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The present study investigated whether professionals of different racial
backgrounds form the same mental image of an applicantwhen only de-
scriptive traits are used to describe the applicant in a letter of recommenda-
tion. A secondary aim of the study was designed to investigate the possible
effect different traits used to describe people in reference letters would have
on the people reading the letter. The sample consisted of 94 professionals
(45 black, 49 white) who, currently or had previously, worked in the Wash-
ington, D.C. metropolitan area. Each participant received a letter of
recommendation, an excerpt from the Dictionary of Occupational Titles
regarding an office manager, and a short questionnaire. The results indi-
cated that black professionals were more inclined to rate applicants favora-
bly than white professionals. The findings also suggest that not all positive
traits are assessed equally regarding an employment situation.

Research on Letters of Recommendation

The use of the letter of recommendation has become an institutional-
ized formality for many educational and professional settings. In fact, it
has been suggested that up to 99% of American companies use reference
checks and/or recommendations to help evaluate potential employees
(Muchinsky, 1979). However, the practical value of using this type of
information as a selection tool seems to have little empirical support
(Browning, 1968; Mosel & Goheen, 1959). This lack of support is proba-
bly due to the fact that actual physical characteristics of the letter, physi-
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cal characteristics of the recommendee, writing styles of the recommend-
ers, and individual differences of the people who read the letter can affect
the evaluation of the recommendee.

Numerous characteristics such as the length of the letter, confidenti-
ality of responses, amount of favorable and unfavorable information, and
specificity of examples used in describing behavior can and will affect how
an individual evaluates a letter of recommendation. These issues have
been examined in several previous studies (e.g., Wiens, Jackson, Ma-
naugh, & Matarazzo, 1969; Mehrabian, 1965; Ceci & Peters, 1984; Shaffer
& Tomarelli, 1981; Shaffer, Mays, & Etheridge, 1976; Miller & Rowe,
1967; Knouse, 1983).

Length of Letter

Two previous studies have demonstrated that the length of a,refer-
ence letter can be affected by the letter writer’s attitude towards the
recommendee. Mehrabian (1965) conducted a study in which 69 college
students were required to imagine that someone whom they liked or dis-
liked very much came to them and requested that they write a letter of
recommendation for him /her to the company for which they were apply-
ing for a job. The conditions required that the letter writers’ personal
preference towards the recommendee be unknown to the recommendee.
The recommender was asked to write a positive letter and was given 12
minutes to complete this task.

Mehrabian’s research indicated that when presented with a situation
in which the communicator was unable to fully express his/her apprehen-
sion about someone, and in which the topic to be covered in the letter was
only minimally specified, the written channel of communication reflected
the communicator’s underlying attitude towards the recommendee. This
was demonstrated by the fact that longer positive letters of recommenda-
tion were written for people whom the referrer liked rather than disliked.

It has also been suggested that the written expression of a person’s
abilities may be confounded by the recommender’s underlying mood
towards the recommendee. An almost exact replication of Mehrabian’s
study was conducted by Wiens ef al. (1969), which showed the number of
words written by recommenders can be influenced by their feelings
towards the recommendee. The findings of this study led the researchers
to imply that an underlying positive attitude held by the recommender
regarding the recommendee will result in more words being written in the
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reference as compared to an underlying negative attitude (Wiens ef al.,
1969).

Confidentiality

Since letters of recommendation can sometimes contain sensitive
information and are important sources of knowledge for both hiring and
college entrance decisions, many institutions request that recommendees
waive their right to review the letter once in the possession of the institu-
tion. This seemingly harmless request grows in importance when one
considers research reporting that nonconfidential letters were of a more
positive nature than confidential letters (Ceci & Peters, 1984). This find-
ing was based on the results generated from data obtained by students
asking their faculty advisors to write letters of recommendation for them.
The study required students to ask advisors to write both cdnfidential and
nonconfidential letters about them on different occasions. In the confi-
dential condition the appropriate box was checked and faculty were in-
structed to complete the form and mail it directly to the university using
the provided stamped addressed envelope. For the nonconfidential condi-
tion, the correct box was also checked. However, instead of having faculty
mail the form, students asked their advisor when they would be able to
come back and collect the completed form.

The results of the Shaffer and Tomarelli (1981) archival study re-
garding 253 applicants for graduate study suggested that potential em-
ployers might view confidential references as more accurate descriptions
of the applicant’s prospective capacity. In this study applicants’ GRE
scores, undergraduate grades, reference confidentiality, proposed pro-
gram of study, and acceptance or rejection of applicant were recorded. It
was discovered that applicants with confidential dossiers were more likely
to be accepted for graduate study than ones with open files. This greater
belief in accuracy is reflected by the fact that employers tend to prefer the
people who had confidential files as supervisors, and picture them as
more qualified than people with open files (Shaffer, Mays, & Etherridge,
1976).

- Favorability

Another factor which can influence an employer’s assessment of a
letter of recommendation is the use of unfavorable versus favorable adjec-
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tives. Miller and Rowe (1967) demonstrated that when an individual was
forced to evaluate another individual and was only provided with limited
information, unfavorable comments carried more weight than favorable
comments when the communication medium contained both favorable
and unfavorable statements. In this study undergraduates were presented
with written descriptions of possible roommates. Participants were asked
to read a description which corresponded to one of the following condi-
tions: three favorable adjectives and one unfavorable adjective (3F-1U),
3F-2U, 3F-3U, 2F-3U, or 1F-3U. Students then used a six-point rating
scale to assess the extent to which they definitely would consider this
person or definitely would not consider this person for their roommate.
This research suggests that unfavorable adjectives were emphasized more
than favorable adjectives resulting in a disproportionate influence on the
assessment of the applicant.

Specificity

Research has pointed out that referrers who provided examples of
specific behavior were perceived as being more credible. Knouse (1983)
discovered that letters which provided specified performance examples
increased employers’ perceptions of the amount of information given, the
quality of the recommendee’s work, and elevated the general impression
of the recommendee’s letter. Knouse’s findings are based on information
obtained from surveys of 98 personnel directors. The study called for
randomly selected personnel directors to evaluate a hypothetical letter of
recommendation regarding a senior management major who was applying
for a nonspecific job. The letter read by the participants either contained
specific behavioral examples or no examples, specific numerical examples
or no numerical information, no unfavorable statements or one unfavora-
ble statement. Personnel directors were then asked to complete a 10-item
survey concerning their perceptions of the letter. The survey discovered
that the use of definite behavioral examples augmented the overall posi-
tive perceptions of the recommendee.

Physical Characteristics
Studies have also shown that physical characteristics such as sex

(Arvey, 1979; Dipboye, Fromkin, & Wiback, 1975; Haefner, 1977; Dip-
boye, Arvey, & Terpstra, 1977; Heneman, 1977; Rosen & Jerdee, 1974)
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and race (Arvey 1979; Wexley & Nemeroff, 1974; Triandis, 1963) can
have a negative effect on how the recommendee is judged. However, it
should be pointed out that not all research confirms the fact that race
affects the interpretation of the recommendation (McDonald & Haskel,
1985; Haefner, 1977; Schmidt & Johnson, 1973).

Applicant Sex

Various studies have succeeded in displaying the effects of how a
recommendee’s sex can influence the judgment of the interviewer.
Dipboye, Fromkin, & Wilback (1975) conducted a study in which 30
female and 30 male professional interviewers were required to evaluate
potential employees for the position of furniture department head. Par-
ticipants each received a somewhat ambiguous job description, a resume,
and a nine-point scale which was used to measure the strength of the
interviewer’s recommendation about hiring the applicant. Each resume
‘was manipulated on the basis of sex, physical attractiveness, and scholastic
record. The overall findings of the study suggested that professional
interviewers discriminated among applicants across all three manipulated
conditions. Specifically, there was a strong bias against females when
candidates were of equal scholastic standing,

In a related study, Dipboye, Arvey, & Terpstra-(1977) confirmed the
findings of the earlier study by again demonstrating that male applicants
are preferred over female applicants. This study investigated the effects
of the raters’ sex and physical attractiveness along with the applicants’
qualifications, sex, and physical attractiveness. Subjects were asked to
read a job description pertaining to a trainee in sales management and to
evaluate the qualifications of the applicant based on their resumes. Each
resume contained information relating to extracurricular activities, state-
ment of career goals, hobbies, and percentage of college expenses earned.
Applicants’ qualifications were controlled by varying grade point average
and prior work experience.

After reviewing the resumes, participants assessed applicants using two
different measures. First, they indicated their willingness to hire the
applicant on a seven-point Likert scale. Secondly subjects were asked to
state a starting salary ranging from $8,000-$8,999 to $20,000-$21,999,
assuming they hired the applicant. Although there was a general bias on
the willingness to hire female applicants, a clear discrimination pattern
was shown against women in the ratings when subjects were required to
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choose the one applicant they would hire.

Even though employers have indicated that an individual’s compe-
tence is an extremely important factor in the hiring decision, research
suggests that even highly competent women are discriminated against in
employment situations. Rosen and Jerdee (1974) asked 235 male under-
graduates to play the role of consultant to a clothing manufacturer.
Except for the variable of sex, subjects used identical applications to
evaluate individuals. Participants assessed applicants on the following
scales: 1) overall rating, 2) potential for technical aspects of the job, 3)
potential for long term service, 4) potential for fitting in well with the
company. The results indicated that male applicants were preferred more
frequently than equally qualified females, and were portrayed more
favorably on general suitability, potential for long term service, and ability
to fit in with tlfe company. »

Haefner (1977) also investigated the propensity of biased evaluations
regarding competent females. Haefner’s study was composed of 286
managers who were in the position to hire or recommend hiring of an
individual. Managers were asked to evaluate individuals after reviewing a
job description and a resume, which was defined as highly competent,
barely competent, or disadvantaged. This study pointed to the fact that
not only are competent women applying for managerial positions discrim-
inated against but so are ones applying for semiskilled positions.

Applicant Race

Although there is conflicting evidence regarding the influence of race
on an applicant’s evaluation, some studies suggest that this variable could
hinder the applicant when being assessed for a job. A study using per-
sonnel directors for some of its subjects (Triandis 1963), found that
people place unnecessary emphasis on the variable of race in a job evalua-
tion situation. His study required participants to review specified charac-
teristics for each potential employee and then rate each person on a
seven-point scale ranging from (I strongly oppose) to (I strongly recom-
mend). Subjects were asked to complete the questionnaire for three
different jobs: a section manager of the accounting department, manager
of the district finance office, and company comptroller. The results
suggested that these personnel directors paid unnecessary attention to the
characteristic of race when judging applicants to fill the aforementioned
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positions.

Other research has suggested that the variable of race might have a
negative effect on the evaluation process of the applicant due to a lack of
perceived similarity between the recommendee and interviewer (Wexley
and Nemeroff, 1974). Their study asked 120 college students to judge
applicants for the position of Mechanical-Engineer Technician. After
reviewing job descriptions, applicant resumes, and conducting a short
interview, subjects were asked to make hiring recommendations regarding
the applicants. The findings of the study inclines one to believe that the
apparent similarity of biographical information was an important factor in
the interviewers’ evaluation of the applicants.

Validity of Letters of Recommendation

Even though letters of recommendation are a widely used source of
information and possess many inherent problems limiting their overall
effectiveness, few studies have investigated if reference letters do in fact
discriminate between good and bad employees. One of the few studies
designed to evaluate the statements used in letters of recommendation by -
Peres and Garcia (1962), was structured to find out if reference letters
could distinguish between effective and ineffective engineers and if the
statements used in the letters fall into some factorable pattern.

Peres and Garcia used 625 reference letters obtained from an em-
ployment organization regarding engineering job applicants. After re-
viewing the letters, a list of 170 different adjectives was generated. These
adjectives were then organized into a check-list. The check-list was dis-
tributed to 200 first-line supervisors, half of which were asked to use the
check-list to describe their "best" engineer while the other half was sup-
posed to describe their "poorest” engineer. This was accomplished by
having the supervisors assign numerical values to each adjective. A rating
of five was used to indicate an adjective which described the engineer very
well, with a rating of one being given to adjectives which described
engineers poorly.

After the checklists were returned, a factor analysis was conducted on
the 170 adjectives. This analysis was done to discover if the adjectives
could discriminate between the "best" and "poorest” groups. The analysis
identified five main categories which were labeled as Cooperation-Con-
sideration, Vigor, Mental Agility, Urbanity, and Dependability-Reliability.
A sample of the adjectives that correspond to the identified categories is
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given in Chapter Three.

A study by Whitcomb and Bryan (1988) took the findings of Peres
and Garcia (1962) one step further by testing to see if the categories
established in the previous study by the factor analyzed adjectives could
be used to distinguish between good and bad employees. The study inves-
tigated the interrater reliability of rating letters of recommendation and
the predictive validity of these ratings with reference to recommendee
performance. The rating procedure involved classifying adjectives used to
describe recommendees, into one of the five categories established by
Peres and Garcia (1962).

The data used for the study were obtained from the files of 78 former
graduate students. Information taken from the students’ dossiers consist-
ed of:

1) Letters of recommendation, written on behalf of the students for

acceptance into graduate programs.

2) Students’ first-semester grade point average.

3) Students’ final grade point average.

Upon collecting the necessary data, raters were required first to highlight
all adjectives in the letter that were used to describe the subject; second,
to place each of the adjectives into one of the five predetermined catego-
ries; third, to sum the total number of adjectives in each category; and,
finally, to compute a composite score for each recommendation.

After the average category and composite scores were computed for
each student, the inter-rater reliabilities were calculated for each of the
five average category scores. The results indicated that, with the excep-
tion of the Urbanity category the raters reasonably agreed on which -
recommendation had higher and lower average category scores. The
predictive validity of the average category score was then examined with
reference to first semester and overall graduate grade point averages.
The results showed that the Mental Agility score significantly predicted
the graduate students’ overall grade point averages (r=.32). The overall
findings of the study suggest that letters of recommendation can be used
as reliable and valid predictors of recommendees’ performance.

Other research which has investigated the possibility of improving the
practical significance of letters of recommendation is that of Carroll and
Nash (1972). Their study researched the idea of using forced choice
reference checks which could be used to evaluate potential job applicants.
This type of recommendation form would require recommenders to
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choose between specified behavioral descriptions that best identified the
person for which they were completing the reference form.

Items considered for the form were collected from questionnaire
responses and interviews of eight clerical supervisors. Items which were
adopted for the form were statistically analyzed to determine the degree
each item distinguished between good and bad employees. Afterwards,
items that were about equal with respect to frequency of use and "emo-
tional tone" were paired together. The final reference form contained 24
pairs.

In order to validate the form, it was sent to former employers of all
the clerical workers, at a major university, during a specific two year
period. The findings suggested that the overall composite score obtained
was able to discriminate between a good and bad employee. These re-
sults imply that if the method of forced choice is used reference checks
can become an asset to the people reading them.

Although numerous studies have identified the characteristic prob-
lems of letters of recommendation, and other studies have proposed
alternative methods of evaluating these letters, a characteristic which
could affect the reference reader’s evaluation of the letter of recommen-
dation that has received limited attention is attitude similarity. This
variable is suggested since attitude similarity has been shown to increase
variables as interpersonal attraction (Rand & Wexley, 1975); starting
salary and competency (Baskett, 1973), hiring decisions (Griffitt & Jack-
son, 1970), and the overall evaluation of an applicant (Golightly, Hoff-
man, & Byrne, 1972).

Because attifudes can have such an overwhelming effect on the way
one evaluates an-applicant, it seems important to investigate the possibili-
ty of an attitude bias being formed by just reading a non-behavioral spe-
cific letter of recommendation. The above mentioned contingency
becomes very important when one considers the findings of Peres and
Garcia (1962) who factor analyzed adjectives from 625 reference letters
and discovered that typical letters did not describe applicants in terms of
observable behavior. Instead the letters described applicants by adjectives
or generalized traits.

The concept of traits and the role they play in directing human behav-
ior has been known for over fifty years (Allport 1937). However, as indi-
cated by Arvey (1979), there has been little research investigating the
perceptions of the people reading the letters and their interpretations of
different traits in letters of recommendations. In light of the fact that
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Baxter, Brock, Hill, and Rozelle (1981) suggested that the descriptive
contents of recommendations resulted more from the recommenders’
own idiosyncrasies rather than the recommendees’ qualities, and Muchin-
sky (1979) indicated that letters of recommendation are basically just
judgments of behavior, the interpretation of the various traits becomes a
significant component in the overall reliability of a letter of recommenda-
tion. Sleight and Bell (1954) also reported that a letter of recommenda-
tion not only is the product of the applicant’s ability but also the ability of
the writer in presenting his/her thoughts. They also suggested that refer-
ence letters should focus on intangible characteristics such as personality
traits to allow the writer complete freedom in selecting the factors to
discuss.

Other research has demonstrated that not only do individual traits
influence readers’ interpretations of letters, but also the use of trait pat-
terns attributed to applicants can affect the readers’ impressions (Cohen
& Bunker, 1975). In the absence of any behavioral examples the person
reading the letter of recommendation will use descriptive traits to form a
picture of the recommendee and then compare that impression with their
own attitudes (Griffitt & Jackson, 1970). As stated earlier, attitude simi-
larity alone can result in an increased positive evaluation of a reference
letter. Thus if certain traits represent different behavioral images, indi-
vidual differences between recommendation readers might cause them to
evaluate the same recommendation differently, if only descriptive cues are
present.

Statement of Problem

The possibility of individual differences affecting the method used by
recommendation readers to rate traits used in letters of recommendation
creates a question that prior research has yet to answer: Do blacks and
whites perceive the same traits within a reference letter as being impor-
tant? Although there is no research regarding the use of traits in letters
of recommendation and how these traits are perceived by different read-
ers, previous rescarch (Cowan & Kasen, 1984; Rowe, 1963) has addressed
the idea of individual differences regarding readers of the letters of
recommendation. However, neither study investigated the variable of
race.
Cowan & Kasen (1984) indicated that sex did not affect the interpre-
tation of reference forms and that males and females inferred the same
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meanings from the forms. In the study conducted by Cowan and Kasen, 102
university faculty members (54 women and 48 men) were mailed a letter
of recommendation written for candidates for positions in the psychology
and sociology departments. Subjects also received a questionnaire which
asked them to state what impression they thought the reference letter
would form on the reader. The findings of this research indicated that
males and females interpreted letters of recommendation in the same
manner.

Regardless of the fact that the aforementioned study suggested that
male and female recommendation readers derive the same meaning from
reference letters, the findings of Rowe (1963) revealed that past learning
. did affect the interpretation of traits used in written descriptions of appli-
cants. This study required 263 personnel selection officers to review a
fictitious job applicant description and then rate the applicant using the
Characteristic Rating Scale. After analyzing the results of the study it was
proposed that certain individual characteristics of the selection officers
‘produced differences in the selection decisions. The differences were
attributed to possible variations in an individual’s category width. The
concept of category width is based on the principle that each personnel
selection officer who reviewed applicants’ descriptions has an idea in
his/her own mind about what is an "acceptable applicant". These individ-
ualized definitions of the appropriate applicant are determined by prior
experiences and the motivational state of the selection officers (Bruner,

1957).

Since it has been shown that past learning can affect trait evaluations,
one is left to wonder if this influence is strong enough to cause perceptual
differences between blacks and whites. Thus, if prior learning can affect
how a person rates a letter of recommendation, the question still remains:
What most influences the person in the hiring position, the cultural
background or the professional position that the person holds?

When the concept of black vs. white is considered, one cannot over-
look the research which suggests that, as pointed out in chapter one, atti-
tude similarity can be a major determinant in the evaluation of a person.
If black and white professionals, for some reason or another, interpreted
the same traits differently this could have a dramatic effect on the evalua-
tion process of a reference letter, depending on who wrote the letter, as
well as who reads the letter.

An important reason to investigate possible differences between
these two groups of professionals is because when the reader of a refer-
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ence letter observes a trait in the letter, the trait causes the reader to form
an inference in his/her mind about the trait and the behavior that the trait
represents (Carlston, 1980). Thus if blacks and whites form different
behavioral inferences from the similar traits, the same applicant could be
assessed differently depending on who read their recommendation. This
possible assessment differential could also be influenced by the findings of
Burnstein and Schul (1982) who observed how traits that allow for elabo-
ration (e.g., dishonest, impolite, ambitious, trusting) are seen to be more
important for forming an impression and lead to more rapid and extreme
impressions of a person compared to those that are not perceived as open
to elaboration (e.g., boring, touchy, eager, patient).

The present investigation was designed to test the notion that (due to
the possible influences of culture and upbringing) black and white profes-
sionals might perceive the same traits within a letter of recommendation
differently. The implications of the results and how they may influence the
outcome of face-to-face interviews are discussed later.

Participants in the study were mailed a packet which contained a job
description for an office manager, a letter of recommendation (one of a
possible six), and a short questionnaire. After reviewing the job descrip-
tion and letter: of recommendation, subjects were asked to evaluate the
hypothetical applicant using the questionnaire. The results were analyzed
to determine if the reader’s race and/or specific recommendation type
affected the assessment of the applicant.

METHOD

Participants

Partidpants were 94 professionals (45 black, 49 white) who, currently
or had previously, worked in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area.
Positions held by the participants ranged from directors of large govern-
ment agencies to independent consultants. The professionals chosen for
the current study were obtained from the mailing list of a consulting firm
located in Washington, D.C..
* Procedure

Participants were mailed a packet which contained information per-
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taining to a fictitious job applicant. All packets contained a cover letter, a
letter of recommendation, and a job description. The excerpt from the
Dictionary of Occupational Titles (D.O.T.), which is located in Appendix
A, provided participants with a description of the job for which the appli-
cant was applying. The job was that of an officc manager whose duties
included activities such as coordinating activities of clerical personnel,
organizing office operations, evaluating office procedures, and preparing
employee ratings.

Each applicant received one of six letters containing ten different
adjectives. The adjectives used to profile applicants in each of the six
letters of recommendation were obtained from the previously discussed
study by Peres and Garcia (1962). Participants received one of the follow-
ing types of descriptive letters of recommendation: 1) Dependability-
Reliability (D-R), 2) Urbanity, 3) Vigor, 4) Cooperation-Consideration
(C-C), 5) Mental-Agility (M- A), 6) Neutral. Each letter contained ten
descriptive adjectives, with the neutral letter containing two adjectives
from each group. Copies of these letters can be found in Appendix B.
Adjectives used in each letter of recommendation were as follows:

Dependability-Reliability: Hard-working, confident, businesslike,
cfficient, alert, responsible, critical, decisive, thorough, detail-minded

‘Urbanity: Spirited, poised, fastidious, polished, gregarious, open,
expressive, assured, neat, sociable

Vigor: Enterprising, ambitious, industrious, quick, energetic,
enthusiastic, independent, self-starting, productive, zealous

Cooperation-Consideration: Congenial, accommodating, sincere,
respectable, friendly, pleasant, sacrificing, stable, earnest, calm

Mental Agility: Resourceful, insightful, judicious, skilled, inquisitive,
thoughtful, adaptable, astute, discerning, ability to use good judgment

Neutral: Respectable, determined, enterprising, insightful,
gregarious, pleasant, hard-working, knowledgeable, polished, industrious

After reading the D.O.T. excerpt and the letter of recommendation,
participants were then asked to complete a questionnaire containing the
11 Likert scale statements shown in Appendix C. These statements were

-designed to obtain the reader’s image of the person described in the letter
of recommendation.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Racial Differences

The results of a t-test comparing average ratings across the six letter
types and 11 rating scale categories by race showed that black profession-
als were inclined to rate applicants higher (M = 7.26) than were white
professionals, (M=6.42), (1, 90) = 89.9, p < .0007. The greatest disparity
in ratings resulted when readers were asked to state how considerate they
imagined the applicant to be. As shown in Tables 1 and 2, race had a sig
nificant effect on how considerate the readers thought the applicant was.
Black professionals pictured the applicants as being more considerate
than did white professionals.

/

Effects of Letter Type

The type of letter reviewed by participants resulted in several signifi-
cant findings. The type of letter of recommendation had an important
effect on how readers assessed the applicants performance of their previ-
ous job, F (5, 85) = 2.75, p < .02. As shown in Table 3, applicants whose
recommendation contained adjectives from the Cooperation-Considera-
tion category were perceived as being able to perform their previous job
less well than applicants who were described by adjectives from the other
categories. Also, when they were asked to consider how well they thought
the applicant would perform at the job for which they were applying there
was a tendency for the type of letter to affect the reader’s image of the
applicant. Applicants described by adjectives from the Vigor and Mental
Agility categories were scen as more able to perform the job in question
than applicants described using adjectives from the Cooperation-Consid-
eration category. '

143



Table 1

Effect of Letter Reader’s Race on Judgment of Applicant

Race Significance Test
Rating Scale Blacks Whites ~ F p<
previous job 6.46 5.67 369 .05
197 (2.00) '
job applying 57 4.84 344 7 06
' (1.96) (2.40)
call applicant 544 464 257 11
(249) (274) N
~ hire applicant 4.63 4.05 227 13
. (201)  (1.99) .
reliable 7.34 6.53 ' 597 .01
(145) (1.83)
dependable - 743 6.65 640 01
(145 (L7
social skills 7.10 6.24 598 .01
163y (@7
considerate 750 642 1326 0005
(112) (1.69)
cooperative 7.55 6.90 483 03
(121) ~(1.68)
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vigorous 7.08 92 33
(145  (1.80)
mental agility . 534 784  .006
1.92) (2.09)
Overall 6.42
Table 2
ANOVA Source Table
Variable/Source  df SS F P
Previous job
race 1 1353 3.69 .05
recomm 5 5051 275 02
race*recomm 5 12,04 66 65
error 85 311.90
Job applying
race 1 1620 3.4 06
recomm 5 4833 205 08
race*recomm 5 16.79 A 61
error 82 386.53
Call applicant
race 1 1724 257 q1
recomm 5 60.60 180 d12
race*recomm 5 2740 82 54
error 86 57173
Hire applicant
race 1 883 227 13
recomm 5 17.04 87 50
race*recomm 5 3033 156 18
error 86 335.29
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Reliable
race
recomm
race*recomm
error
Dependable
race
recomm
race*recomm
error
Social skills
race.
recomm
race*recomm
error
Consideration
. race
recomm
race*recomm
error
Cooperation
race
recomm
race*recomm
error
Vigor
race
recomm
race*recomm
error
Mental agility
race
recomm
race*recomm
error

Buur

16.55
10.67
18.18
284.17

15.76
6.29
27.06
211.85

17.09
3032
533
292.50

28.54
15.95
484
180.81

11.18
9.78
331

199.05

1.80
79.03
13.81

166.61

30.65
48.28
5T
332.63

597

131

6.40
S1

598
212

1336
148
45

Bk

8.06
141

7.84
2.47

01
57

01
76

®3R

0005

81

S2
91

33
0001
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Table 3

Effect of Letter Type on Mean Judgment of Applicant

RatingScale D-R U V CC MA N F o»p

v o— ——— t—— —— ——— —— ——

previousjob 636 6.04 639 457 683 620 275 .02
job applying / 485 549 592 399 597 542 205 .08
call applicant | 441 561 561 372 558 529 180 .12
hire applicant 3.90 4.67 436 383 483 446 .87 S0
reliable 721 700 725 639 683 700 .77 57
dependable 711 700 722 673 683 734 51 .76
social skills 596 728 592 690 692 710 212 .07
considerate 654 708 631 742 717 703 148 20
cooperative 671 756 686 749 739 735 84 52
vigorous 766 749 814 551 686 7.71 8.06 .0001
mental agility 6.00 583 686 456 6.08 623 247 .03

Interaction Between Reader’s Race and Letter Type

As shown in Table 4, the interaction between recommendation
reader’s race and type of letter being reviewed resulted in only one signif-
icant interaction. The race of the participant when paired with a recom-
mendation letter which described the applicant using adjectives from the
Dependability-Reliability category demonstrated a marginally significant
interaction, F (5, 86) = 2.20, p < .06. Black professionals who reviewed a
reference letter which described applicants in terms of dependability and
reliability rated applicants higher in terms of consideration and coopera-
tion than white professionals who reviewed the same letter.
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Table 4

Mean Ratings by Race of Letter Reader and the Dependable-Reliable
Applicant Description

Race of Letter Reader
Type of Letter Black White Total
Dependability-Relisbility  7.13 7.10 e
Urbanity 756 6.44 7.00
Vigor 7.00 744 722 /
Cooperation-Consideration ~ 8.13 533 6.7 ‘
‘Mental Agility 733 633 6.83
Neutral 743 725 7.34

Combined 743 6.65

The primary aim of the present study was to determine whether
professionals of different racial backgrounds assign the same value to
descriptive traits when they are used in letters of recommendations and
whether these trait interpretations are related to the overall evaluation of
potential applicants. The study investigated the effect that different adjec-
tive traits used to describe applicants in letters of recommendation had on
the people reading the reference letter.

The results provide evidence that the racial disparities of the letter
readers can indeed result in the same applicants being rated differently.
The racial distinction is evidenced by the average overall ratings for each
applicant between the two groups. There were significant differences
between the two groups on all but three of the rating scales used in the
evaluation process. These data show that black professionals perceived
- the applicants described in the letters of recommendation as being more
proficient at their previous jobs and being better able to perform the job
for which they were applying. This overall increased ability level is proba-
bly due to the fact that black professionals imagined the applicants as

148



more reliable, dependable, considerate, cooperative, mentally agile, as
well as possessing better social skills, than did white professionals.

Although there is a lack of specific previous research which would
elucidate why black professionals would be more inclined to evaluate the
applicants more favorably than white professionals, there is an intuitive
explanation which could help to explain this finding. The dissimilarity of
ratings could have resulted from different category widths (Bruner, 1957)
between black and white professionals. These differences in category
widths could be the result of various prior experiences which were the
consequence of the letter reader’s cultural background. This is to say that
the experiences of the black professionals might have caused them to be
more tolerant when they form an image of what they believe is a satisfac-
tory applicant.

This increased leniency could also be related to the age of the black
professionals. Since the average age of this group surveyed was in the
upper forties, it is probably safe to speculate that these people might have
been required to overcome some unnecessary organizational obstacles to
reach their upper level managerial positions, due to the lack of minorities
in these positions at the time. This possibility of having to withstand non-
job related challenges may have caused this group of professionals to
provide applicants with the benefit of the doubt when they were being
evaluated.

The results also demonstrated that certain adjective clusters used to
described applicants in letters of recommendation are more effective in
eliciting positive images in the perceptions of the letter readers, than are
others. This use of traits to affect applicant assessments is confirmed by
the fact that people who were described by adjectives which represented
considerate and cooperative connotations were pictured as not being as
competent at their previous job when compared to applicants described
by the other adjective categories. Letter readers also had a tendency to
believe that applicants from the Consideration- Cooperation category
would not be able to fulfill the duties necessary for the job for which they
were applying as effectively as members from the other adjective catego-
ries.
These findings were probably due to the fact that applicants de-
scribed in terms of consideration and cooperation were seen as less
mentally agile than members of the other categories. This overall nega-
tive image readers seemed to form when reading letters of recommenda-
tion which relied heavily on consideration and cooperation related traits is

149



probably due to the readers thinking that the reference writers really do
not have any positive work related comments to make thus they try to
build-up the applicant’s image as a person, since they are not the best
employees.

Another interesting finding regarding the adjective categories is

related to the possible manipulation of adjectives by letter writers to
portray applicants in a certain manner. The results suggest that this could
be done by using certain adjective clusters. The data revealed that appli-
cants who were described by adjectives from the Vigor category were in
fact pictured as being substantially more vigorous workers than the other
applicants. Also there was a tendency for letter readers to picture appli-
cants who were described by adjectives from the Urbanity category as
possessing more social skills than applicants from the other categories.
. The final significant finding reflects the interaction between the racial
differences of the readers and the different descriptive traits used in the
letters of recommendation. Since racial differences resulted in a general
across the board difference in applicant ratings and various trait clusters
also resulted in differences in applicant ratings, one might surmise that
the interaction of these two conditions would result in some curious find-
ings. . However the data suggest otherwise. An examination of the data
revealed only one marginally significant interaction regarding racial dif-
ferences and the descriptive trait categories. It was discovered that when
black professionals evaluated applicants via a letter of recommendation
which emphasized their dependability and reliability, they pictured the
applicants as being more considerate and cooperative than white profes-
sionals.

Implications

Since the findings of this study suggest that one’s cultural background
may affect a professional’s evaluation process and that not all positive
comments written about employees in letters of recommendation carry
the same importance, several tentative implications appear warranted

1. The general favorability of the black professional’s ratings could
also be reflected in their writing of a reference letter for someone. This is
to say that, since black professionals were more inclined to rate applicants
higher they also might be more likely to speak highly of applicants when
they themselves are asked to write a recommendation letter for a person.

2. During an interview an expectancy confirmation process usually
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takes place (Darley & Fazio, 1980). Thus the interpretation of the de-
scriptive traits in the letter of recommendation may cause the interviewer
to become entangled in a self-fulfilling prophecy which might cause the
interviewer to misjudge the applicant’s actions. Therefore if one’s race
could cause people to evaluate traits in a different manner, cultural
background may also result in assessment differences of an applicant’s
actions. The point is that an applicant’s response to the interviewer’s
actions may be very inexplicit, but the race of the interviewer may cause
this person to evaluate the ambiguous response in a biased manner
(Darley & Fazio, 1980).

3. From an applied and practical standpoint there were basically no
information processing differences between black and white professionals.
This is because there were no differences in applicant ratings between the
two groups concerning the intent to call the applicant or to hire the appli-
cant. Although the black professionals perceived the applicants to be
better former and future employees, they were still no more inclined to
bring the applicant in for an intervic # or hire the applicant given that the
person provided a competent interview. This suggests that even though
black professionals imagined the applicant in a more positive framework
than white professionals, this perception is not strong enough to change
their behavior.

4. Although the above point hypothesized that black professionals’
general favorability of the applicant does not affect their actual behavior,
this may not be true in a real life situation. A study by Dipboye (1982)
found that the more favorably an interviewer judged an applicant’s quali-
fications prior to the interview the more favorably the interviewer evalu-
ates the applicant’s qualifications after the interview and the more favora-
ble the decision reached regarding the applicant. Thus, if black profes-
sionals are more prone to assess an applicant’s letter of recommendation
auspiciously, they may well be more likely than white professionals to
evaluate the applicant’s interview favorably. Research has also shown
that the more favorably the interviewer views an applicant’s letter of
recommendation the more likely the interviewer will make internal attri-
butions about the applicant’s past success and fewer internal attributions
about past failures (Tucker and Rowe, 1979).

5. Since in many cases the contents of letters of recommendation are
a collection of the recommender’s own self perceptions (Brock et al.,
1981), trait inconsistency might exist between the employee’s actual
behavior and the recommender’s interpretation of the behavior. This
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factor becomes important when the lack of parity of various positive trait
descriptions is considered. The relevancy of trait interpretation inequality
is pertinent because the gap between the referrer and the reviewer would
become most pronounced during the time when the letter reader was
required to make a decision regarding the trait description (e.g., the
interview). This is because how a person interprets the adjectives used in
the reference letter impacts the other information used to make judg-
ments (Burnstein and Schul, 1982).

In sum, the results from the present study demonstrate that when
professionals of different racial backgrounds use only descriptive traits to
form an image of a job applicant, black professionals will generally evalu-
ate the applicant more favorably than white professionals. The findings
also indicate that not all positive traits used to describe applicants in
reference letters are judged equally by the people who read these letters
of recommendation. 7
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APPENDIX A: Job Description

169.167-034 MANAGER, OFFICE (any ind.) chief; manager, administrative services

Coordinates activities of clerical personnel in establishment or organi-
zation: Analyzes and organizes office operations and procedures, such as
typing, bookkeeping, preparation of payroll, flow of correspondence, fil-
ing, requisition of supplies, and revises procedures, or devises new forms
to improve efficiency of workflow. Establishes uniform correspondence
procedures and style practices. Formulates procedures for systematic
retention, protection, retrieval, transfer, and disposal of records. Plans
office layouts and initiates cost reduction programs. Reviéws clerical and
personnel records to insure completeness, accuracy, and timeliness.
‘Prepares activities reports for guidance of management. Prepares em-
ployee ratings and conducts employee benefit and insurance programs.
Coordinates activities of various clerical departments or workers within
department.
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APPENDIX B: Copies of Recommendations
Dependability-Reliability

Mr. Smith requested that I write a letter of recommendation to sup-
port his record while working for us. I am honored to be able to write a
reference letter for such a hard-working employee. This person was one
of the most confident workers ever to work for our company. All of the
work completed by Bill reflected his businesslike approach towards the
job.

Beside doing efficient work, Bill has a very alert personality. His
responsible attitude always enhanced the office area. I am confident that
a person like Bill who possesses so many critical qualities will be a benefi-
cial addition to your staff,

Once again I would just like to stress that Bill was a decisive employee
whom I predict will do thorough work if given the chance to exhibit his
-capabilities. I am sure that Bill’s detail-mindedness will allow him to
succeed at any position he may encounter.

Urbanity

Mr. Smith requested that I write a letter of recommendation to sup-
port his record while working for us. I am honored to be able to write a
reference letter for such a spirited employee. This person was one of the
most poised workers ever to work for our company. All of the work
completed by Bill reflected his fastidious approach towards the job.

Beside doing polished work, Bill has a very gregarious personality. His
open attitude always enhanced the office area. I am confident that a
person like Bill who possesses so many expressive qualities will be a
beneficial addition to your staff.

Once again I would just like to stress that Bill was a assured employee
whom I predict will do neat work if given the chance to exhibit his capabil-
ities. I am sure that Bill’s sociability will allow him to succeed at any
position he may encounter.
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Vigor

Mr. Smith requested that I write a letter of recommendation to sup-
port his record while working for us. I am honored to be able to write a
reference letter for such a enterprising employee. This person was one of
the most ambitious workers ever to work for our company. All of the
work completed by Bill reflected his industrious approach towards the
job. ’

Beside doing quick work, Bill has a very energetic personality. His
enthusiastic attitude always enhanced the office area. I am confident that
a person like Bill who possesses so many independent qualities will be a
beneficial addition to your staff.

Once again I would just like to stress that Bill was a self-starting
employee whom I predict will do productive work if given the chance to
exhibit his capabilities. I am sure that Bill’s zealousness will allow him to
succeed at any position he may encounter.

Cooperation-Consideration

Mr. Smith requested that I write a letter of recommendation to sup-
port his record while working for us. I am honored to be able to write a
reference letter for such a congenial employee. This person was one of
the most accommodating workers ever to work for our company. All of
the work completed by Bill reflected his sincere approach towards the job.

Beside doing respectable work, Bill has a very friendly personality.
His pleasant attitude always enhanced the office area. I am confident that
a person like Bill who possesses so many sacrificing qualities will be a
beneficial addition to your staff.

Once again I would just like to stress that Bill was a stable employee
whom I predict will do earnest work if given the chance to exhibit his
capabilities. I am sure that Bill’s calmness will allow him to succeed at
any position he may encounter.
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Mental Agility

Mr. Smith requested that I write a letter of recommendation to sup-
port his record while working for us. I am honored to be able to write a
reference letter for such a resourceful employee. This person was one of
the most insightful workers ever to work for our company. All of the
work completed by Bill reflected his judicious approach towards the job.

Beside doing skilled work, Bill has a very inquisitive personality. His
thoughtful attitude always enhanced the office area. I am confident that a
person like Bill who possesses so many adaptable qualities will be a bene-
ficial addition to your staff.

Once again I would just like to stress that Bill was an astute employee
whom I predict will do discerning work if given the chance to exhibit his
capabilities. I am sure that Bill’s ability to use good judgment will allow
him to succeed at any position he may encounter.

Neutral

Mr. Smith requested that I write a letter of recommendation to sup-
port his record while working for us. I am honored to be able to write a
reference letter for such a respectable employee. This person was one of
the most determined workers ever to work for our company. All of the
work completed by Bill reflected his enterprising approach towards the
job.

Beside doing insightful work, Bill has a very gregarious personality.
His pleasant attitude always enhanced the office area. I am confident that
a person like Bill who possesses so many hard-working qualities will be a
beneficial addition to your staff.

Once again I would just like to stress that Bill was a knowledgeable
employee whom I predict will do polished work if given the chance to
exhibit his capabilities. I am sure that Bill’s industriousness will allow
him to succeed at any position he may encounter.
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APPENDIX C: Questions used for analysis in this study.
1. How well do you think this person performed at their previous job?

very poorly very well

e Gee  wme  ane  eee  See aee  Ges  eme

2. How well do you think this person will perform at the job for which
they are applying?

very poorly - very well

cme  een mme  wee  mme mam e aes  we- /'

3. What would be the possibility that you would call this person in for an
interview?

* none high

. wmm  mee  mme  cee  mee S e wee

4. Given that the person in question provided a competent, yet not an
exceptional interview, what would be the possibility of you hiring this
person, if there was a position available?

none high

- e mes cen wee aesm  eoe  Eee  eee
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The following are adjectives which could be used to describe the person
applying for the job, please check the space which reflects your image of

this person.

5. Unreliable

reliable

. T R S R R e )

6. Not dependable

- cen se=s  eee

-

7. Lacks social skills

-

refined in mannerisms

dependable

me  wmn  wm-

e e fe e e e
8. Inconsiderate considerate
9. Uncooperative cooperative
10. Lazy vigorous
11. Lacks cognitive quick to
ability comprehend
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