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Abstract 

References are a useful preemployment assessment for gathering unique personality information 

about job applicants. However, despite the capacity for external observers to provide valid 

personality ratings, references tend to be less accurate than similar preemployment assessments. 

This problem is important to address, since almost all organizations use references of some kind 

when hiring. This study attempted to improve the accuracy of the personality ratings provided in 

references by using two novel interventions believed to improve referees’ felt accountability to 

the hiring organization. These interventions included (a) a more elaborative rating format that 

asked participants to provide the reasons underlying each of their quantitative personality ratings, 

and (b) a monetary incentive that was issued at the start of the rating task. Two-hundred and 

eleven (N = 211) supervisors and managers completed a personality rating form while playing 

the role of a referee for four prototypical call center employees shown in a series of work-sample 

videos. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions in a 2 X 2 factorial design 

with Cronbach’s (1955) four accuracy components as dependent variables. The results suggest 

that the monetary incentive did not appear to meaningfully impact participants’ felt 

accountability or their personality rating accuracy. The reason giving requirements also had no 

effects on felt accountability, but interestingly had unintended negative consequences on 

participants’ personality rating accuracy. Possible explanations for these findings are discussed, 

along with study limitations and potential avenues for future research on references. 

 
 

Keywords: references, personality, accountability, personality judgement, reason giving, 

monetary incentive 
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Summary for Lay Audience 

References are a useful tool for gathering personality information about job applicants that is 

otherwise difficult to obtain. However, research suggests that references are often provided 

inaccurately, which reduces their overall effectiveness compared to other similar hiring tools. 

This problem is important to address, since nearly all organizations use some form of reference 

check when hiring. This study was conducted to investigate two new ways to improve the 

accuracy of the personality ratings provided in references. These two new ways included (a) 

altering the reference form so that participants had to describe the reasons underlying their 

personality trait ratings, and (b) altering whether or not participants received a monetary 

incentive as a token of appreciation for their ratings. It was predicted that each of these changes 

would lead participants to feel more accountable to the hiring organization, thereby improving 

the accuracy of their personality ratings. However, the results indicate that the monetary 

incentive had no significant impacts on participants’ felt accountability or rating accuracy, 

whereas the reason giving requirements had unintended negative consequences on the accuracy 

of their personality ratings. This research paradoxically suggests a potential new avenue for 

explaining rating inaccuracies in personality references. Study limitations and potential future 

directions for research on references are discussed. 
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Introduction 

References are a ubiquitous preemployment assessment (Aamodt, 1999; Arvey, 1979; 

Hedricks et al., 2013; Hedricks et al., 2018) that provide incremental applicant information 

beyond general intelligence and previous job experience (Beason & Belt, 1976, Hedricks et al., 

2018). One critical component of references is that they focus on gathering applicant personality 

information (Aamodt, 1999; McCarthy & Goffin, 2001; Lopresto et al., 1985; Peres & Garcia, 

1962; Sleight & Bell, 1954), which has been shown to be a valid and reliable predictor of job 

performance (Barrick et al., 2001). Observer reports of personality in particular (e.g., those 

provided through references; Furnham, 2017) tend to provide incremental validity over self-

reports (Oh et al., 2011), as they effectively circumvent some of the limitations associated with 

personality tests in high-stakes scenarios (e.g., faking and impression management; Hedricks et 

al., 2013; Hedricks et al., 2018; Knouse, 1987; Zimmerman et al., 2010). However, despite the 

fact that they are inherently dispositional (Knouse, 1987; Norman, 1963; Peres & Garcia, 1962) 

references tend to yield some of the lowest validity estimates among comparable preemployment 

assessments (Aamodt & Williams, 2005; Furnham, 2017; Hunter & Hunter, 1984; Reilly & 

Chao, 1982). This problem is important to address, since most organizations use some form of 

reference when hiring (Society for Human Resource Management, 2005), despite the paucity of 

research examining their validity as a preemployment assessment (Aamodt & Williams, 2005; 

Taylor et al., 2004).  

Meta-analytic research has demonstrated that external observers can generally provide 

accurate personality judgements of others (Connelly & Ones, 2010), although it remains unclear 

why this does not occur in references. Earlier research suggested that low knowledge about 

applicants, general unreliability, rater idiosyncrasies and rater leniency serve to reduce the 



2 
 

 

validity of references (Aamodt et al., 1993). Yet, more recent advances have shown that people 

can make relatively accurate personality judgements under conditions of low familiarity 

(Sheppard et al., 2011; Shmidt Mast et al., 2011) and that structured, standardized references are 

generally reliable (Taylor et al., 2004) and are better able to control for rater and reader 

idiosyncrasies (McCarthy & Goffin, 2001; Hedricks et al., 2013. It is therefore surprising that 

little research has investigated manipulations that could improve the accuracy of referee 

personality ratings, aside from a small body of studies highlighting the benefits of rater 

confidentiality (Ceci & Peters, 1984; Knouse, 1985) and the use of forced choice (Carroll & 

Nash, 1972) and relative rating formats (McCarthy & Goffin, 2001).  

Building upon these studies to explore novel situational interventions that could improve 

rating accuracy may be particularly useful, given that there is often little reason to believe that 

referees are motivated to make critical, accurate judgements in this context (Knouse, 1983, 1987; 

Miller & Rybroeck, 1988). For example, it is currently unknown if referees feel accountable to 

hiring organizations for providing critically accurate personality ratings, versus simply 

completing their references on time or in line with the applicants’ best interests (e.g., Colarelli et 

al., 2002). As such, the goal of this research was to explore the effects of two new interventions 

to an online reference rating situation, with a focus on their capacity to foster referees’ felt 

accountability to the hiring organization and improve the accuracy of their personality ratings. 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of Reason Giving requirements 

and a Monetary Incentive on referees’ felt accountability to the hiring organization as well as the 

accuracy of their personality ratings. By manipulating the reference form to either include or not 

include Reason Giving requirements, and by manipulating the rating situation to either include or 

not include a Monetary Incentive, this study provides novel theoretical insights towards the 
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effects of referees’ felt accountability on the accuracy of their personality ratings. By examining 

the effects of Reason Giving requirements and a Monetary Incentive on the accuracy of referees’ 

personality ratings, this study provides practical evidence towards the utility of two practical 

interventions that could potentially be used to improve the accuracy of references.  

References 

Broadly, to reference is to mention or make use of a source of information in order to 

ascertain something (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). This fundamental principle takes on many forms 

as a preemployment assessment (i.e., a phone call, (e-)mail, fax, meeting, or online survey; 

SHRM, 2005), so there tends to be little consensus on the terminology used to describe 

references in the literature (Muchinsky, 1979). In this report, the term “reference” refers to a 

descriptive evaluation of an applicant that is completed by an external observer with the goal of 

informing a personnel selection decision (McCarthy & Goffin, 2001). The term “referee” refers 

to the individual who completes the reference on behalf of the applicant (e.g., a former employer, 

mentor, or colleague; Furnham, 2017). 

Reference letters 

 Earlier research on references was centered on unstructured letters of recommendation 

(LORs), which brought forth a wide array of critiques towards their psychometric properties 

(Baxter et al., 1981; Hunter & Hunter, 1984; Mosel & Goheen, 1952, 1958; Schmidt & Hunter, 

1998). These criticisms prompted scholars to question the overall utility of references, which led 

to the discovery that LORs from a single referee tended to be more similar for two unique 

applicants than those made for a single applicant taken from two referees (Baxter et al., 1981). 

Because narrative LORs seemingly failed to uphold the conventional metrics for reliability and 

validity, they were at the time deemed as an inadequate basis for personnel selection (Baxter et 
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al., 1981). This conclusion echoed earlier calls to increase the amount of standardization in 

references (Holder, 1962), and sparked the pursuit of more structured, contemporary formats. 

Structured references 

In contrast to narrative LORs, research on structured reference formats (i.e., Carroll & 

Nash, 1972; Peres & Garcia, 1962; Sleight & Bell, 1954) has shown more promising evidence of 

validity (Browning, 1968, Mosel & Goheen, 1959). Specifically, by pre-emptively informing 

referees about the personality dimensions of interest, and by collecting their trait ratings in a 

standardized and job-relevant way, structured references have been shown to reduce rater 

idiosyncrasies (Hedricks et al., 2013; McCarthy & Goffin, 2001) and yield greater reliability 

(Taylor et al., 2004) and criterion validity (Aamodt et al., 1993; McCarthy & Goffin, 2001; 

Taylor et al., 2004; Zimmerman et., 2010) compared to their unstructured counterparts. 

Nevertheless, despite these notable advancements, structured references are still faced with 

situational constraints that are not as easily controlled for by hiring organizations. 

Rating situation 

Scholars have long argued that referees are generally reluctant to provide critical, 

accurate ratings to hiring organizations (e.g., Blum & Naylor, 1968). For example, research 

suggests that referees may feel a heightened desire to rate inaccurately as a function of their 

personal relationships with applicants (Colarelli et al., 2002), or because they are often chosen 

under the assumption that they will provide favourable evaluations (Aamodt et al., 1993). Even 

for those who are less personally connected to job applicants, because there is little benefit to 

referees for providing negative (albeit honest) information, they may still opt to provide overly 

positive ratings due to the mere undesirability and/or difficulties associated with providing 

negative reviews (Baron, 1993; Robiner et al., 1998). These situational dynamics can be further 
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compounded by the fact that referees may expose themselves to serious legal consequences (e.g., 

defamation of character charges) in cases where applicants are made aware of receiving negative 

references (Woska, 2007). The reference rating situation can therefore be argued to shift the 

overarching interests of referees to be more in line with those of job applicants (e.g., getting 

hired), which may in-part explain the prevalence of inflated and inaccurate references in this 

context (Aamodt et al., 1993; Colarelli et al., 2002). However, a small body of studies has also 

found promising ways to reduce referees’ embellishments and increase the accuracy of their 

personality ratings.  

Research has shown that using forced-choice prompts, in which all possible response sets 

contain an equally positive valance can create ambiguity towards the hiring organizations’ ideal 

applicant profile and improve the validity of references (Carroll & Nash, 1972). Similarly, 

studies have found that asking referees to engage in perspective-taking to make relative (versus 

absolute) ratings can ground applicants in more representative comparison groups and elicit more 

accurate personality ratings (e.g., Goffin et al., 2009; McCarthy & Goffin, 2001). Finally, studies 

have highlighted that guaranteed rater confidentiality can reduce the presence of leniency in 

references (Ceci & Peters, 1984; Knouse, 1985) and improve their face validity compared to 

open-letter conditions (Schaffer et al., 1976; Schaffer & Tomarelli, 1981). 

Although these advances highlight the capacity of situational interventions to improve the 

accuracy of references, the literature has yet to move beyond these factors to investigate the 

effects of other potentially powerful mechanisms. For instance, studies have yet to consider the 

effects of referees’ felt accountability in this setting, despite the fact that accountability has been 

previously linked to more effortful, complex, and accurate interpersonal judgements in other 

selection (Brtek & Motowidlo, 2002; Mero & Motowidlo, 1995; Morgan et al., 2013) 
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performance evaluation (Mero et al., 2007), and personality prediction contexts (Tetlock & Kim, 

1987). Additionally, previous information systems research suggests that subtle, non-invasive 

manipulations to digital user interfaces can heighten employees’ accountability and reduce their 

intentions to violate their access policies (Vance et al., 2015). Taken together, there is 

compelling evidence to suggest that situational interventions fostering referees’ felt 

accountability to the hiring organization may improve the accuracy of their personality ratings. 

Accountability 

Accountability is as a universal feature of decision-making environments (Tetlock, 1985), 

and a foundational element of organizational behaviour (Hall et al., 2003; Hochwarter et al., 

2007). Accountability refers to the “implicit or explicit expectation that ones’ decisions or 

actions will be subject to evaluation by some salient audience(s), with the belief that there exists 

the potential to receive either rewards or sanctions based on these expected evaluations” (Hall et 

al., 2003, p. 33).  

Tetlock’s (1985, 1992) phenomenological perspective posits that accountability is a 

perceptual state (i.e., a state of mind, rather than a state of affairs; Frink & Klimoski, 1998) that 

can range from implicit feelings of potentially being called upon to explain one’s choices, to 

explicit expectations that they must always be formally justified. This outlook centers on 

individuals’ internal felt accountability (Frink & Klimoski, 1998; Hall et al., 2017), while 

acknowledging that it is in-part rooted in their perceptions of the external working environment 

(Hall et al., 2007; Laird et al., 2009). Because employees may not always choose to abide by 

explicit organizational rules, inasmuch as they may feel implicitly accountable for their 

behaviours without formal constituents (Desai & Kouchaki, 2015; Schlenker & Weigold, 1989), 

the phenomenological perspective suggests that they can be viewed as “enacting” their own 
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unique levels of accountability (Hall & Ferris, 2011; Lewin, 1936). Taken in context, this theory 

suggests that referees may provide more or less accurate ratings to hiring organizations as a 

function of their felt accountability towards them. 

Felt accountability 

 Schlenker and colleagues’ accountability pyramid (Schlenker, 1986; Schlenker et al., 

1994) highlights how perceptions of accountability are contingent upon individual responsibility. 

According to this model, individual responsibility is an additive function of the links between 

ones’ job prescriptions (i.e., the rules that outline the goals of their tasks, how they should be 

realized, and their performance criteria), events (i.e., their unique decisions or behaviours and 

their associated or anticipated consequences), and identities (i.e., their central images and 

characteristics that connect to both their job prescriptions and events). Stated differently, 

individuals are believed to feel responsible to the extent that clear and objective prescriptions are 

defined for a specific event, wherein they are bound to this event and its prescriptions through 

their own identities, in ways that highlight their unique control over its processes and outcomes 

(Schlenker 1986; Schlenker et al., 1994). By way of this responsibility, individuals are said to 

feel accountable when they perceive that some evaluative audience is “looking down” on their 

behaviours (Schlenker 1986; Schlenker et al., 1994). As such, to the extent that referees feel 

individually responsible for their personality ratings, they could be made to feel more implicitly 

accountable to hiring organizations insofar as this responsibility is made salient throughout the 

rating situation. 

Extant research suggests that referees do feel responsible for their ratings, such that they 

could be made to feel more accountable to hiring organizations for accuracy. In line with 

Schlenker’s (1986) framework, Jones and Harrison (1982) suggest that teachers and faculty may 
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provide more accurate references as a function of their identities, since being overly lenient may 

not be in the best interest of other schools and may jeopardize their credibility. Large scale 

studies have also demonstrated that referee response times can predict involuntary turnover in 

job incumbents (Hedricks et al., 2013), which suggests that they may experience internal 

conflicts when asked to provide accuracy-seeking organizations with ratings for incompatible job 

applicants. Further studies have shown that referees may even refuse to provide ratings for 

underperformers (Grote et al., 2001), since doing so may spark ethical dilemmas (Range et al., 

1991). This evidence converges with research on accountability cross-pressures, which 

demonstrates how conflicting sets of accountability demands can elicit stress that leads decision-

makers to delay finalizing their conclusions, and/or remove themselves from a decision situation 

entirely (Green et al., 2000; Tetlock & Boettger, 1994). 

Taken together, it appears that referees do feel individually responsible for their ratings, 

such that they could be made to feel more accountable to hiring organizations through changes to 

their rating situation (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; Tetlock, 1992). Extant research suggests two 

practical ways to facilitate these changes: (a) implementing Reason Giving requirements, which 

could be done through by requesting qualitative justifications of the reasons underlying referees’ 

quantitative personality ratings (e.g., Lerner & Tetlock, 1999) and (b) emphasizing the exchange 

relationship between the referee and the hiring organization, which could be implemented by 

issuing referees a Monetary Incentive as a token of appreciation for their services (e.g., Colarelli 

et al., 2002). The theoretical and practical utility of both approaches is outlined below. 

Reason Giving 

Research suggests that Reason Giving requirements may improve referees’ felt 

accountability for providing accurate personality ratings to hiring organizations (Lerner & 
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Tetlock, 1999). For instance, accountability scholars contend that asking agents to outline their 

decision-making processes can signal value and acceptance towards their unique perspectives, 

increasing their perceived impact in the decision task as well as the meaning of its accountability 

system (Patil et al., 2014). In line with Schlenker and colleagues’ pyramid model (Schlenker, 

1986; Schlenker et al., 1994), Reason Giving should serve to strengthen referees’ feelings of 

individual responsibility, by more explicitly connecting aspects of their unique identities to the 

personality references they provide. Requiring referees to report on the more specific details of 

their task completion (e.g., by asking them to describe the reasons underlying their personality 

ratings) should also make them feel inherently more prone to scrutiny, thereby leading them to 

feel more implicitly accountable to the hiring organization for their ratings (e.g., Lerner & 

Tetlock, 1999). In support of this perspective, Desai & Kouchaki (2015) demonstrated that 

online survey respondents felt significantly more accountable to the survey administrators when 

they were asked to record their paid work in individual units as opposed to a broad overall cost, 

and that this felt accountability in-turn reduced their tendencies to overbill the survey 

administrators for their efforts (Desai & Kouchaki, 2015, Study 5, Study 6). This effect was then 

replicated in a field setting, where real auto mechanics were found to provide significantly lower 

cost estimates for a standardized set of brake repairs when they were asked to do so at the unit-

level (Desai & Kouchaki, 2015, Study 7).  

The results of Desai and Kouchaki’s (2015) multimethod investigation provide support 

for the notion that implementing Reason Giving requirements could improve referees’ felt 

accountability and personality rating accuracy. Specifically, they suggest that (a) more granular, 

descriptive reporting formats can foster agents’ felt accountability, (b) these formats can lead to 

more accurate reporting through felt accountability, (c) individuals can feel more or less 
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accountable as a function of changes to an online reporting tool, and (d) the results obtained 

under these conditions can generalize to field settings. Requesting that referees describe the 

reasons underlying their personality trait ratings could therefore be particularly useful for hiring 

organizations seeking accurate personality ratings, since the above effects were observed in the 

absence of any formal accountability demands, for participants who did not have any 

interpersonal contacts with their potential constituents (Desai & Kouchaki, 2015). Although 

scholars have previously suggested that impersonal recruitment processes with minimal 

dialogues and exchanges may in-part explain why referees’ interests are more closely aligned 

with applicants’ (Aamodt et al., 1993; Colarelli et al., 2002; Nash & Carroll, 1970), the available 

evidence suggests that more granular reporting formats using Reason Giving requirements may 

serve to attenuate these effects through their capacity to foster referees’ felt accountability. 

Implementing Reason Giving requirements should also be highly practical, since 

contemporary reference formats typically contain some written sections that solicit more 

elaborate and unstructured accounts from referees (Hedricks et al., 2013). In these instances, 

research has shown that most (i.e., over 80%) referees willingly furnish descriptive, job-relevant 

narrations towards applicant dispositions (Hedricks et al., 2019), such that Reason Giving 

requirements for personality ratings may foster felt accountability in a way that is particularly 

non-invasive (e.g., Morgan et al., 2013; Vance et al., 2015). Moreover, Reason Giving should 

also improve the accuracy of referees’ personality ratings by way of elaboration, which slows 

down the overall evaluation process and increases its control and complexity compared to the 

heuristic-based approaches that could otherwise occur in its absence (Fisher & Ford, 1998; 

Morgan et al., 2013). Although scholars have acknowledged that judgements can be 

simultaneously complex and inaccurate (e.g., Abelson & Levi, 1985), others suggest that this 
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style of processing may be a minimum precursor of accuracy in complex tasks such as 

personality prediction (e.g., Tetlock & Kim, 1987). As such, I predicted that the addition of 

Reason Giving requirements would increase referees’ felt accountability to the hiring 

organization in a way that should also improve the accuracy of their personality ratings. 

H1: Participants in the Reason Giving conditions will report higher felt accountability to 

the hiring organization than those in the non-Reason Giving conditions 

H2: Participants in the Reason Giving conditions will provide more accurate personality 

ratings than those in the non-Reason Giving conditions 

H3: Participants in the Reason Giving conditions will provide more accurate personality 

ratings through their felt accountability to the hiring organization 

Monetary Incentives 

Similar to Reason Giving requirements, previous research suggests that the addition of a 

Monetary Incentive should also foster referees’ accountability for providing more accurate 

personality ratings. As a form of economic exchange, compensation is argued to highlight the 

consensual elements of employee activities, creating a shared understanding of their accepted 

responsibilities, and thereby heightening their accountability expectations (Hershey, 1992). As a 

form of social exchange, compensation is believed to engender trust (i.e., a substitute for 

accountability; Ammeter et al., 2004) when agents are paid before their potential completion of a 

task, as this signals the mere expectation of a positive outcome resulting from their unique 

contributions (Dillman et al., 2014). In the context of online questionnaires (e.g., contemporary 

references; Hedricks et al., 2013, 2018) Dillman and colleagues’ (2014) social exchange theory 

suggests that agents should more willingly comply with survey requirements when they believe 

that doing so will satisfy their internal cost-benefit analyses (Dillman et al., 2014). Stated 
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differently, this theory implies that hiring organizations issuing a Monetary Incentive to referees 

could motivate their accountability for accuracy by both (a) conveying trust in their unique 

abilities to produce ratings that facilitate the goals of the hiring system and (b) increasing the 

salience of the rewards associated with doing so (Dillman et al., 2014).  

Research on social influence (e.g., Cialdini et al., 1981) also suggests that the provision 

of a Monetary Incentive should foster referees’ felt accountability through the norm of 

reciprocity (Groves et al., 1992). This social norm highlights how individuals are generally 

motivated to oblige others with actions that are of equal value to those they have received 

(Cialdini et al., 1975). Stated differently, because referees may otherwise have little to no 

motivational connections to the hiring organization, the addition of a Monetary Incentive should 

increase the salience of their exchange relationship and re-weight their motivational attachments 

to be more in line with the accuracy goals of the hiring organization (Colarelli et al., 2002). In 

line with Schlenker and colleagues’ accountability pyramid (Schlenker, 1986; Schlenker et al., 

1994), the increased salience of the exchange relationship should also heighten the extent to 

which referees feel individually responsible for their ratings, by reinforcing (a) the importance of 

the accuracy prescriptions set out by hiring organization, (b) the value their ratings hold by way 

of their unique perspectives, and (c) the utility of their references relative to the hiring 

organizations’ broader selection system. This should in-turn lead referees to feel more 

accountable given their now more desirable cost-benefit analyses while under the norm of 

reciprocity.  

Previous research has demonstrated the beneficial effects of prepaid incentives for online 

survey response rates (e.g., Göritz, 2006), although scholars have more recently acknowledged 

that response rate is an indirect measure of survey quality (Dillman et al., 2014).  Particularly 
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since referees are required respond to reference requirements if they are to enable applicants’ 

chances at being selected, response quality should be the primary focus of incentive research on 

references. Although research on survey incentives has seldom operationalized response quality 

in terms of accuracy (Singer & Ye, 2013) previous research has highlighted how incentives can 

elicit favourability bias (e.g., Porter & Whitcomb, 2003), which may increase the overall quality 

(i.e., accuracy) of referee personality ratings in this context.  

Favourability 

Favourability is a form of biased responding that shifts the response tendencies of 

participants to be more in line with the goals of the survey administrators, due to the positive 

reactions that stem from them receiving an incentive (e.g., James & Bolstein, 1990, 1992). Stated 

differently (in a way that is congruent with the phenomenological perspective of accountability), 

favourability can be considered as an acceptability heuristic whereby agents respond more in 

line with the values of those to whom they feel accountable to more easily appease their requests 

(Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; Tetlock et al., 1989). For example, Porter & Whitcomb (2003) found 

that incentivized respondents provided significantly more ratings towards the characteristics of 

the universities sponsoring their surveys, despite responding similarly to the non-incentivized 

participants throughout the rest of their questionnaires. Thus, although the available evidence for 

incentives improving response accuracy may be scant (Singer & Ye, 2013), there are both 

theoretical and empirical advances to suggest that their provision should foster referees’ felt 

accountability in a way that should also motivate them to shift their response patterns towards 

accuracy in this context. Taken together, I predicted that the provision of a Monetary Incentive 

would improve referees’ felt accountability to the hiring organization in ways that would also 

increase the accuracy of their personality ratings. 
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H4: Participants in the Monetary Incentive conditions will report higher felt 

accountability to the hiring organization than those in the non-Monetary Incentive conditions 

H5: Participants in the Monetary Incentive conditions will provide more accurate 

personality ratings than those in the non-Monetary Incentive conditions 

H6: Participants in the Monetary Incentive conditions will provide more accurate 

personality ratings through their felt accountability to the hiring organization 

Method 

Participants 

 A total of 259 survey responses were initially collected, yet several were excluded from 

the reported statistical analyses. Specifically, 14 participants were excluded for failing an audio-

check question that verified their abilities to play the work-sample videos. Sixteen participants 

were removed for failing one or more attention check items dispersed throughout the 

questionnaire. Two participants were removed for not identifying English as their first language, 

and 16 participants were excluded because they did not provide any personality ratings for one or 

more target employees. In total, the reported analyses were conducted on data from 211 

participants. 

211 participants were recruited through Prolific. Pre-screen questions were applied to 

ensure that the sample contained only supervisors or managerial personnel working a minimum 

of 21 hours per week. This was done to increase the generalizability of this study to actual 

reference rating scenarios, where ratings are most commonly provided by applicants’ superiors 

(Hedricks et al., 2019). Participants were middle aged (M = 41.33, SD = 10.04) supervisors or 

managers that identified as either male (N = 102) or female (N = 109). An other category for 

gender was provided, yet all participants reported identifying as cisgender. Participants were 
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primarily Caucasian (92%), English speaking (100%) residents of the United Kingdom. They 

had been working for over 20 years on average (M = 21.17, SD = 9.58), and had spent close to 

half of their careers working in a supervisory role (M = 9.42, SD = 7.07). Participants reported 

having an average longest tenure of 11 years (M = 11.00, SD = 6.35), and providing 

approximately 13 references to hiring organizations in the past (M = 13.17, SD = 14.93).  

Procedure 

This study was conducted entirely online through Prolific. Participants were invited to 

participate in a study examining the usefulness of references in call centers for a total 

compensation of £4. Participants began the study by providing their informed consent and by 

completing a brief demographics questionnaire. They were then presented with a cover story (see 

Appendix B) describing how a new call center recently contacted an ostensible “Human 

Resources Lab” with concerns regarding the utility of supervisory references for their upcoming 

hiring system. Participants were then led to believe that this call center had contracted the 

Human Resources lab to provide evidence-based suggestions towards how they could best use 

supervisory references when hiring. More specifically, participants were told that by asking them 

to provide references for a set of prototypical call center employees, the Human Resources lab 

could better understand how supervisors make their personality references in call centers in order 

to help determine their overall utility for hiring. They were then randomly assigned to one of 

four experimental conditions, in which they were asked to assume the role of a referee for four 

call center employees shown in a set of work-sample videos. After watching each work-sample 

video, participants were asked to complete a personality rating form for each target as if they 

were their actual supervisors providing the Human Resources Lab with real reference evaluations 
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for these employees. Additional measures were also included in the Qualtrics questionnaire that 

were not the focus of the current study. 

Participants were asked to rate a common set of personality traits across targets, but their 

rating scenarios were each randomly manipulated using a 2x2 factorial design. These 

manipulations were conducted so that all possible conditions either contained or did not contain 

(a) Reason Giving requirements accompanied by textboxes that were presented under each 

quantitative rating scale (see Appendix C), or (b) prompts at the start of the rating task outlining 

that participants would be issued a £6 Monetary Incentive as a token of appreciation for their 

efforts (see Appendix D). This design is depicted in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Experimental Design. 
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Materials 

Work-sample videos. A set of four work-sample videos was sourced from three 

transnational training firms that condoned their inclusion in the current study. An initial and 

comprehensive web search led the student researcher to collect a sample of eight useable work-

sample videos, of which were later refined with the principal investigator to yield a more 

homogeneous subset congruent to the study goals. After selecting four usable work-samples, 

each individual publisher was contacted to obtain written permission for their use. 

This set of four work-sample videos were presented in a random order to each study 

participant. These videos were approximately 4 minutes in length on average and depicted 

unique male call center employees handling typical customer service calls at their desks. The 

scope of each call varied, but the entire set of videos showcased a set of common customer 

service inquiries that are typically handled through call centers (i.e., account inquiries, placing 

orders for new products and services, and handling post-sales troubleshooting issues). 

Past research suggests that two to three minutes of exposure to an individual is sufficient 

for accurate trait judgments (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1992; Sheppard et al., 2011; Shmidt Mast et 

al., 2011) and that trait observations from performance-relevant domains yield similar validity to 

those from longer acquaintanceships (Colvin & Funder, 1991). Thus, the chosen set of work-

sample videos was believed to have provided an adequate basis for participants to form their 

personality references. Personality has also been shown to be an important predictor of job 

performance in call center employees (e.g., Konradt et al., 2003), which is a job sector that is 

continuously expanding in the global economy (Aksin et al., 2007; Bradshaw et al., 1999). Thus, 

the use of personality references in call centers is both ecologically valid and generalizable to 

field settings. Finally, since modern-day call centers typically record their customer interactions 
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for training, development, and quality assurance purposes, and because call center employees 

primarily work unsupervised, it is more likely that actual supervisors in these organizations may 

draw on similar work-sample data to inform their references. The chosen video set therefore 

enabled this research to explore the effects of Reason Giving requirements and the Monetary 

Incentive in a highly practical context through an ecologically valid approach. 

Employee personality. This study used an adapted version of a personality rating form 

developed by Powell and Goffin (2009) using the trait definitions from the Big Five model of 

personality (NEO-FFI; Costa & McCrae, 1992). This model contains five global personality 

traits (i.e., Emotional Stability, Openness to Experience, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness and 

Extraversion; Costa & McCrae, 1992), of which four were included in the current study. 

Openness to Experience was excluded due to its general lack of criterion validity (Barrick et al., 

2001) and studies suggesting greater difficulties towards accurately perceiving this trait (e.g., 

Powell & Bourdage, 2016). The resulting rating form (see Appendix E) contained four questions 

that each defined one of the traits in the model (e.g., Agreeableness) at both high (e.g., Trusting 

of others; helpful; cooperative; accepts criticism and blame; avoids confrontations and conflicts, 

humble) and low (e.g., Sceptical of others' intentions; enjoys arguments; stubborn; easily 

annoyed; takes offence easily; avoids apologizing) levels on its respective continuum. The rating 

form asked participants to rate each employees’ personality using 7-point Likert-type Agree-

Disagree scales while referring to these descriptions. 

True score ratings. True score estimates for the personality ratings were determined 

using Borman’s (1977) approach. Specifically, 9 subject matter experts (SMEs) (i.e., one 

professor and eight graduate students with expertise in personality and industrial / organizational 

psychology) were asked to watch each of the four work-sample videos and make ratings towards 
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the employees’ broad-level personality traits using the above rating form. These SMEs had 

infinite access to the work-sample videos in order to better inform their true score ratings, and 

they were encouraged to take all of the necessary steps to arrive at their most accurate ratings of 

the employees (e.g., pausing, rewinding, fast-forwarding, and replaying the videos; Borman, 

1977). Averages of these trait ratings then served as an estimate of the true personality profiles of 

the targets, which served as a criterion for rating accuracy across the experimental conditions. 

Interrater reliability for the expert judges was calculated using both ICC(2) and the 

Spearman-Brown formula. ICC(2) reliability was shown to be .97. Using the Spearman-Brown 

formula, the mean interrater correlation was first computed then stepped up by 9 to yield an 

overall estimate of the Alpha reliability of the raters (e.g., Jelley & Goffin, 2001; Powell & 

Goffin, 2009). The estimated alpha interrater reliability was .99, indicating that the expert judges 

showed high levels of agreement across the four targets in this study. 

Accuracy. Cronbach’s (1955) accuracy components are a set of deviation scores that are 

useful for judging rater accuracy when multiple targets are rated on at least two dimensions by 

several raters. Figure 1 depicts the formulas for each of the four accuracy components described 

below. Because these statistics are deviation scores, lower values indicate greater accuracy. 

Accuracy values in the current study ranged from .01 to 1.65. 

Elevation (EL) represents the differential grand mean. Inaccuracy on this component 

depicts raters’ tendency to rate either too high or too low on the rating scale, averaged across all 

ratees and items. This component of accuracy has important implications for hiring 

organizations, as it depicts referees’ tendencies to be overly severe or lenient as a rater. 

Differential Elevation (DE) captures the differential main effect of the targets. Accuracy 

in this component represents the rater’s ability to correctly rank order the targets, averaged 
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across all items while controlling for their elevation. This component of accuracy has 

implications for the administrative usage of references, as it demonstrates referees’ accuracy in 

discriminating between applicants based on their aggregated personality ratings. 

Stereotype Accuracy (SA) reflects the differential main effect of the items. Not to be 

confused with the stereotype accuracy commonly investigated in social psychology (i.e., the 

extent to which a group member is accurately perceived as conforming to some stereotypical 

attribute of their ingroup; Ryan, 2013), accuracy in this component outlines the rater’s accuracy 

towards distinguishing the average individual personality trait levels in a group of targets. This 

component of accuracy has implications for hiring organizations as it highlights referees’ 

capacity to determine if a given group of ratees are higher on one job-relevant trait compared to 

others, which could inform how they tailor their references. 

Differential Accuracy (DA) describes the target x item interactions that occur within 

targets. Accuracy in this component demonstrates raters’ abilities to identify the unique trait 

profiles of individual targets, which most closely captures the concept of interpersonal sensitivity 

(Borman, 1977). This component of rating accuracy encompasses the variance not explained by 

a rater’s overall rating tendency (EL), or by the effects of the individual ratees (DE) or items on 

the rating form (SA). This component of accuracy has critical implications in contexts where 

decisions may be made based on the ratings provided (e.g., in preemployment assessment; 

Murphy & Cleveland, 1995). 
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n: number of ratees. 

k: number of items. 

�̅�G : rater grand mean (across items and ratees). 

𝑡̅G : true score grand mean (across items and ratees). 

�̅�j : rater mean for the ratee i (across items). 

𝑡̅j : true score mean for ratee i (across items). 

�̅�i : rater mean for item j (across ratees). 

𝑡̅i : true score mean for item j (across ratees). 

xij : rating for ratee i on item j. 

tij : true score for ratee i on item j. 

 

 

Figure 2. Cronbach’s (1955) accuracy components 
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Felt accountability. Participants’ felt accountability was measured using an adapted 5-

item version of Hochwarter and colleagues (2007) felt accountability scale (Appendix F). This 

scale contained adaptations similar to those of Desai and Kouchaki’s (2015) 3-item measure that 

was specifically designed for MTurk use (e.g., The researchers paying me for this task hold me 

accountable for my descriptions), and asked participants to respond to each statement using a 7-

point Likert type Agree-Disagree scale. Previous research has shown good reliability for both the 

3-item (α = .74, Desai & Kouchaki, 2015) and 8-item versions of this scale (α = .74; Hochwarter 

et al., 2007), and that the 8-item version correlates meaningfully with relevant workplace 

outcomes (e.g., organizational citizenship behaviours; Hall & Ferris, 2011). 

Affective reactions. Participants’ confidence in their ratings (e.g., I feel confident about 

the accuracy of my descriptions) as well as their perceived value (e.g., I feel that I provided 

valuable insights for this research) were each assessed using single-item measures on a 5-point 

Likert-type Agree-Disagree scale (Appendix G). These variables were included to provide 

further insights on the effects of felt accountability in the reference rating context (e.g., Tetlock 

& Kim, 1987; Patil et al., 2014). 

Effort. In line with Funder’s (1995) Realistic Accuracy Model of personality perception, 

participants’ efforts while both watching (e.g., I put effort into watching the videos - I tried to 

identify and understand the employees’ characteristics as best as I could) and rating the targets 

(e.g., I put effort into my descriptions – I tried to provide careful and accurate descriptions of the 

employees to the best of my abilities) were each assessed using single item measures on a 5-point 

Likert-type Agree-Disagree scale (Appendix H). 

Demographics.  Participants were asked to complete a demographics questionnaire at the 

beginning of the study (see Appendix I). This questionnaire asked participants questions related 
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to their age, gender, ethnicity, and primary language, and also asked them to report on their past 

educational, job, supervisory and reference-related experiences. 

Results 

Personality Rating Accuracy 

 Correlations for the study variables of interest are reported in Table 1. The multivariate 

results for personality rating accuracy are presented in Table 2. The current study predicted that 

both Reason Giving requirements (H2) and the Monetary Incentive (H5) would improve the 

accuracy of referees’ personality ratings. To test these hypotheses, a completely randomized 

multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) with two independent variables (Reason Giving 

requirements and the Monetary Incentive) was conducted with the four accuracy components 

(EL, DE, SA & DA) as dependent variables. The multivariate main effect of Reason Giving was 

significant, Pillai’s trace = .075 , F(4,189) = 3.847, p = .005, whereas the multivariate main 

effect of the Monetary Incentive was not significant, Pillai’s trace = .007, F(4,189) = .343, p = 

.849.  

To examine how the two independent variables affected each of the four accuracy 

components individually, separate univariate analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were executed 

with EL, DE, SA, and DA as the dependent variables. This practice was justified given the nature 

of Cronbach’s (1955) accuracy components as distinct, yet somewhat interrelated elements of 

raters’ overall accuracy (e.g., Jelley & Goffin, 2001). 

Reason Giving. The univariate results for Reason Giving are presented in Table 3. 

Results for the main effect of Reason Giving revealed a significant effect on EL [F(3, 207) = 

7.027, p = .006, n2 = .033], such that participants who received the form containing Reason 

Giving requirements were significantly less accurate in terms of rating too low across all targets 
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and items (M = .419, SD = .309) compared to those who did not (M = .313, SD = .273). The 

Reason Giving requirements also had a significant effect on SA [F(3, 205) = 5.320, p = .022, n2 

= .025], such that those in the Reason Giving conditions were significantly less accurate in terms 

of rating the average level of each trait across the targets (M =.418, SD = .206) compared to 

those who were not (M = .357, SD = .172). Graphical representations of these effects are shown 

in Figure 2. Both results would be considered as small to medium effects as per Cohen’s (1988) 

benchmarks. No significant effects were observed for DE or DA.  
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Rating accuracy on a 7-point Likert-type scale. Lower values indicate greater accuracy 

 

Figure 3. Significant main effects of Reason Giving. 
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Monetary Incentive. The univariate results for the Monetary Incentive are presented in 

Table 4. The Monetary Incentive did not have any significant effects towards any of Cronbach’s 

(1955) accuracy components. Thus, participants who received the form containing notices about 

receiving an additional £6 payment did not make significantly more accurate personality ratings 

than those who did not, across all possible combinations of the independent and dependent 

variables. 

Felt Accountability 

The results concerning felt accountability are reported in Table 5. The current study 

predicted that both Reason Giving requirements (H1) and the Monetary Incentive (H4) would 

improve referees’ felt accountability to the hiring organization. However, the results of a 2x2 

Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) indicated that participants felt accountability was not 

significantly different across the four experimental conditions F(3, 207) = 1.166, p = .324, n2 = 

.017. This result provides no support for Hypotheses 1 and 4 and suggests that neither Reason 

Giving (n2 = .000) nor the Monetary Incentive (n2 = .118) or their interaction (n2 = .005) 

significantly influenced participants’ felt accountability to the hiring organization. 

Mediation model 

The results of the mediation analyses are presented in Table 6. The current study 

predicted that both the Reason Giving requirements (H3) and the Monetary Incentive (H6) would 

improve the accuracy of referees’ personality ratings through their felt accountability to the 

hiring organization. This model is depicted in Figure 3. These analyses were conducted using 

bootstrap-based mediation with 5000 iterations in PROCESS for SPSS (Preacher & Hayes, 

2004), testing the model four times for each independent variable using each of the accuracy 

components in-turn as the dependent variable. Across all eight models, none of the indirect 
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effects of felt accountability on personality rating accuracy were significant, providing no 

support for Hypotheses 3 and 6. This suggests that the accuracy-related effects of Reason Giving 

requirements and the Monetary Incentive did not occur through referees’ felt accountability to 

the hiring organization in the current study. 
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Figure 4. Hypothesized mediation models. 
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Discussion 

References are a ubiquitous preemployment assessment (SHRM, 2005) that have the 

capacity to produce incremental personality information that can improve hiring decisions 

(Aamodt, 1999; McCarthy & Goffin, 2001; Hedricks et al., 2013; Hedricks et al., 2018). 

However, referees who might otherwise be capable of providing both valid and reliable 

personality assessments (e.g., Connelly & Ones, 2010) tend to provide relatively inaccurate 

references (Aamodt & Williams, 2005; Furnham, 2017; Hunter & Hunter, 1984; Reilly & Chao, 

1982). The current study was conducted to examine two new ways to improve the accuracy of 

referee personality ratings, by adding both Reason Giving requirements and a Monetary 

Incentive to the reference rating situation. 

 Drawing on accountability theory (Schlenker, 1986; Schlenker et al., 1994; Tetlock, 

1985, 1992), the current study argued that referees could be made to feel more implicitly 

accountable to the goals of hiring organizations by reinforcing their individual responsibility in 

the rating situation. It was then argued that this felt accountability would improve the accuracy of 

their personality ratings, since referees might otherwise have little reason to be motivated 

towards the accuracy goals of hiring organizations in this context (Colarelli et al., 2002; Knouse, 

1983, 1987; Miller & Rybroeck, 1988).  

By signalling value and acceptance towards their unique perspectives and by reinforcing 

scrutiny (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; Patil et al., 2014), the current study predicted that Reason 

Giving requirements would foster referees’ felt accountability to the hiring organization. By 

leading them to make more integratively complex and controlled evaluations of job applicants 

(Fisher & Ford, 1988; Mero & Motowidlo, 1995; Morgan et al., 2013; Tetlock & Kim, 1987), the 

current study predicted that Reason Giving requirements would improve referees’ personality 
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rating accuracy. This line of reasoning converged with studies showing that participants 

accountable for Reason Giving made more accurate interpersonal judgements across other 

selection and performance evaluation contexts (Brtek & Motowidlo, 2002; Mero & Motowidlo, 

1995; Mero et al., 2007; Morgan et al., 2013; Tetlock & Kim, 1987).  

By engendering trust (Dillman et al., 2014) and reciprocity (Cialdini et al., 1975; Groves 

et al., 1992), the current study predicted that the Monetary Incentive would foster referees’ felt 

accountability as a form of social exchange. By shifting their response tendencies to be more in 

line with the goals of the hiring organization (Colarelli et al., 2002; James & Bolstein, 1990, 

1992), the current study predicted that the Monetary Incentive would improve the accuracy of 

referees’ personality ratings. This line of reasoning converged with studies demonstrating the 

positive effects of incentives for motivating survey responding (Göritz et al., 2006; Jobber et al., 

2014; Singer & Ye, 2013) as well as those highlighting the capacity for incentives to elicit 

favorable response tendencies towards survey administrators (e.g., Porter & Whitcomb, 2003). 

Nevertheless, the current study revealed that neither the Reason Giving requirements nor the 

Monetary Incentive tended to influence referees’ felt accountability, whereas the Reason Giving 

requirements had unexpected negative consequences for the accuracy of referee personality 

ratings. This was indeed surprising in light of the above rationale, but nonetheless provides 

useful contributions to the existing literature on references. 

Reason Giving effects 

 Perhaps most notably, the current study revealed that adding Reason Giving requirements 

to an online personality reference form did not improve participants’ felt accountability and 

resulted in unintended negative consequences for their personality rating accuracy. This finding 

is surprising, as it contradicts previous theoretical advances suggesting that Reason Giving 
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should (a) signal value and acceptance towards agents’ unique perspectives and heighten the 

meaning of their accountability system (Patil et al., 2014), (b) make them inherently more prone 

to scrutiny (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999), and (c) make them feel more accountable for their 

responses (Morgan et al., 2013). Further, these findings oppose the empirical evidence 

suggesting that Reason Giving requirements can improve rating accuracy, from studies 

demonstrating their capacity to reduce bias in evaluations of job applicants (Morgan et al., 2013), 

improve personality prediction (Tetlock & Kim, 1987), and increase the accuracy of interview 

(Brtek & Motowidlo, 2002) and performance ratings (Mero & Motowidlo, 1995; Mero et al., 

2007). 

Although the results observed in this study do not align with those described above, they 

may provide support for the potential moderating effect of the communication method used for 

reason giving. For example, much of the aforementioned research on Reason Giving 

requirements was conducted in laboratory settings, whereas this study took place entirely online. 

To this end, Mero and colleagues (2007) acknowledged that raters’ identifiability can vary 

saliently across different methods of communication (Schlenker, 1986), such that reason giving 

should more strongly amplify rating processes in situations where identifiability is high (e.g., 

when Reason Giving face-to-face) compared to when it is lower (e.g., when Reason Giving in 

writing; Klimoski & Inks, 1990; Mero et al., 2007; or to an external party; Tetlock et al., 1989). 

Although there was good reason to believe that Reason Giving requirements had the capacity to 

elicit greater felt accountability in referees, in a way could also lead them to report more accurate 

personality ratings (e.g., Desai & Kouchaki, 2015; Tetlock & Kim, 1987), it could be that the 

distal nature of online reference tools removes the identifiability necessary for Reason Giving 

requirements to significantly improve rating accuracy. Stated differently, it may be that Reason 
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Giving requirements have the capacity to improve rating accuracy, but potentially only in 

situations where agents feel that they can be more explicitly held accountable for their ratings by 

way of their identifiability (e.g., in internal performance appraisal settings; Mero et al., 2007). 

Otherwise, in situations where raters are more far-removed from those to whom they may feel 

implicitly accountable, the current study suggests that Reason Giving requirements may serve to 

paradoxically reduce personality rating accuracy. As explained next, the accountability literature 

(e.g., Tetlock & Boettger, 1989) suggests that this finding may be attributable to a dilution effect. 

Athough much of the accountability literature converges on the positive effects of 

holding agents accountable through Reason Giving requirements (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; Patil 

et al., 2014), other studies have found that they can reduce judgement accuracy by way of 

dilution (e.g., Nisbett et al., 1981). Specifically, research suggests that when agents must outline 

the reasons underlying their decisions, they tend to engage in more complex integrations of the 

available information, becoming less attuned to its overall relevance and ultimately incorporating 

more invalid cues into their judgements (e.g., Siegel-Jacobs & Yates, 1996, Study 1; Tetlock & 

Boettger, 1989; Tetlock et al., 1996). For example, Tetlock and Boettger (1989) demonstrated 

that participants held accountable for Reason Giving made more moderate and integratively 

complex predictions towards the GPAs of college students when presented with both diagnostic 

(e.g., the number of hours they spent studying per week) and non-diagnostic information (e.g., 

that they played tennis once a week), but made more extreme judgements towards these same 

targets when only diagnostic information was presented. Similarly, Siegel-Jacobs and Yates 

(1996) found that judges accountable for Reason Giving were not any more discriminative than 

those in confidential, non-disclosure conditions as they were shown to devote more attention to 

both the valid and non-valid cues presented towards the focal attitude of interest.  
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Although accountability scholars have acknowledged the need for some degree of 

integrative complexity in tasks such as personality prediction (Tetlock & Kim, 1987) it may be 

that Reason Giving requirements lead referees to draw on judgement strategies that are overly 

complex for rating applicant personality, perhaps by incorporating more trait-irrelevant 

information into their ratings. Indeed, Reason Giving has been theorized to create a “socially 

safe” space for decision-makers so long as their procedures are properly outlined and defensible 

(Patil et al., 2014), which may have reduced referees’ apprehension towards uncertainty when 

determining the trait-relevance of certain cues and/or behaviours  (e.g., Siegel-Jacobs & Yates, 

1996). To these ends, the Reason Giving referees in the current study (who reported feeling 

accountable to the hiring organization; M = 5.98, SD = .80) spent over twice as long evaluating 

each of the target employees (M = 10:24 versus 4:18 in the non-Reason Giving conditions), 

despite making significantly less accurate personality ratings. 

Monetary Incentive effects 

Second, the current study revealed that the addition of the Monetary Incentive did not 

significantly impact referees’ felt accountability to the hiring organization, nor did it affect the 

accuracy of their personality ratings. These findings oppose the literature on survey incentives 

and social influence, which suggest that Monetary Incentives should engender feelings of trust 

(Dillman et al., 2014) and reciprocity (Cialdini, et al., 1975; Groves et al., 1992) in respondents, 

that lead them to shift their response tendencies to be more in line with the goals of the survey 

administrators (e.g., favourability; James & Bolstein, 1990 1992; Porter & Whitcomb, 2003) by 

way of their exchange relationships (Colarelli et al., 2002). 

Although much meta-analytic evidence suggests that the provision of monetary 

incentives can improve responding in online and mail-based surveys (e.g., Göritz et al., 2006; 
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Jobber et al., 2004), the majority of this literature is rooted in questionnaires that require 

markedly less expertise from respondents (e.g., undergraduate non-admission surveys; Porter & 

Whitcomb, 2003) completing tasks that are arguably not as cognitively demanding as forming 

personality references (e.g., online consumer surveys; Enander & Sajti, 1999). Thus, even though 

individuals tend to be generally familiar with the personality perception process because of its 

importance for everyday life (Funder, 1995, 2012), it may be that the favourable response 

tendencies evoked by incentives in more typical survey contexts do not generalize to referees 

completing personality references. To this end, Funder’s (1995) Realistic Accuracy Model of 

personality perception suggests that any variable influencing personality judgement accuracy 

must influence raters’ detection (i.e., devoting sufficient attention to observing the cues emitted 

by a target) and/or utilization (i.e., acknowledging that the observed information is related to a 

given personality dimension and ascribing it as such). However, participants in the current study 

reported near-identical efforts when both watching (M = 4.98 vs. 4.97) and rating (M = 4.97 vs. 

4.95) the target employees, regardless of if they received the Monetary Incentive.  

Opposingly, participants receiving the Monetary Incentive reported feeling accountable 

to the hiring organization (M = 6.06, SD = .77), expressed confidence in their ratings (M = 4.79, 

SD = .41) and believed that they brought value to the study goals (M = 4.71, SD = .52). They also 

each received a sizeable incentive that increased their overall compensation for participation by 

250%. Thus, it could be that the inaccuracies observed in referee personality ratings are less a 

function of their motivation as was initially hypothesized, and that they may be more strongly 

explained by other individual difference variables (e.g., Dispositional Intelligence; Christansen et 

al., 2005). Particularly since the Monetary Incentive was issued in a way that was unbeknownst 

to participants prior to arriving at the rating task, to elicit a novelty effect (e.g., Rose et al., 2007) 
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similar to what actual referees may experience in field settings, this line of reasoning can be 

stated with greater confidence. 

Limitations 

While the current research provides both practical and theoretical insights towards the 

effects of Reason Giving requirements and the Monetary Incentive on referees’ felt 

accountability and their personality rating accuracy, it does not do so without some notable 

limitations. First, the current study controls for the presence of relational biases such as leniency 

(i.e., the tendency for raters to systematically inflate the scores they assign to a target stimulus; 

Hoyt, 2000), which have otherwise been shown to plague references in field settings (e.g., 

Aamodt et al., 1993; Aamodt & Williams, 2005). By removing the potential for referees to have 

had previous working relationships with the targets (Colarelli et al., 2002) and by controlling for 

the possibility that they could experience ramifications from those receiving negative reviews 

(e.g., Bernardin & Buckley, 1981), the current study likely reduced the extent to which 

participants were motivated to convey the targets in an overly positive light. This therefore limits 

the generalizability of the observed effects of Reason Giving requirements and the Monetary 

Incentive to field settings. Although the current study does mirror the frequent situation where 

referees are asked to provide ratings to an external party (Knouse, 1983, 1987; Miller & 

Rybroeck, 1988) for applicants that they may be relatively unfamiliar with (Aamodt et al., 1993; 

Blum & Naylor, 1968; Daniel, 1990; Knouse, 1994), it is unable to determine how the accuracy-

related effects of Reason Giving requirements and the Monetary Incentive fare against other 

potential competing motivations for personality rating inaccuracy in references. 

Second, as with most fleeting laboratory designs, the current study does not capture the 

multifaceted nature of felt accountability found in field settings. For instance, the notion of 
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embeddedness, which highlights how employees in organizations are each uniquely embedded 

into broader webs of accountability demands (e.g., Frink & Klimoski, 1998, 2004) cannot be 

captured by the current study since participants never had the opportunity to interact with the 

targets or the researchers. Although the Reason Giving requirements and Monetary Incentive 

were implemented to foster participants’ felt accountability in a way that was both practical and 

non-invasive, it is likely that referees in field settings also experience other competing 

accountability demands when providing their personality references to hiring organizations (e.g., 

whether or not they were chosen by the applicant under the assumption that they would provide 

positive ratings; Aamodt et al., 1993). As such, although this study provides potentially useful 

evidence towards the effects of Reason Giving requirements and the Monetary Incentive on 

referees’ felt accountability to the hiring organization, it does not do so in a way that can 

delineate these effects from those that they might also have on referees’ felt accountability 

towards job applicants in the field. 

Finally, there is the potential that some of the factors held constant across the 

experimental conditions may be considered limitations in the current study. For example, every 

study participant received a smaller initial compensation for their participation, and each read a 

carefully crafted cover story at the beginning of the rating task that was designed to solicit 

purposeful responding. Nevertheless, any empirical questions towards how these factors may 

have influenced the observed results cannot be examined directly due to the current study design.  

Future Directions 

 Given the results of this study, one useful direction for future research would be to 

investigate the effects of other accountability manipulations that could more saliently reinforce 

referees’ identifiability in the rating situation (e.g., Lerner & Tetlock, 1999). For instance, Vance 
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and colleagues (2015) found that displaying the name, photograph, and user ID of the person 

accessing a company information system both (a) improved employees’ felt accountability for 

their actions while logged in and (b) reduced their intentions to violate its access policies. In the 

context of self-report personality testing, Dwight and Donovan (2003) also found that warnings 

of identifiability reduced test-takers’ mean scores and the presence of faking behaviours. To 

these ends, it may be useful for future studies to explore the effects of other potential identifying 

and/or individuating mechanisms that could be seamlessly implemented into the reference rating 

situation (e.g., using more personalized cover letters and/or page headings) to reduce the 

potentially de-identifying nature of contemporary reference formats. Changes of this nature 

should serve to amplify referees’ rating processes (i.e., Mero et al., 2007), which could improve 

the accuracy of their personality ratings. 

A second direction for future research would be to revisit Funder’s (1995) Realistic 

Accuracy Model to explore other interventions that could potentially improve referees’ detection 

and/or utilization of job applicants’ personality information. For example, although the Reason 

Giving requirements in this study were shown to reduce the accuracy of referee personality 

ratings, it could be that other rating formats elicit more channelled efforts in referees’ detection 

and/or utilization that might similarly improve the accuracy of their personality ratings. One such 

approach might be the use of structured free recall, which requires raters to outline both positive 

and negative behavioural examples relevant to a specific dimension prior to rating it (e.g., Baltes 

et al., 2007). This approach has been shown to decrease the influence of gender stereotypes on 

performance rating accuracy in past research (Bauer & Baltes, 2002), so it may serve as a 

promising avenue for improving the accuracy of referees’ personality ratings in line with 

Funder’s (1995) model. Moreover, because studies have shown that most referees (i.e., over 



39 
 

 

80%) willingly speak towards applicants’ strengths and weaknesses in writing (Hedricks et al., 

2018), it could also be a practical way to improve referees’ personality rating accuracy if found 

successful. 

Conclusion 

The goal of this study was to examine the effects of two novel interventions to an online 

reference form, in attempts to increase referees’ felt accountability to the hiring organization and 

improve the accuracy of their personality ratings. The results presented contribute to the 

literature on references in a number of useful ways. First, they highlight a novel, and perhaps 

paradoxical avenue for understanding rating inaccuracies in references, such that open-ended 

Reason Giving requirements may be a practical, yet counterproductive response format for the 

accuracy of referee personality ratings. Second, this study showcases that referees may not be 

motivated by receiving monetary incentives from hiring organizations for their services, and that 

attempts to foster favourable responding through trust and reciprocity may not be a useful 

pathway for improving their personality rating accuracy in this context.  

From a practical standpoint, this research contributes to the larger body of studies 

highlighting how structural and situational factors can influence the accuracy of references. 

Additionally, it answers the longstanding call to investigate the effects of monetary incentives in 

references. Theoretically, this study contributes to the growing literature on accountability by 

examining a novel source of felt accountability in a novel preemployment assessment context. It 

also adds to our understanding of the theoretical linkages between felt accountability and 

personality rating accuracy. Ultimately, it is hoped that this study can stimulate further research 

on references, which remain a widely used, yet relatively understudied preemployment 

assessment. 
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Table 1. 

Correlation matrix for the study variables of interest 

Item M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1. Felt accountability 5.97 (.79) (.65)              

2. Reason Giving -.02 (1.00) .02              

3. Monetary Incentive -.01 (1.00) .11 .02             

4. Elevation .36 (.30) .13 .18 .08            

5. Differential Elevation .67 (.29) .15 .04 .01 .08           

6. Stereotype Accuracy .39 (.19) -.06 .16 .01 .10 -.23          

7. Differential Accuracy .67 (.22) .05 -.08 .03 .15 .12 .20         

8. Rater confidence 4.80 (.41) .28 -.01 -.03 .12 .13 -.13 -.01        

9. Rater perceived value 4.73 (.51) .42 -.06 -.04 .14 .11 -.05 .08 .52       

10. Study Time 43.23 (18.40) .03 .66 .04 .17 .08 .15 -.01 -.01 .01      

11. Age 41.33 (10.04) -.04 -.03 .02 -.11 .15 -.18 -.04 -.02 -.03 .11     

12. Gender 1.52 (.50) .15 -.04 -.13 .04 .06 .02 .17 .04 .05 .05 .04    

13. Work Experience 21.17 (9.58) -.02 .03 .05 -.06 .15 -.16 .01 .00 -.03 .11 .91 .04   

14. Supervisory Experience 9.42 (7.07) -.07 -.05 -.01 -.09 .06 -.07 -.02 -.04 -.05 .07 .67 -.02 .71  

15. Past references 13.17 (14.93) .06 .02 -.02 .11 .11 -.10 .02 .09 .06 -.01 .37 -.07 .40 .51 

Note. N = 211. Alpha reliabilities where available are reported in brackets on the diagonal. Correlations of .14 or greater are 

significant at p = .05. Correlations of .19 or greater are significant at p = .01.  Reason Giving coded as 1 = present or -1 = absent; 

Monetary Incentive coded as 1 = present or -1 = absent; Gender coded as 1 = Male, 2 = Female.
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Table 2. 

Means and Standard deviations for all accuracy components across conditions 

 Monetary Incentive   

 Yes No Overall 

 M SD M SD M SD 

Reason Giving       

Yes       

EL .467 .309 .336 .312 .420 .313 

DE .691 .321 .635 .300 .665 .311 

SA .396 .198 .437 .203 .415 .200 

DA .662 .265 .629 .181 .647 .229 

No       

EL .305 .289 .320 .263 .313 .273 

DE .619 .274 .686 .263 .654 .269 

SA .374 .180 .341 .165 .357 .172 

DA .682 .222 .681 .207 .682 .214 

Overall       

EL .382 .307 .340 .284   

DE .653 .298 .664 .279   

SA .384 .188 .382 .187   

DA .673 .242 .659 .197   

Note. N = 196. Lower mean scores indicate greater accuracy. EL = Elevation; DE = Differential 

Elevation; SA = Stereotype Accuracy; DA = Differential accuracy. 
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Table 3. 

Univariate F-tests for the Main Effect of Reason Giving 

Dependent Variable df MS F n2 

EL 3, 207 .591 7.027* .033 

DE 3, 205 .035 .423 .002 

SA 3, 205 .191 5.320* .025 

DA 3, 192 .063 1.282 .007 

Note. N = 211. MS = Mean Square; EL = elevation; DE = differential elevation; SA = stereotype 

accuracy; DA = differential accuracy; * = significant at p < .05. 
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Table 4. 

Univariate F-tests for the Main Effect of the Monetary Incentive 

Dependent Variable df MS F n2 

EL 3, 207 .108 1.285 .006 

DE 3, 205 .004 .046 .000 

SA 3, 205 .001 .014 .000 

DA 3, 192 .014 .281 .001 

Note. N = 211. MS = Mean Square; EL = elevation; DE = differential elevation; SA = stereotype 

accuracy; DA = differential accuracy; * = significant at p < .05. 
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Table 5. 

Mean scores on felt accountability as a function of Reason Giving and the Monetary Incentive 

Reason Giving Prepaid Monetary Incentive 

 Yes No Overall 

Yes 6.12 (.76) 5.83 (.83) 5.98 (.80) 

No 5.99 (.77) 5.93 (.81) 5.96 (.79) 

Overall  6.06 (.77) 5.87 (.82) 5.97 (.79) 

Note. N = 211. Scores are based on a 7-point Likert-type scale. Values in brackets are standard 

deviations. 
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Table 6. 

Mediation Tests for the Role of Felt Accountability 

Model 

Number 

IV DV Effect of IV on 

FA (a) 

Unique effect of 

FA (b) 

Indirect effect 

(ab) 

95% CI 

Lower Upper 

1. RG EL .013 (.055) .047 (.025) .001 (.003) -.006 .007 

2. RG DE .006 (.055) .005 (.020) .000 (.003) -.006 .007 

3. RG SA .015 (.055) -.014 (.017) .000 (.001) -.003 .003 

4. RG DA .026 (.057) .015 (.020) .000 (.002) -.002 .004 

5. MI EL .085 (.055) .046 (.025) .004 (.003) -.002 .012 

6. MI DE .088 (.055) .054 (.025) .005 (.004) -.001 .014 

7. MI SA .088 (.055) -.014 (.017) -.001 (.002) -.006 .002 

8. MI DA .067 (.056) .013 (.020) .001 (.002) -.002 .006 

Note. N = 196. RG = Reason Giving; MI = Monetary Incentive; EL = elevation; DE = 

differential elevation; SA = stereotype accuracy; DA = differential accuracy. 
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Appendix A: Ethics Approval 
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Appendix B: Cover Story 

 

Study background: 

 

As you may know, nearly all organizations use supervisory reference evaluations when hiring. 

  

However, some organizations may be concerned about their usefulness for hiring call center 

workers, since these employees mainly work alone and unsupervised. 

 

A new call center company planning to open at the end of this year recently contacted us (the 

Human Resources Lab) to express their concerns about using supervisory reference evaluations. 

  

They have since hired our Lab to provide evidence-based suggestions for how they can best use 

supervisory reference evaluations in their upcoming mass-hiring system. 

 

The Human Resources Lab now requirements your assistance to help inform our suggestions for 

this call center's new hiring system. 

  

To ensure that our suggestions will be valid, we are asking you to provide supervisory reference 

evaluations for four call center employees whom you will soon see in a series of videos. These 

employees are similar to those who may actually be hired by this organization. 

 

You have indicated that you currently have some level of supervisory duties at work, so we 

believe that your perspectives are particularly valuable to our research goals. 

  

Your help in this research will ensure that our suggestions are based on the insights of real 

supervisory professionals, which will improve the accuracy and fairness of this call center's 

hiring system. 
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Appendix C: Reason Giving Manipulation 
 

Please now review the following characteristics and provide a rating towards how each of 

them relates to your employee, (employee name). 

 

Please also provide brief explanations of your descriptions in the textboxes below, just as if 

you were providing us with a real reference evaluation of (employee name). 
 

2. Extraversion: 
High: Enjoys friendship of others; confident and comfortable in social situations; tries to control 

environment and influence or direct people; likes to have an audience and to be the centre of 

attention. 

 

Low: Has little interest in meeting new people or initiating conversation; avoids expressing 

opinions or assuming positions of power; prefers to go unnoticed or remain anonymous. 

 

I would describe (employee name)’s level of Extraversion as: 
1. Very low, 2. Low, 3. Somewhat low, 4. Moderate, 5. Somewhat high, 6. High, 7. Very high 

Please outline some of the reasons you considered when selecting from the above descriptions 

(using at least 30 words). For example, you may have thought about certain cues or behaviours 

that you believe showed the presence (or absence) of Extraversion in (employee name). 

 

 

 

 

 

Word count: 0 
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Appendix D: Monetary Incentive Manipulation 

 

Because we deeply appreciate you sharing your unique perspectives with us, we will be 

providing you with an additional £6 payment as a token of our appreciation for your 

efforts.  
  
This means that you will now be receiving £10 in your Prolific account for your assistance 

with this study instead of the £4 you were initially promised. We thank you in advance for 

your help! 
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Appendix E: Personality Rating Form 

Please review each of the following characteristics and describe how you think they apply 

to (employee name) using the scales provided. 
 

1. Agreeableness: 
High: Trusting of others; helpful; cooperative; accepts criticism and blame; avoids 

confrontations and conflicts, humble. 

Low: Skeptical of others' intentions; enjoys arguments; stubborn; easily annoyed; takes offence 

easily; avoids apologizing. 

 

I would describe (employee name)’s level of Agreeableness as: 
1. Very low, 2. Low, 3. Somewhat low, 4. Moderate, 5. Somewhat high, 6. High, 7. Very high 

2. Extraversion: 
High: Enjoys friendship of others; confident and comfortable in social situations; tries to control 

environment and influence or direct people; likes to have an audience and to be the center of 

attention. 

Low: Has little interest in meeting new people or initiating conversation; avoids expressing 

opinions or assuming positions of power; prefers to go unnoticed or remain anonymous. 

 

I would describe (employee name)’s level of Extraversion as: 
1. Very low, 2. Low, 3. Somewhat low, 4. Moderate, 5. Somewhat high, 6. High, 7. Very high 

Please be careful when providing your descriptions; they will help improve our hiring system. 

3. Conscientiousness: 
High: Efficient; neat and organized; careful; plans before acting; aspires to reach challenging 

goals; takes a serious approach to life; self-disciplined. 

Low: Tends to act on the spur of the moment; not concerned with neatness or organization; gives 

up quickly and loses drive over time; enjoys doing things for pleasure rather than achievement; 

has an easy-going attitude toward life. 

 

I would describe (employee name)’s level of Conscientiousness as: 
1. Very low, 2. Low, 3. Somewhat low, 4. Moderate, 5. Somewhat high, 6. High, 7. Very high 

4. Emotional Stability: 
High: Does not worry about things; is comfortable with themselves; tends to be relaxed and 

remains calm under pressure; rarely gets irritated. 

Low: Prone to worrying; often down in the dumps; has frequent mood swings; becomes stressed 

out often or panics easily. 

 

I would describe (employee name)’s level of Neuroticism as: 
1. Very low, 2. Low, 3. Somewhat low, 4. Moderate, 5. Somewhat high, 6. High, 7. Very high 

The descriptions you provide here are important; they will help improve our hiring system. 
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Appendix F: Felt Accountability Scale  

 

(adapted from Desai & Kouchaki, 2015; Hochwarter et al., 2007) 

 

Please read each of the following statements and decide how much you agree or disagree 

with them, drawing on your experiences evaluating Andrew, Emmanuel, Jordan and Sam. 
 

1. I feel accountable for my descriptions of the employees shown in the videos 

Strongly disagree, Disagree, Somewhat Disagree, Neutral, Somewhat Agree, Agree, Strongly 

agree 

2. The researchers paying me for this task hold me accountable for my descriptions 

Strongly disagree, Disagree, Somewhat Disagree, Neutral, Somewhat Agree, Agree, Strongly 

agree 

3. If I am not careful when making my descriptions, I will hear about it from the 

researchers paying me to provide them 

Strongly disagree, Disagree, Somewhat Disagree, Neutral, Somewhat Agree, Agree, Strongly 

agree 

4. The hiring systems of future call center workers depend on the carefulness of my 

descriptions 

Strongly disagree, Disagree, Somewhat Disagree, Neutral, Somewhat Agree, Agree, Strongly 

agree 

5. The people paying me for my descriptions closely scrutinize my efforts 

Strongly disagree, Disagree, Somewhat Disagree, Neutral, Somewhat Agree, Agree, Strongly 

agree 
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Appendix G: Affective Reaction Items 

 

 

1. I feel confident about the accuracy of my descriptions 

 

Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly agree 

2. I feel that I provided valuable insights for this research  

 

Strongly disagree, Disagree,  Neutral, Agree, Strongly agree 
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Appendix H: Participant Effort Items 

 

 

1. I put effort into watching the videos - I tried to identify and understand the employees’ 

characteristics as best as I could 

 

Strongly disagree, Disagree,  Neutral, Agree, Strongly agree 

 

2. I put effort into my descriptions – I tried to provide careful and accurate descriptions of 

the employees to the best of my abilities 

 

Strongly disagree, Disagree,  Neutral, Agree, Strongly agree 
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Appendix I: Demographics Questionnaire 

 

This first section contains questions that will help us understand some of your 

characteristics.  

 

Please answer honestly, all of your responses throughout this survey will be kept strictly 

confidential. 

 

1. What is your gender? 

Female, Male, You do not have an option that applies to me. I identify as (please state): 

2. What is your ethnicity? 

Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese), Aboriginal/First Nations, Black North 

American/African, East Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani), Hispanic, White/White European, Other 

(please specify): 

3. What is your primary language? 

English, Other (please specify): 

4. Please select your age on the slider:  

Age:  

5. Have you ever had a job? Please choose the option that describes your highest level of 

employment: 

No, I have never had a job, Yes, I have had a full-time job (25 or more hours per week), Yes, I 

have had a part-time job (10-24 hours per week), Yes, I have had a part-time job (9 hours or 

fewer per week),  

6. What type of work have you done (choose all that apply): 

Retail sales, Cashier, Office Clerk, Food Service/Food Preparation, Nurse, Nursing Assistant, 

Orderly or Personal Service Worker, Waiter or Waitress, Customer Service Representative, 

Material Mover (truck driver, truck loader, loading dock worker, baggage handler), Janitor, 

Stock Clerk or Order Filler (Working in storage facilities, warehouses, or shipping/receiving), 

Management, Education, Manufacturing, Other (please specify): 

7. Approximately how long were you employed in the job that you remained in the longest? 

Please select the total number of years using the slider: 

Number of years:  

8. Approximately how many years of past work experience have you had in total in your 

life? Please select the total number of years using the slider: 

Total years: 

9. Approximately how many years of past supervisory experience have you had in total in 

your life? Please select the total number of years using the slider: 

Total years: 
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10. Approximately how many references have you previously provided in total in your life? 

Please select the total number using the slider: 

Total references: 

11. What is the highest level of school you have completed or the highest degree you have 

received? 

Less than secondary school degree, Secondary school degree or equivalent (e.g., GED), Some 

college without degree completion, some university without degree completion, Skilled trade 

certification (e.g., plumber, electrician, carpenter, etc.), College degree or certification, 

Undergraduate degree (e.g., B.A., B.Sc.), Graduate degree (e.g., M.A., M.Sc., Ph.D.), Other 

(please specify): 
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Appendix J: Letters of Information and Consent  

 

General 

 
Project Title: Call Center References 

  

Principal Investigator: Richard Goffin, Ph.D., Western University, goffin@uwo.ca;  

Phone: 1-519-661-2111, Extension: 84641 

Additional Research Staff: Cullen McCurrach, Western University, cmccurra@uwo.ca 

 

1. Invitation to Participate - You are being invited to participate in this research study about call center 

references because: (a) you have a Prolific Academic account, (b) you have managerial or supervisory 

duties at work, and (c) you are currently employed for at least 20 hours per week. 

  

2. Why is this study being done? The purpose of this study is to learn more about the usefulness of 

supervisory references in call centers. More specifically, we are investigating how supervisors and 

managerial personnel such as yourself make evaluations of their past employees in call centers. We are 

focusing on call center workers in particular because this is one of the most prevalent jobs in the economy 

and because these employees often work unsupervised. 

  

3. How long will you be in this study? It is expected that the study will take 45 minutes of your time to 

complete, in a single session. You will not be asked to complete additional sessions or follow-up studies. 

 

4. What are the study procedures? If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to 

complete an online survey on your own in a quiet environment free of distractions. First, you will be 

asked to complete some demographic questions. Then, you will be asked to assume the role of a call 

center supervisor who has agreed to provide reference evaluations for four of their hypothetical past 

employees. In this part of this study, you will be shown pre-recorded videos of these employees handling 

typical customer service calls. You will then be asked to evaluate some of their job-relevant 

characteristics according to how they behaved during the calls. Because we are interested in 

understanding how call center supervisors form evaluations of their employees, you may also be asked to 

provide written explanations of your chosen descriptions. 

  

5. What are the risks and harms of participating in this study? There are no known or anticipated 

risks or discomforts associated with participating in this study. 

  

6. What are the benefits of participating in this study? The possible benefits to participants could be 

the opportunity to learn more about supervisory reference evaluations of employees in call centers. The 

possible benefits to society may be a greater understanding of how to use supervisory reference 

evaluations when hiring. References such as those collected in this study play an important role in 

determining who does and does not get hired, so it is important for us to understand how they are made if 

we are to be as fair as possible to job applicants. 

  

7. Can participants choose to leave the study? Yes, you can withdraw from the study at any time 

simply by closing your browser window. However, if you decide to withdraw from the study, the 

information that was collected prior to you leaving the study will still be used. No new information will 

be collected without your permission. If you prefer to completely withdraw all of your data from this 

study, instructions on how to do that will be provided at the end of the survey along with a unique 

completion ID number that will be required for that purpose. 

  

mailto:goffin@uwo.ca
mailto:cmccurra@uwo.ca
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8. How will participants’ information be kept confidential? No names or identifying information will 

be collected, so your responses will be anonymous. Your IP address will be stripped from your participant 

file. If necessary, this data may be shared with others for the purposes of collaboration or publication. 

Data from this study will be stored for a minimum of seven years after the last publication derived from 

this research as per regulatory guidelines. The data will be stored on password-protected computer hard 

drives and encrypted USB drives. Representatives of Western University’s Non-Medical Research Ethics 

Board may require access to your study-related records to monitor the conduct of this research. 

  

9. Are participants compensated to be in this study? You will be compensated £4 for your 

participation in this study. 

  

10. What are the Rights of Participants? Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to 

participate, refuse to complete any questions or any parts of the study, or withdraw at any time with no 

repercussions except that you will not be able to continue if you withdraw from the study. Additionally, 

you will not be allowed to go backwards and revise your answers to earlier sections of the survey once 

you have advanced to a new section. You do not waive any legal rights by participating in this study. 

  

11. Whom do participants contact for questions? If you have questions about this research, please 

contact Cullen McCurrach, Graduate Student, University of Western Ontario, cmccurra@uwo.ca. You 

may also contact Dr. Richard Goffin, Faculty, University of Western Ontario, goffin@uwo.ca. If you 

have any questions about your rights as a research participant or the conduct of this study, you may 

contact The Office of Human Research Ethics (519) 661-3036, 1-844-720-9816, email: ethics@uwo.ca. 

  

12. Publication - If the results of this study are published, your name will not be used and no information 

that discloses your identity will be published. 

 

13. Data Quality - As part of our survey we will be asking some questions (which may include the 

completion of “captchas”) to help us screen out random respondents or “bots”. This means that you will 

occasionally come across a question that may seem odd (e.g., "Please select 'strongly disagree' as the 

answer to this question"), but it is still important for you to take these questions seriously and answer 

them properly. Do you understand? 

Yes / No 

14. Consent - You indicate your voluntary agreement to participate by responding to the questionnaire. 

Have you read the full letter of information and understood what you will be asked to do in this study? 

Please recall that you may be required to provide written descriptions of your ratings to receive full credit 

in this study.  

Yes / No  
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Male 

Project Title: Call Center References 

  

Principal Investigator: Richard Goffin, Ph.D., Western University, goffin@uwo.ca;  

Phone: 1-519-661-2111, Extension: 84641 

Additional Research Staff: Cullen McCurrach, Western University, cmccurra@uwo.ca 

 

1. Invitation to Participate - You are being invited to participate in this research study about call center 

references because: (a) you have a Prolific Academic account, (b) you have managerial or supervisory 

duties at work, (c) you are currently employed for at least 20 hours per week, and (d) you are registered 

with Prolific as a male, as we currently need responses from males in this research in order to get equal 

numbers of males and females. 

  

2. Why is this study being done? The purpose of this study is to learn more about the usefulness of 

supervisory references in call centers. More specifically, we are investigating how supervisors and 

managerial personnel such as yourself make evaluations of their past employees in call centers. We are 

focusing on call center workers in particular because this is one of the most prevalent jobs in the economy 

and because these employees often work unsupervised. 

  

3. How long will you be in this study? It is expected that the study will take 45 minutes of your time to 

complete, in a single session. You will not be asked to complete additional sessions or follow-up studies. 

 

4. What are the study procedures? If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to 

complete an online survey on your own in a quiet environment free of distractions. First, you will be 

asked to complete some demographic questions. Then, you will be asked to assume the role of a call 

center supervisor who has agreed to provide reference evaluations for four of their hypothetical past 

employees. In this part of this study, you will be shown pre-recorded videos of these employees handling 

typical customer service calls. You will then be asked to evaluate some of their job-relevant 

characteristics according to how they behaved during the calls. Because we are interested in 

understanding how call center supervisors form evaluations of their employees, you may also be asked to 

provide written explanations of your chosen descriptions. 

  

5. What are the risks and harms of participating in this study? There are no known or anticipated 

risks or discomforts associated with participating in this study. 

  

6. What are the benefits of participating in this study? The possible benefits to participants could be 

the opportunity to learn more about supervisory reference evaluations of employees in call centers. The 

possible benefits to society may be a greater understanding of how to use supervisory reference 

evaluations when hiring. References such as those collected in this study play an important role in 

determining who does and does not get hired, so it is important for us to understand how they are made if 

we are to be as fair as possible to job applicants. 

  

7. Can participants choose to leave the study? Yes, you can withdraw from the study at any time 

simply by closing your browser window. However, if you decide to withdraw from the study, the 

information that was collected prior to you leaving the study will still be used. No new information will 

be collected without your permission. If you prefer to completely withdraw all of your data from this 

study, instructions on how to do that will be provided at the end of the survey along with a unique 

completion ID number that will be required for that purpose. 

  

mailto:goffin@uwo.ca
mailto:cmccurra@uwo.ca
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8. How will participants’ information be kept confidential? No names or identifying information will 

be collected, so your responses will be anonymous. Your IP address will be stripped from your participant 

file. If necessary, this data may be shared with others for the purposes of collaboration or publication. 

Data from this study will be stored for a minimum of seven years after the last publication derived from 

this research as per regulatory guidelines. The data will be stored on password-protected computer hard 

drives and encrypted USB drives. Representatives of Western University’s Non-Medical Research Ethics 

Board may require access to your study-related records to monitor the conduct of this research. 

  

9. Are participants compensated to be in this study? You will be compensated £4 for your 

participation in this study. 

  

10. What are the Rights of Participants? Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to 

participate, refuse to complete any questions or any parts of the study, or withdraw at any time with no 

repercussions except that you will not be able to continue if you withdraw from the study. Additionally, 

you will not be allowed to go backwards and revise your answers to earlier sections of the survey once 

you have advanced to a new section. You do not waive any legal rights by participating in this study. 

  

11. Whom do participants contact for questions? If you have questions about this research, please 

contact Cullen McCurrach, Graduate Student, University of Western Ontario, cmccurra@uwo.ca. You 

may also contact Dr. Richard Goffin, Faculty, University of Western Ontario, goffin@uwo.ca. If you 

have any questions about your rights as a research participant or the conduct of this study, you may 

contact The Office of Human Research Ethics (519) 661-3036, 1-844-720-9816, email: ethics@uwo.ca. 

  

12. Publication - If the results of this study are published, your name will not be used and no information 

that discloses your identity will be published. 

 

13. Data Quality - As part of our survey we will be asking some questions (which may include the 

completion of “captchas”) to help us screen out random respondents or “bots”. This means that you will 

occasionally come across a question that may seem odd (e.g., "Please select 'strongly disagree' as the 

answer to this question"), but it is still important for you to take these questions seriously and answer 

them properly. Do you understand? 

Yes / No 

14. Consent - You indicate your voluntary agreement to participate by responding to the questionnaire. 

Have you read the full letter of information and understood what you will be asked to do in this study? 

Please recall that you may be required to provide written descriptions of your ratings to receive full credit 

in this study.  

Yes / No                                                                  
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Female 

 
Project Title: Call Center References 

  

Principal Investigator: Richard Goffin, Ph.D., Western University, goffin@uwo.ca;  

Phone: 1-519-661-2111, Extension: 84641 

Additional Research Staff: Cullen McCurrach, Western University, cmccurra@uwo.ca 

 

1. Invitation to Participate - You are being invited to participate in this research study about call center 

references because: (a) you have a Prolific Academic account, (b) you have managerial or supervisory 

duties at work, (c) you are currently employed for at least 20 hours per week, and (d) you are registered 

with Prolific as a female, as we currently need responses from females in this research in order to get 

equal numbers of males and females. 

  

2. Why is this study being done? The purpose of this study is to learn more about the usefulness of 

supervisory references in call centers. More specifically, we are investigating how supervisors and 

managerial personnel such as yourself make evaluations of their past employees in call centers. We are 

focusing on call center workers in particular because this is one of the most prevalent jobs in the economy 

and because these employees often work unsupervised. 

  

3. How long will you be in this study? It is expected that the study will take 45 minutes of your time to 

complete, in a single session. You will not be asked to complete additional sessions or follow-up studies. 

 

4. What are the study procedures? If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to 

complete an online survey on your own in a quiet environment free of distractions. First, you will be 

asked to complete some demographic questions. Then, you will be asked to assume the role of a call 

center supervisor who has agreed to provide reference evaluations for four of their hypothetical past 

employees. In this part of this study, you will be shown pre-recorded videos of these employees handling 

typical customer service calls. You will then be asked to evaluate some of their job-relevant 

characteristics according to how they behaved during the calls. Because we are interested in 

understanding how call center supervisors form evaluations of their employees, you may also be asked to 

provide written explanations of your chosen descriptions. 

  

5. What are the risks and harms of participating in this study? There are no known or anticipated 

risks or discomforts associated with participating in this study. 

  

6. What are the benefits of participating in this study? The possible benefits to participants could be 

the opportunity to learn more about supervisory reference evaluations of employees in call centers. The 

possible benefits to society may be a greater understanding of how to use supervisory reference 

evaluations when hiring. References such as those collected in this study play an important role in 

determining who does and does not get hired, so it is important for us to understand how they are made if 

we are to be as fair as possible to job applicants. 

  

7. Can participants choose to leave the study? Yes, you can withdraw from the study at any time 

simply by closing your browser window. However, if you decide to withdraw from the study, the 

information that was collected prior to you leaving the study will still be used. No new information will 

be collected without your permission. If you prefer to completely withdraw all of your data from this 

study, instructions on how to do that will be provided at the end of the survey along with a unique 

completion ID number that will be required for that purpose. 

  

mailto:goffin@uwo.ca
mailto:cmccurra@uwo.ca
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8. How will participants’ information be kept confidential? No names or identifying information will 

be collected, so your responses will be anonymous. Your IP address will be stripped from your participant 

file. If necessary, this data may be shared with others for the purposes of collaboration or publication. 

Data from this study will be stored for a minimum of seven years after the last publication derived from 

this research as per regulatory guidelines. The data will be stored on password-protected computer hard 

drives and encrypted USB drives. Representatives of Western University’s Non-Medical Research Ethics 

Board may require access to your study-related records to monitor the conduct of this research. 

  

9. Are participants compensated to be in this study? You will be compensated £4 for your 

participation in this study. 

  

10. What are the Rights of Participants? Participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to 

participate, refuse to complete any questions or any parts of the study, or withdraw at any time with no 

repercussions except that you will not be able to continue if you withdraw from the study. Additionally, 

you will not be allowed to go backwards and revise your answers to earlier sections of the survey once 

you have advanced to a new section. You do not waive any legal rights by participating in this study. 

  

11. Whom do participants contact for questions? If you have questions about this research, please 

contact Cullen McCurrach, Graduate Student, University of Western Ontario, cmccurra@uwo.ca. You 

may also contact Dr. Richard Goffin, Faculty, University of Western Ontario, goffin@uwo.ca. If you 

have any questions about your rights as a research participant or the conduct of this study, you may 

contact The Office of Human Research Ethics (519) 661-3036, 1-844-720-9816, email: ethics@uwo.ca. 

  

12. Publication - If the results of this study are published, your name will not be used and no information 

that discloses your identity will be published. 

 

13. Data Quality - As part of our survey we will be asking some questions (which may include the 

completion of “captchas”) to help us screen out random respondents or “bots”. This means that you will 

occasionally come across a question that may seem odd (e.g., "Please select 'strongly disagree' as the 

answer to this question"), but it is still important for you to take these questions seriously and answer 

them properly. Do you understand? 

Yes / No 

14. Consent - You indicate your voluntary agreement to participate by responding to the questionnaire. 

Have you read the full letter of information and understood what you will be asked to do in this study? 

Please recall that you may be required to provide written descriptions of your ratings to receive full credit 

in this study.  

Yes / No                                                                  
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Appendix K: Prolific Study Information 

 

General 

 

Project Title: Call Center References 

 

You are being invited to participate in this research project about call center references because: 

(a) you have a Prolific Academic account, (b) you have managerial or supervisory duties at 

work, and (c) you are currently employed for at least 20 hours per week. The purpose of this 

study is to learn more about the usefulness of supervisory references in call centers, because this 

one of the most prevalent jobs in the economy and because call center employees often work 

unsupervised. 

  

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete an online survey on your 

own in a quiet environment that is free of distractions. First, you will be asked to complete some 

demographic questions. Then, you will be asked to assume the role of a call center supervisor 

who has agreed to provide reference evaluations for four of their hypothetical past employees. In 

this part of this study, you will be shown pre-recorded videos of these employees handling 

typical customer service calls, and you will then be asked to evaluate some of their job-relevant 

characteristics according to how they behaved. Because we are interested in understanding how 

call center supervisors form reference evaluations of their employees, you may also be asked to 

provide written explanations of your chosen ratings. Completing this survey in a calm 

environment is strongly recommended. Using headphones is also encouraged. 

 

It is expected that the study will take 45 minutes of your time to complete in a single session. 

You will be compensated £4 for your participation, and you will not be asked to complete 

additional sessions or follow-up studies. Your rewards will be provided on the first Saturday 

following your survey completion. 

 

You can choose to withdraw from the study at any time simply by closing your browser window. 

However, if you decide to withdraw from the study, the information that was collected prior to 

you leaving will still be used. If you prefer to completely withdraw all of your data from this 

study, instructions on how to do so will be provided at the end of the survey along with a unique 

completion ID that will be required for that purpose. No names or identifying information will be 

collected, so your responses will always be anonymous. However, this data may be shared with 

others for the purposes of collaboration or publication. 

  

If you have questions about this research, please contact Cullen McCurrach, Graduate Student, 

University of Western Ontario, cmccurra@uwo.ca. You may also contact Dr. Richard Goffin, 

Faculty, University of Western Ontario, goffin@uwo.ca. If you have any questions about your 

rights as a research participant or the conduct of this study, you may contact The Office of 

Human Research Ethics (519) 661-3036, 1-844-720-9816, email: ethics@uwo.ca. 
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Male 

 

Project Title: Call Center References 

  

You are being invited to participate in this research project about call center references because: 

(a) you have a Prolific Academic account, (b) you have managerial or supervisory duties at 

work, (c) you are currently employed for at least 20 hours per week, and (d) you are registered 

with Prolific as a male, as we currently need responses from males in this research in order to get 

equal numbers of males and females. The purpose of this study is to learn more about the 

usefulness of supervisory references in call centers, because this one of the most prevalent jobs 

in the economy and because call center employees often work unsupervised. 

  

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete an online survey on your 

own in a quiet environment that is free of distractions. First, you will be asked to complete some 

demographic questions. Then, you will be asked to assume the role of a call center supervisor 

who has agreed to provide reference evaluations for four of their hypothetical past employees. In 

this part of this study, you will be shown pre-recorded videos of these employees handling 

typical customer service calls, and you will then be asked to evaluate some of their job-relevant 

characteristics according to how they behaved. Because we are interested in understanding how 

call center supervisors form reference evaluations of their employees, you may also be asked to 

provide written explanations of your chosen ratings. Completing this survey in a calm 

environment is strongly recommended. Using headphones is also encouraged. 

 

It is expected that the study will take 45 minutes of your time to complete in a single session. 

You will be compensated £4 for your participation, and you will not be asked to complete 

additional sessions or follow-up studies. Your rewards will be provided on the first Saturday 

following your survey completion. 

 

You can choose to withdraw from the study at any time simply by closing your browser window. 

However, if you decide to withdraw from the study, the information that was collected prior to 

you leaving will still be used. If you prefer to completely withdraw all of your data from this 

study, instructions on how to do so will be provided at the end of the survey along with a unique 

completion ID that will be required for that purpose. No names or identifying information will be 

collected, so your responses will always be anonymous. However, this data may be shared with 

others for the purposes of collaboration or publication. 

  

If you have questions about this research, please contact Cullen McCurrach, Graduate Student, 

University of Western Ontario, cmccurra@uwo.ca. You may also contact Dr. Richard Goffin, 

Faculty, University of Western Ontario, goffin@uwo.ca. If you have any questions about your 

rights as a research participant or the conduct of this study, you may contact The Office of 

Human Research Ethics (519) 661-3036, 1-844-720-9816, email: ethics@uwo.ca. 
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Female 

 

Project Title: Call Center References 

  

You are being invited to participate in this research project about call center references because: 

(a) you have a Prolific Academic account, (b) you have managerial or supervisory duties at 

work, (c) you are currently employed for at least 20 hours per week, and (d) you are registered 

with Prolific as a female, as we currently need responses from females in this research in order to 

get equal numbers of males and females. The purpose of this study is to learn more about the 

usefulness of supervisory references in call centers, because this one of the most prevalent jobs 

in the economy and because call center employees often work unsupervised. 

  

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete an online survey on your 

own in a quiet environment that is free of distractions. First, you will be asked to complete some 

demographic questions. Then, you will be asked to assume the role of a call center supervisor 

who has agreed to provide reference evaluations for four of their hypothetical past employees. In 

this part of this study, you will be shown pre-recorded videos of these employees handling 

typical customer service calls, and you will then be asked to evaluate some of their job-relevant 

characteristics according to how they behaved. Because we are interested in understanding how 

call center supervisors form reference evaluations of their employees, you may also be asked to 

provide written explanations of your chosen ratings. Completing this survey in a calm 

environment is strongly recommended. Using headphones is also encouraged. 

 

It is expected that the study will take 45 minutes of your time to complete in a single session. 

You will be compensated £4 for your participation, and you will not be asked to complete 

additional sessions or follow-up studies. Your rewards will be provided on the first Saturday 

following your survey completion. 

 

You can choose to withdraw from the study at any time simply by closing your browser window. 

However, if you decide to withdraw from the study, the information that was collected prior to 

you leaving will still be used. If you prefer to completely withdraw all of your data from this 

study, instructions on how to do so will be provided at the end of the survey along with a unique 

completion ID that will be required for that purpose. No names or identifying information will be 

collected, so your responses will always be anonymous. However, this data may be shared with 

others for the purposes of collaboration or publication. 

  

If you have questions about this research, please contact Cullen McCurrach, Graduate Student, 

University of Western Ontario, cmccurra@uwo.ca. You may also contact Dr. Richard Goffin, 

Faculty, University of Western Ontario, goffin@uwo.ca. If you have any questions about your 

rights as a research participant or the conduct of this study, you may contact The Office of 

Human Research Ethics (519) 661-3036, 1-844-720-9816, email: ethics@uwo.ca. 
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Appendix L: Study Debrief 

 

Project Title: Call Center References 

 

Principal Investigator: Richard Goffin, Ph.D., Western University,   

Additional Researcher: Cullen McCurrach, Western University,   

Thank you for your participation in our research. Here’s some further details about this research 

that you might find interesting. 

 

Often, supervisors providing references respond inaccurately when asked to evaluate job 

applicants. This inaccurate responding reduces the effectiveness of their references for hiring 

organizations. This study is being done to learn more about how certain elements of the 

evaluation situation may influence references’ response tendencies when describing the 

personality of job applicants. For instance, we are assessing two unique approaches that may 

reduce the tendency for references to provide inaccurate trait descriptions to hiring organizations. 

More specifically, this research responds to calls from various researchers (Colarelli et al., 2002; 

Morgan et al., 2013; Hall et al., 2017; Hedricks et al., 2013, 2018) to investigate new sources of 

accountability in organizations, and to assess how certain interventions may reduce the presence 

of inaccurate references and lead to fairer hiring decisions. 

 

This research is important because using references when hiring can lead to greater productivity 

and better overall fit for organizations. But, to the extent that references provide inaccurate 

evaluations of job applicants, their capacity to facilitate higher productivity and fit is ultimately 

reduced. 

  

Although we initially mentioned that your descriptions would be used to develop the hiring 

system of a new call center organization, this is not actually the case. In reality, your ratings will 

be used to explore the effects of two unique approaches to improving the accuracy of references' 

personality ratings, which we will attempt to publish after this study has been completed. So, 

although the descriptions you provided do have the capacity to inform future hiring systems, they 

may actually only do so indirectly through the results that will potentially be published from this 

research. Creating this cover story was necessary to replicate actual reference scenarios where 

supervisors' evaluations are often provided to an external organization to whom they may feel 

accountable.  

  

If you have any further questions about this study, you may contact Cullen McCurrach, 

at cmccurra@uwo.ca, or the project supervisor, Dr. Richard Goffin at goffin@uwo.ca. 

  

For any questions or concerns about the conduct of this study or your rights as a participant, 

please contact: 

Office of Human Research Ethics 

Room 5150, Support Services Building 

Western University 

London, Ontario, Canada, N6G 1G9  

Phone: 519.661.3036, Fax: 519.850.2466 

Email: ethics@uwo.ca 
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CULLEN W. D. MCCURRACH 

Industrial/Organizational Psychology 

Curriculum Vitae  
August 2020 

 

EDUCATION 

 

Western University                        Master of Science (Industrial/Organizational Psychology) 
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University of Guelph                 Bachelor of Arts, Honours (Psychology) 

London, Ontario                   Graduated June 2018 

HONOURS AND AWARDS

 

Western Graduate Research Scholarship 2019 – present 

Western University 
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University of Guelph 
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University of Guelph 
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Dean’s Honour List    2015 – 2017 
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