positive and strong when customized information is provided.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Data were collected in two waves, each comprising two parts
occurring approximately 4 weeks apart. Upper level undergraduate
students enrolled in business courses at a large public university
participated in Wave 1 (n � 192) and Wave 2 (n � 158), with 240
total students providing usable data from both parts of the study.1

Students earned course credit for their participation through an
established college research experience program. Of these stu-
dents, 93% were business majors, and 57% were men. Participants
averaged 22.3 years of age, 5.1 years of full- and part-time work
experience, and had applied for 1.4 jobs previously over the Web.
No differences were found between those who were and were not
included in the final sample on any of these demographics, all t
statistics � 1.50, ps � .10.

Part 1 involved completion of a Web-based questionnaire that
assessed participant needs, abilities, and values consistent with the
needs–supplies (NS), demands–abilities (DA), and person–
organization (PO) fit categories found by Cable and DeRue (2002),
as well as the complementary categories (person–job [PJ] needs–
supplies and PJ demands–abilities) and supplementary category
(PO value congruence) discussed by Kristof-Brown et al. (2005).
These data enabled customized fit feedback to be provided to
participants in relevant study conditions during Part 2. First, con-
sistent with the NS fit conceptualization, participants were asked
on the Part 1 questionnaire to indicate needs levels for training,
travel, salary, and vacation (e.g., “What starting salary would you
expect to receive at your next full-time job?”). These four needs
were chosen on the basis of a content analysis of 100 actual
management-related job postings randomly selected from monster-
.com or careerbuilder.com. Of these postings, 42% included infor-
mation about training, 23% about travel, 46% about salary, and
19% about vacation. Salary and training (i.e., advancement oppor-
tunities) can also be linked to prior research (cf. Barber, 1998),
whereas travel and vacation reflect the increased importance of
work and life issues in the academic (Han & Collins, 2002) and
practitioner (“Work–Life Balance,” 2005) literature.

Second, consistent with conceptualizations of PO fit in terms of
values (e.g., Kristof-Brown et al., 2005), we asked participants to
rank order their preferences for four organizational values. Third,
participants separately ranked their ability to demonstrate four job
demands (to assess DA fit). These latter sets of four values and
four job demands appear in the Appendix and were determined on
the basis of the pilot study procedure explained therein. The Part
1 questionnaire also assessed each participant’s major field of
study, previous work experience, and Web-based job application
experience.

The primary study instrument used in Part 2 consisted of an
actual job posting from monster.com. The name of the organiza-
tion was changed and the posting revised to include specific values

and job demands information relative to the four values and four
job demands described in the Appendix, as well as information
about salary and number of days of training, vacation, and travel
supplied by the job (see Figure 1). Depicted levels of these various
characteristics were determined on the basis of participant re-
sponses from the first wave of data collection. In particular, taking
responses to the Part 1 questionnaire from the first wave of
participants (n � 192), we determined median levels of needs for
salary, vacation, travel, and training; we used these as the amounts
actually advertised in the job posting viewed during Part 2 by
participants from both waves. For example, in the first wave,
participants indicated a median salary expectation of $35,000;
thus, the position was advertised as providing this salary level to
create a realistic depiction with a distribution of cases in which an
excess and deficiency of supplies naturally existed. Median days of
training, vacation (per year), and travel (per month) were 14, 10,
and 4, respectively, and were advertised as such in the job posting.

Values and job demands were depicted hierarchically in terms
of importance in the job posting (Figure 1). An example job
demands statement was, “The number one skill that will help you
get ahead is your customer and personal service orientation”
(customer service). In addition to the job demands determined
through pilot testing and presented in the job posting, four other
generic job demands appeared (computer skills, communication
skills, authorization to work in the United States, and a bachelor’s
degree); thus, a total of four values and eight job demands were
depicted.

Approximately 4 weeks after completing the Part 1 question-
naire, participants visited a computer laboratory and were asked to
view the job advertisement (Part 2). We used a 2 � 2 experimental
design whereby aesthetic properties associated with the advertise-
ment were manipulated to be either good or poor and customized
information regarding likely fit was provided or not provided.
When the participants arrived at the computer laboratory, we
randomly assigned them to one of these four conditions. Cober et
al. (2004) identified such features as fonts, colors, pictures, and use
of white space as key elements of aesthetics in a Web-recruitment
context. Thus, in the poor aesthetics conditions, a black-and-white
job posting was presented without pictures, backgrounds, or vary-
ing fonts (i.e., the information featured plain black text on a white
background with a border around the message body). In contrast,
participants in the good aesthetics conditions viewed a job posting
that featured colors, pictures, multiple fonts, and a patterned back-
ground (see Figure 1).

All content in the body of the job posting was the same across
conditions. Those in customized information conditions, however,
also received feedback indicating levels of fit in DA (i.e., abilities),
PO (values), and NS (salary, training, travel, and vacation) cate-
gories. Specifically, in customized information conditions, feed-
back was provided regarding the degree of congruence between an
individual’s stated needs, values, and abilities (from the Part 1

1 Sample size was reduced for reasons including failure to show up for
Part 2 or to follow study instructions and technical problems related to the
study Web site. Also, given that the company represented on the study Web
site was fictitious, we eliminated several individuals on the basis of
responses to a manipulation check item included to verify that they were
unfamiliar with the company.
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questionnaire) and what the position actually supplied or de-
manded for each of the six primary information categories. Indi-
cation was given that the feedback was based on Part 1 responses.

To determine PO and DA fit for each participant, we computed
rank order correlations between (a) individual rank orders of the
four values and four abilities indicated by participants on the Part
1 questionnaire and (b) rank orders of the four corresponding
values and job demands as depicted in the job posting (Dineen,
2003; Kendall, 1970). Three subject matter expert doctoral stu-
dents verified, with perfect agreement, the illustrated rank order of
values and job demands in the job posting. NS fit in terms of
training, travel, salary, and vacation levels was operationalized as
the difference between the supply of these characteristics depicted
in the job posting and the desired amounts indicated by partici-
pants on the Part 1 questionnaire. On the basis of these fit scores,
feedback for those in customized information conditions indicated
either a high, medium, or low level of fit (for values and job
demands information) or supplies that were greater than, close to,
or less than expectations (for training, travel, salary, and vaca-
tion).2

The following procedure determined whether a particular par-
ticipant was a high, medium, or low fit (or had needs that were
greater than, close to, or less than supplies) for a particular cate-
gory of information: Again using the Part 1 questionnaire data
from the first wave of participants, we assessed needs levels for the
33rd and 66th percentile responders to determine cut points to
create three equivalent groupings of participants in terms of high,
medium, or low fit. For example, salary cut points were deter-
mined to be $30,000 and $40,000, meaning that one third of these
respondents indicated salary expectations of $30,000 or less, one
third indicated expectations of between $30,000 and $40,000, and
one third expected to receive greater than $40,000 per year. Thus,
for those in customized information conditions, the job posting
provided feedback indicating an excess of salary supplies for those
expecting to receive a salary below $30,000 (i.e., “This salary
appears to be GREATER THAN your expected salary”) and
deficient supplies for those expecting to receive a salary above
$40,000. Those indicating salary needs anywhere between $30,000
and $40,000 were provided feedback indicating that supplies were
close to their needs. Using this same procedure, we determined
training cut points to be 10 and 20 days, travel cut points were 3
and 5 days per month, and vacation cut points were 8 and 14 days
per year. A similar procedure was used to determine the top,
middle, and lower thirds of the sample in terms of PO and DA fit,
with corresponding messages in customized information condi-
tions indicating highly consistent, moderately consistent, or incon-
sistent fit for individuals in these respective categories (e.g., “It
appears that your skills and abilities are HIGHLY CONSISTENT
with what we are looking for”).

Participants were able to view the job posting for as long as they
wished. On completion of viewing, participants were linked to a
follow-up survey in which attraction was assessed. Then, partici-
pants were asked to complete individual assessments in which they
attempted to recall specific features of the job posting (e.g., infor-
mation about the values espoused by the organization, job de-
mands, vacation days, location, industry, training time, salary, and
so forth). These assessments occurred at times ranging from 14 to
50 min into a laboratory session (randomly varied by session such
that all participants in a given session completed the assessment

simultaneously). During the time between the follow-up survey
and the recall assessment, we asked participants to complete other
instruments unrelated to the current study. A full debriefing was
conducted at the end of each session.

Measures

Time spent viewing the job posting. The Web site syntax
automatically recorded the time (to the second) when a person
clicked into and out of the job posting. Total time spent viewing
the job posting was the difference between these two recorded
times.

Information recall. A paper-and-pencil recall assessment
asked participants to “Please answer, to the best of your ability, the
following questions pertaining to the job posting that you viewed
at the beginning of the session.” Sixteen completion questions
were included on this assessment (Cable & Turban, 2003), with a
maximum possible score of 24. Specifically, responses were tallied
as either correct (1) or incorrect (0) for 14 of these questions.
Example questions included, “What is the number one skill [job
demand] looked for by this firm in potential employees for this
job?” and “What was the job title for the job advertised?” Two
additional questions asked participants to list other values and job
demands portrayed in the job posting (besides the number one
value and job demand), with 1 point for each additional value or
job demand listed, up to a maximum of 3 points for values and 7
points for job demands.

Attraction. This was assessed using the 5-item measure devel-
oped by Highhouse, Lievens, and Sinar (2003). An example item
is “This company is attractive to me as a place for employment”
(1 � strongly disagree; 5 � strongly agree). Coefficient alpha was
.93.

Objective fit. Kristof-Brown et al. (2005) recently called for
more investigations simultaneously incorporating multiple catego-
ries of fit, stating, “Now that more is known about various types of
fit, perhaps it is time to revisit the field’s earlier notion of an
overall assessment of PE [person–environment] fit” (p. 321).
Although it is less common than assessing fit separately for sep-
arate categories, other researchers have developed and used holis-
tic fit indices (e.g., Bretz & Judge, 1994). By developing a holistic
objective fit index that simultaneously captured the PO, DA, and
NS fit categories incorporated in our job posting, we thus extended
prior fit research that has tended to proceed in a parallel but
separate fashion, as noted by Cable and Edwards (2004).

As described earlier, we asked participants to provide specific
training, travel, salary, and vacation expectations as well as to rank
the four personal values and four abilities on the Part 1 question-
naire. On the basis of these data, we created variables for each of
these six categories, representing the degree of fit for each partic-
ipant in each category, and standardized each measure. A single

2 Cable and Edwards (2004) suggested that oversupply may be the most
optimal outcome for NS fit; thus, fit was considered higher as oversupply
increased. For fit in terms of travel and training days, however, an addi-
tional question on the Part 1 survey asked participants to indicate whether
an oversupply was positive or negative. For example, some individuals
may view additional travel days as appealing, whereas others may view
them as unappealing. When oversupply was viewed as unappealing, the
sign of the corresponding fit dimension score was reversed.
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NS fit score was then calculated by averaging the standardized
scores across the four NS fit categories, whereas DA and PO fit
scores were the respective standardized profile correlations.

To create the holistic index, we first determined relative impor-
tance weights for each of the three fit categories, and then we
computed a weighted average across the three fit category scores.
Kristof (1996) proposed that importance would moderate the re-
lationship between forms of fit and outcome variables, and empir-
ical evidence supports this proposition (Kristof-Brown, Jansen, &
Colbert, 2002). For example, individuals might not view a low
supply of values as negatively as a low supply of needs. Such
differences have been found in regard to job satisfaction facet
importance (McFarlin & Rice, 1992). We used meta-analyzed
correlations between fit and attraction from Kristof-Brown et al.
(2005) as our weights, and we believe our approach to be superior
to simply summing across the categories and overlooking potential
differences in importance with regard to fit in the various catego-
ries.3

Control variables. We controlled for work experience by ask-
ing, “How many years of work experience would you say you have
(full- and part-time)?” We also used dummy variables to control
for data collection wave, whether or not a participant had previ-
ously applied for a job using the Web, and whether or not a
participant was majoring in a business discipline. Finally, in test-
ing hypotheses involving information recall, we controlled for the
amount of time (in seconds) elapsed between viewing the job
posting and the recall assessment to better isolate the effects of
aesthetics and customized information on information recall.
Whereas everyone in a given session began their recall assessment
simultaneously, individuals in the session finished viewing the
position posting at different times, which were tracked by the Web
site syntax to the second. Subtracting the time a participant com-
pleted viewing the job posting (tracked by the Web syntax) from
the time the assessment began (recorded by the session coordina-
tor) resulted in a continuous distribution of elapsed times ranging
from 359 to 2,599 s.

Results

The means, standard deviations, and correlations among study
variables are shown in Table 1. We included manipulation check
items on the Part 2 follow-up survey that asked participants to
report the degree to which the job posting had contained custom-
ized information and good aesthetic properties. Those in custom-
ized information conditions reported viewing a job posting that
had significantly more customized information than those in non-
customized information conditions, F(1, 238) � 5.09, p � .05, and
those in good aesthetics conditions reported viewing a posting that
had significantly better aesthetic qualities than those in poor aes-

3 The meta-analyzed correlations were .38 (PO fit–attraction), .35 (NS
fit–attraction), and .34 (DA fit–attraction). Whereas the PO fit–attraction
correlation, which included direct and indirect measures of PO fit, appears
in Table 2 of Kristof-Brown et al. (2005), a PJ–attraction relationship
found in Table 1 of this meta-analysis collapsed across NS and DA fit
categories. Thus, we contacted Amy Kristof-Brown to ascertain the spe-
cific studies used in meta-analyzing this relationship to more specifically
assess NS fit–attraction and DA fit–attraction relationships. We recom-
puted correlations on the basis of 3 DA and 2 NS effect sizes found in these
studies, resulting in the .35 (NS) and .34 (DA) values. An example using
the participant’s data from Figure 1 illustrates a fit score calculation. On the
Part 1 survey, this person indicated expecting $40,000 in salary ($5,000
higher than provided by the job, resulting in a –.11 standardized differ-
ence), 28 vacation days per year (18 more than provided, for a –3.06
standardized difference), 3 days of training (the job provided 11 more than
this, and this participant rated oversupply as appealing, thus a .38 stan-
dardized difference), and 10 travel days per month (6 more than provided,
and this participant rated oversupply as appealing, thus a –1.01 standard-
ized difference). The average standardized NS fit score was thus –.95. The
rank order correlation between the job demands and this person’s self-
reported ranked abilities was .20 (standardized score of .04). The rank
order correlation between organizational values and this person’s self-
reported values was –.60 (standardized score of –.63). Finally, using the
correlation weights, the overall fit score was thus [(–.63 � .38) � (–.95 �
.35) � (.04 � .34)] / 1.07, or –.52.

Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Among Study Variables (N � 240)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Aesthetics condition (0 � poor aesthetics;
1 � good aesthetics) a a —

2. Customized information condition (0 �
no customized information provided; 1 �
customized information provided) a a �.02 —

3. Time between viewing job posting and
recall assessment (seconds) 1433.84 587.31 �.06 �.06 —

4. Major (0 � business; 1 � other) a a �.09 �.07 .06 —
5. Previous job application via the Web (0

� no; 1 � yes) a a �.04 �.03 .03 .00 —
6. Study wave (0 � first wave; 1 � second

wave) a a �.04 �.10 .24** .07 .09 —
7. Work experience (years)b 5.08 2.81 �.00 .04 �.12 �.01 .11 .01 —
8. Objective fit index �.00 .48 .02 .07 .05 �.03 �.11 .03 �.10 —
9. Job posting viewing time (seconds) 174.93 52.56 .07 .32** �.03 .00 .08 �.05 .05 .06 —

10. Information recall 7.59 2.58 .20** .08 �.17** �.07 .08 .01 �.15* .01 .25** —
11. Overall attraction 3.48 .84 �.12 �.17* �.01 �.08 .06 .04 .05 .12 �.05 �.02

a Dummy coded variable. b Square root transformed in all analyses to normalize distribution. M and SD are raw values.
* p � .05. ** p � .01.
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thetics conditions, F(1, 238) � 116.45, p � .01. We also verified
that participant objective fit scores were invariant across condi-
tions, F(3, 235) � 0.788, p � .10.

To test Hypothesis 1, we conducted moderated regression anal-
ysis with control variables entered in the first step, customized
information and aesthetic condition dummy variables in the second
step, and their cross-product in the third step. Results revealed a
significant Customized Information � Aesthetics interaction on
viewing time (� � .21, 	R2 � .02, p � .05; see Table 2), with the
form of the interaction generally conforming to the predicted
relationship (Figure 2A). As shown, significant simple slopes
materialized along the lines representing good aesthetics, t(236) �
5.22, p � .01, and poor aesthetics, t(236) � 2.43, p � .05,
consistent with the main effect of customized information shown
in Table 2. That is, it appears that customized information in-
creases viewing time regardless of the quality of aesthetics, al-
though the significant interaction indicates that viewing time dif-
ferences are greater across customized versus noncustomized
information conditions when good aesthetics are present. A sig-
nificant analysis of variance (ANOVA), F(3, 236) � 11.16, p �
.01, 
2 � .12, and post hoc comparison tests further suggested that
those in the good aesthetics–customized information condition
spent more time viewing the posting than those in any other
condition, which is consistent with the notion that greater central
processing occurs when both good aesthetics and customized
information are present. Mean viewing times were 202 s (good
aesthetics– customized information condition), 182 s (poor
aesthetics– customized information), 155 s (good aesthetics–
noncustomized information), and 160 s (poor aesthetics–
noncustomized information). We calculated Cohen’s d effect sizes

to assess mean differences between the good aesthetics–
customized information condition and these other conditions (with
.20 considered a small effect, .50 a medium effect, and .80 a large
effect; Cohen, 1988). These effect sizes were .34, .89, and .81,
respectively.4

We next tested this interaction effect with information recall as
the dependent variable (Hypothesis 2). Results of a moderated
regression analysis supported this hypothesis (� � .25, 	R2 � .02,
p � .05; Table 2) and are illustrated in Figure 2B. As shown, the
relationship between customized information and recall was pos-
itive and significant when good aesthetics were present, t(236) �
2.59, p � .05. In contrast, when poor aesthetics were present,
recall was virtually unchanged when customized information was
provided compared with when it was not, t(236) � –0.84, p � .10.
Moreover, when good aesthetics and customized information were
both provided, recall scores were more than 1 point higher than in
the next highest condition. A significant ANOVA and post hoc
comparison tests again confirmed this pattern, F(3, 236) � 5.10,

4 Because of the fit feedback, a greater number of words appeared in the
customized information conditions, which could have increased viewing
times. Although there were no changes in the results when we reran this
analysis controlling for number of words, it is interesting to note the
differences in mean viewing times across conditions. Specifically, there
was a 47-s difference between the customized and noncustomized infor-
mation conditions when aesthetics were good, whereas the difference in
viewing times between the good and poor aesthetics conditions was 20 s
when customized information was provided. This suggests that, on aver-
age, 27 additional seconds were devoted to simply reading the customized
text, with the remaining 20 s attributable to deeper message processing.

Table 2
Regression Results Predicting Viewing Time and Information Recall

Step

Viewing time Information recall

� R2 	R2 � R2 	R2

Hypotheses 1 and 2

1. Study wave (0 � first wave; 1 � second wave) �.06 .01 .01 .06 .08 .08**

Major (0 � business; 1 � other) .01 �.06
Work experience .03 �.19**

Applied for job on the Web (0 � no; 1 � yes) .08 .10
Time between viewing and recall assessment �.21**

2. Aesthetics (0 � poor aesthetics; 1 � good aesthetics) .08 .12 .11** .20** .12 .04**

Customized information (0 � no customized information provided;
1 � customized information provided) .33** .08

3. Aesthetics � Customized Information .21* .14 .02* .25* .14 .02*

Hypothesis 3—Mediation analysis (final step)

Study wave (0 � first wave; 1 � second wave) .07 .19 .04**

Major (0 � business; 1 � other) �.04
Work experience �.21**

Applied for job on the Web (0 � no; 1 � yes) .09
Time between viewing and recall assessment �.20**

Aesthetics (0 � poor aesthetics; 1 � good aesthetics) .06
Customized information (0 � no customized information provided; 1

� customized information provided) �.11
Aesthetics � Customized Information .20
Viewing time .23**

* p � .05. ** p � .01.
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p � .01, 
2 � .06. Recall levels were highest in the good
aesthetics–customized information condition (M � 8.64) and
lower in the other three conditions (no customized information–
poor aesthetics, customized information only, good aesthetics
only), with means of 7.00, 7.62, and 7.17, and Cohen’s ds of .70,
.38, and .58, respectively.

Because of the apparent distinction between recall in the good
aesthetics–customized information condition and the other three
conditions, we conducted a supplemental analysis to examine
whether these differences would also persist over time, such that
those in the good aesthetics–customized information condition
would recall information about the job posting to a greater extent
across time than those in the other three conditions. This analysis

addressed calls by researchers to better incorporate time into
studies of organizational phenomena (Goodman, Ancona, Law-
rence, & Tushman, 2001; Rynes & Cable, 2003) and allowed for
a closer examination of memory decay patterns across conditions.

To conduct this test, we used the Kaplan and Meier survival
analysis procedure because it allows for the test of the hypothesis
that survival functions of discrete groups are equivalent and is
commonly used with and provides an unbiased treatment of right-
censored data (e.g., O’Reilly, Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991; Wright,
2000). Survival analysis depends on precise measurement of time
data and the delineation of an “event” that indicates a change in
status from “survival” to “nonsurvival” (Wright, 2000). For this
analysis, an “event” was deemed to occur when a participant’s

Figure 2. Interaction of customized information and aesthetics conditions on viewing time (A) and information
recall (B).
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recall score was lower than the median score across the sample
(Mdn � 7). Similar to our ANOVA results above, the overall log
rank statistic was significant for this analysis (log rank � 10.23,
df � 3, p � .05; Cox, 1972; Wright, 2000). A planned comparison
of the good aesthetics–customized information condition with the
other combined study conditions also revealed a significant log
rank statistic, suggesting superior recall survival rates across time
for those in this condition compared with those in the other three
conditions (log rank � 5.43, p � .05; see Figure 3). In total, more
than 81% (47 of 58) of the cases in the good aesthetics–
customized information condition were right-censored at the time
of corresponding recall assessments (i.e., scores were above the
median), whereas only 62% were right-censored in the next closest
condition. In addition, closer inspection of Figure 3 shows that
differences between conditions did not appear until approximately
1,000 s had elapsed. This is highly consistent with the nature of
peripheral versus central processing in suggesting that some de-
gree of recall does occur for peripherally processed information.
Such recall, however, is considered to be only fleeting, whereas
more centrally processed information persists longer in memory.

Hypothesis 3 proposed that job advertisement viewing time
would mediate the Aesthetics � Customized Information interac-
tion effect on information recall, and the results supported this
relationship (see Table 2). Following Kenny, Kashy, and Bolger’s
(1998) approach to mediation testing, previous results suggested
direct relationships between the Aesthetics � Customized Infor-
mation interaction and (a) the dependent variable (recall) and (b)

the mediator (viewing time). Next, controlling for the Aesthetics �
Customized Information interaction (i.e., direct effect), we found
that the relationship between viewing time and information recall
was significant (� � .23, 	R2 � .04, p � .01). Full mediation was
demonstrated given that the Aesthetics � Customized Information
interaction beta coefficient became nonsignificant in relation to
information recall when viewing time was included in the regres-
sion.

Among the lower fitting half of our sample, results also pro-
vided partial support for Hypothesis 4 (three-way interaction of
Customized Information � Aesthetics � Objective Fit on attrac-
tion; � � .70, 	R2 � .04, p � .05; Table 3). As illustrated in
Figure 4, only in the good aesthetics–customized information
condition did a significant simple slope of the objective fit–
attraction relationship materialize, t(114) � 2.46, p � .05.
Whereas the slope was also positive in the good aesthetics–
noncustomized information condition, this slope was nonsignifi-
cant, counter to our prediction. To further illustrate this pattern of
results, the correlations between objective fit and attraction were
.38 in the good aesthetics–customized information condition,
while averaging only .01 across the other three conditions. Also of
interest, Figure 4 shows that the strong relationship between ob-
jective fit and attraction that occurred in the good aesthetics–
customized information condition resulted in much lower attrac-
tion levels when fit was lowest, whereas attraction levels were
relatively similar across conditions when fit was moderate. This
pattern was confirmed by a supplemental ANOVA, F(3, 57) �

Figure 3. Kaplan and Meier hazard function comparing information recall in the good aesthetics–customized
information condition with that in the other three study conditions combined. The line with diamonds represents
the good aesthetics–customized information condition, and the line with circles represents all other study
conditions.
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3.78, p � .05, 
2 � .17, with corresponding post hoc differences
between the good aesthetics–customized information condition
and all other conditions among the lower fitting half of the sample
used to test the three-way interaction hypothesis (Cohen’s ds
ranged from .83 to .96). These strong effects suggest that the
combination of good aesthetics and customized information allows
job seekers to better recognize when they are a low fit, leading to
far less attraction among the lowest fitting individuals.

Discussion

With the increased amount of information available about jobs
on the Web, organizations face a more difficult yet increasingly
critical challenge in terms of capturing and retaining job seekers’
attention. Given the proclivity for the Web to increase unqualified
application traffic, it is vital for recruiters to move beyond simply
trying to encourage attraction among all job seekers to encourag-
ing attraction among those who are likely to be viable job candi-
dates while discouraging attraction among those who are unlikely

to be good candidates. This study extended theory and research
related to the cognitive processing of recruitment messages in
addressing these issues. The results show that information recall is
increased when customized information is provided, but only when
a job posting also contains good aesthetic properties. Customized
information also has a greater effect on viewing time when aes-
thetics are good versus when they are not, although the significant
simple slope relating customization to viewing time when aesthet-
ics are poor suggests that some individuals may be inherently
involved in viewing the content of the job posting and less affected
by aesthetics. Considered in tandem, the effects of aesthetics and
customized information on information recall are fully mediated
by viewing time.

The three-way interaction results provide further support for
our theoretical development. Specifically, the relationship be-
tween objective fit and attraction was stronger in the good
aesthetics– customized information condition compared with
other conditions. Of particular interest, this effect appears to be

Table 3
Regression Results Predicting Attraction (Hypothesis 4)

Step

Attraction

� R2 	R2

1. Study wave (0 � first wave; 1 � second wave) .04 .02 .02
Major (0 � business; 1 � other) �.01
Work experience .01
Applied for job on the Web (0 � no; 1 � yes) .13

2. Aesthetics (0 � poor aesthetics; 1 � good aesthetics) �.17 .10 .08*

Customized information (0 � no customized information provided; 1 �
customized information provided) �.18

Objective fit .14
3. Aesthetics � Customized Information �.07 .11 .01

Aesthetics � Objective Fit .24
Customized Information � Objective Fit .01

4. Aesthetics � Customized Information � Objective Fit .70* .15 .04*

* p � .05.

Figure 4. Interaction of aesthetics, customized information, and objective fit on attraction.
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driven primarily by far lower attraction levels among poorly
fitting individuals who view messages containing good aesthet-
ics and customized information, compared with relatively stable
attraction levels among more moderately fitting individuals.
Further supporting this assertion, a supplemental three-way
interaction analysis among the higher fitting half of the sample
was nonsignificant. This is consistent with the negativity bias
literature (Skowronski & Carlston, 1989) in suggesting that
good aesthetics and customized information are more influen-
tial in encouraging poorly fitting people to self-select out than
they are in encouraging good-fitting people to self-select in.
Such a finding is also consistent with image theory in suggest-
ing that individuals tend to screen out options more than they
screen them in (e.g., Ordonez, Benson, & Beach, 1999), and it
suggests a means of redressing the dark side of Web recruitment
that manifests when too many poorly fitting individuals are
attracted to organizations’ online job postings.

This study contributes to theory and practice in several ways.
First, it helps clarify the role of aesthetics in a job search environ-
ment. Specifically, whereas most prior recruitment research exam-
ining aesthetics has proposed (Cober et al., 2004) or found (Zus-
man & Landis, 2002) main effects, the present study suggests that
aesthetics do not necessarily relate directly to outcomes but, rather,
allow for content to influence outcomes if the content is made
more personally relevant and, thus, useful to the job seeker. Our
results, although novel in a recruitment context, are consistent with
findings in the marketing and human–computer interaction liter-
atures in suggesting greater subsequent effortful processing when
initial impressions are favorable (e.g., Baumgartner et al., 1997;
Schenkman & Jonsson, 2000). Although we did not formally test
the Cober et al. (2004) model, our results do suggest greater
support for their proposed links among aesthetics, search behavior,
and attraction than for a direct link among aesthetics, Web site
attitude, and attraction. Although prior studies have tended to find
that aesthetics relate directly to attraction, most of that work has
confounded good aesthetics and positive message content, making
it unclear whether aesthetics were directly affecting attraction or
merely causing the job seeker to elaborate more deeply on the
positive content. Thus, it is likely that the more direct path pro-
posed by Cober et al. is limited to sites or advertisements in which
content tends to be clearly positive or at least not negative.

A second contribution was made by providing further evidence
for the benefits of customization in a recruitment context. This
extended prior work (Dineen et al., 2002) by examining custom-
ized information and aesthetics simultaneously and showing that
the personal relevance of customized messages exerts effects only
when good aesthetics are also present. Also notable is the fact that
additional forms of customization (e.g., presenting certain types of
information to some individuals and different types of information
to others) were not necessary to bring about these effects; simply
providing indication of likely fit was sufficient. Third, the study
examined three outcomes that are critically important to those
using the Web to recruit. For example, the study answered calls to
examine recruitment message viewing time (Lievens & Harris,
2003) and information recall (e.g., Cable & Turban, 2003), two
outcomes that have received little attention to date in the recruit-
ment literature. Viewing time and recall, already established as
critical in the marketing literature (e.g., Keller, 1993), are impor-
tant recruitment outcomes given the proliferation of vacancy in-

formation available on the Web and concomitant increased stakes
for companies trying to gain a competitive advantage in sourcing
human capital by first capturing and retaining job seeker attention.
Fourth, we focused on not simply increasing attraction among all
job seekers but actually decreasing attraction among poorly fitting
job seekers. This is a novel yet logical approach given current-day
realities, and it is consistent with recent calls to focus on applicant
quality instead of quantity (e.g., Rynes & Cable, 2003).

Our findings also extend RJP research and may actually help to
explain previously weak effects found in that literature (Phillips,
1998; Premack & Wanous, 1985). In particular, RJPs used in
previous research generally have not been customized to individ-
uals but, instead, have been provided generically across job seek-
ers or incumbents. Our results suggest stronger effects when both
customized information and good aesthetics are provided. Phillips
(1998) also found stronger effects when verbal (more personal)
RJPs were provided, although we extended this by providing
personally relevant, self-diagnostic fit information rather than a
common message.

Strengths and Limitations

This study has several strengths that increase our confidence in
the results. First, study measures were gathered at different times
by different methods, including two Web-based questionnaires
separated by 4 weeks, a paper-and-pencil recall assessment, rank-
ings of job characteristics by subject matter experts, and objective
ratings via Web site syntax. Moreover, we took a rigorous ap-
proach to designing our job posting, which was adapted from an
actual monster.com posting. This included a content analysis of
100 actual job postings to determine relevant information catego-
ries to incorporate, pilot studies to determine relevant values and
job demands, and the advertisement of median levels of desired
characteristics (e.g., salary, travel) in the job posting to ensure
realism. We also view our approach to assessing objective fit as a
strength in that it accounts for both amounts (e.g., training days)
and relative importance (e.g., values) of various characteristics in
accordance with Cable and Edwards’s (2004) simultaneous effects
model and call for integration of fit research into a broader frame-
work. Also, whereas we acknowledge the literature’s predominant
focus on perceived fit (Judge & Cable, 1997; Kristof-Brown et al.,
2005), we believe our focus on the direct relationship between
objective fit and attraction to be most appropriate for our purposes,
given that the ultimate goal is to attract those who objectively fit
the organization or job and not necessarily those who think they fit
but often harbor inaccurate perceptions (Cable et al., 2000;
Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). Additional strengths include the use of
multiple analytical approaches and investigation of a key mediat-
ing variable (viewing time) that highlights the central processing
that occurs when both good aesthetics and customized information
are provided and assists in understanding the associated cognitive
dynamics.

Although the study is strong in many respects, we acknowledge
some limitations. First, although models that incorporate Web site
aesthetics tend to posit an initial affective reaction by job seekers
(e.g., Cober et al., 2004), we did not actually measure initial
affective reactions. Another limitation is that we did not consider
corporate reputation or familiarity, given that the job postings did
not include the name of an actual, recognizable organization. This
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suggests that our results might be limited to lesser known
organizations that lack reputational capital, although a large
majority of companies fit this description and more than 50% of
U.S. workers are employed in companies of fewer than 500
employees (U.S. Census Bureau, 2002). Third, fit in the six
primary customized information categories was assessed using
difference scores and profile correlations. Although we ac-
knowledge relevant criticisms (Edwards, 1994), we also recog-
nize recent advice by Kristof-Brown et al. (2005), who stated,
“Researchers must consider their research question, sample
characteristics, and prior evidence regarding the specific fit
relationship before determining how to assess fit in a particular
investigation” (p. 325). It was necessary for us to calculate
overall profile scores representing various aspects of fit to
provide customized fit feedback in relevant categories, making
our choice imperfect but defensible. Moreover, the differences
in effects across study conditions are not readily attributable to
this issue. Fourth, by focusing only on lower fitting individuals
in assessing attraction, we reduced our power to detect signif-
icant results. Thus, whereas our three-way interaction test was
significant, and it is reasonable to infer the practical signifi-
cance of the differences found across conditions (Cohen, Co-
hen, West, & Aiken, 2003), we did not detect specific slope
differences between certain conditions. Fisher’s z tests re-
vealed, for example, that the correlation relating objective fit to
attraction in the good aesthetics– customized information con-
dition (.38) did not significantly differ from that in the poor
aesthetics–noncustomized information condition (.15). It is
likely that our prediction of a weak objective fit–attraction
relationship in the good aesthetics–noncustomized information
condition also did not materialize for this reason.

Finally, our participants were a convenience sample of students
who were not actually looking for jobs, which might limit the
generalizability of our results to actual job seekers of varied ages
(Jaffe, 2005), although Jaffe (2005) has suggested that conve-
nience sampling is less of a problem in areas such as perception,
attention, and memory. Also, Pew research (Pew Internet and
American Life, 2002) has suggested that 18- to 29-year-olds are
the most likely to search the Web for jobs. Indeed, as opposed to
studies in which they are intended to mimic actual employees,
students are a more relevant sample for studies examining job
seeker behavior.

Practical Implications and Future Research Directions

This study helps alleviate concerns that Web recruitment re-
search is atheoretical (e.g., Anderson, 2003); it also addresses
concerns that recruitment research does not focus enough on
practical issues (Cober et al., 2004). Indeed, the results hold rich,
practical implications for companies vying to capture and retain
job seeker attention as well as attract the most promising human
capital. Developing means of capturing and retaining job seeker
attention also has the simultaneous benefit of decreasing job seeker
attention to competitors’ recruitment messages. Dissuading poorly
fitting individuals from applying should also reduce screening
costs and increase chances of making good selection decisions that
portend the retention of a more satisfied, committed workforce
(O’Reilly et al., 1991). Future studies should examine these as well

as other longer term outcomes, such as performance, given that
companies are beginning to use Web technology in this manner
(e.g., Cappelli, 2001).

In particular, our results imply that companies should design
their job postings to include good aesthetic properties. This is
critical given estimates that fewer than 10% of Web surfers
scroll past what is immediately visible on an encountered Web
page (cf. Cober et al., 2002). In fact, researchers have suggested
using peripheral cues to initially capture job seeker attention
before attempting to communicate more detailed information
related to the organizational image using a more central route
(Williamson et al., 2002). Yet, good aesthetics are likely to be
useful only if accompanied by useful content. Customization
appears to be one way to make content more personally relevant
and, thus, useful. The method of customizing information pro-
posed in this article is particularly useful because it can be
provided anonymously via a job board or organizational Web
site. Anonymity is critical in decreasing socially desirable or
faked responses among job candidates and even potentially
averting adverse impact (Cappelli, 2001), although these issues
deserve more research attention. For example, a job seeker may
respond in a socially desirable manner on an organizational
Web site, causing potential mismatched applications. However,
it is likely that this type of job seeker would apply whether or
not they received customized feedback, rendering the provision
of feedback “no worse” than not providing it. In addition, in an
effort to avoid socially desirable responding, companies should
seek to assess fit using characteristics that are not innately
socially desirable. For example, one of our values was “degree
of organization.” For some people, an organized environment is
appealing, whereas for others a disorganized environment is
more attractive (see the Appendix). Similarly, some environ-
ments are themselves more or less organized.

Finally, whereas some of the effects detected in this study were
strong (e.g., differences in attraction among the most poorly fitting
individuals; ds between .83 and .96), others were more modest. It
is worth noting, however, that both good aesthetics and customized
information can be incorporated on a Web site with nominal cost.
In turn, lower implementation costs increase the overall utility of
these approaches.

We join others in recognizing a continuing need for clarity and
directedness in Web-based recruitment communications. As
Kristof-Brown et al. (2005) stated, “From the beginning of the
recruitment process . . . managers should pay attention to how
clearly they are communicating work unit and organizational val-
ues. This should aid in the attraction, hiring, and retention of
individuals who share those values” (p. 326). Cober et al. (2004)
also noted the importance of fit and how the Web might be
leveraged to enhance it among applicants; that is, by leveraging
Web technology, better self-selection might be encouraged among
potential applicants by strengthening the link between objective fit
and attraction. Given that fit is viewed as crucial because of the
positive benefits accrued to better fitting incumbents and the
organizations they enter (Rynes & Cable, 2003), further investi-
gating and developing means to avert the dark side of Web
recruitment by more closely aligning objective fit and attraction
are worthwhile endeavors.
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Appendix

Procedure Used to Determine PO and DA Fit Dimensions Used in the Study

Determination of PO Fit Dimensions

To determine relevant values representing person–organization
(PO) fit in the present study, we used values appearing in the
version of the Organizational Culture Profile (OCP) developed by
Cable and Judge (1996). It was important to consider values that
are likely to be idiosyncratically important to different organiza-
tions and job seekers, thus generating a wider range of fit scores
that include over- and undersupply situations (e.g., Rynes & Ger-
hart, 1990; Tinsley, 2000) as well as reducing the potential for
socially desirable responding. Also, values were chosen that were
not correlated with each other and were from different values
categories identified by O’Reilly et al. (1991).

To satisfy these criteria, we gathered pilot data from 97 under-
graduate students, whereby mean rankings for each of the 40
values on the OCP were assessed. Twenty-six of these 40 values
fell within 1 standard deviation of the median importance ranking
across the 40 values. These 26 values were then rank ordered in
terms of their standard deviations to retain those with relatively
higher standard deviations (i.e., less universally desirable). Next, a
correlation analysis was conducted among these 26 values, result-
ing in 4 values that (a) had moderate mean importance ratings
relative to the overall distribution, (b) were not correlated with

each other, (c) were from 4 different values categories identified
by O’Reilly et al. (1991), and (d) still had the highest standard
deviation values possible. These values were being competitive,
being people oriented, being organized, and holding high perfor-
mance expectations. The 4 values were then depicted within the
“company culture” section of the job posting (see Figure 1). For
example, being organized was depicted as relatively unimportant,
whereas being performance-driven was most important.

Determination of DA Fit Dimensions

A similar process involving an additional 65 students was con-
ducted to arrive at job demands used to determine demands–
abilities (DA) fit. Job demands (i.e., knowledge, skills, and abili-
ties) appearing in the Occupational Information Network (O*NET)
database were narrowed to the following four job demands dimen-
sions: customer and personal service, time management, negotia-
tion, and visualization of problems.
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