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Abstract 

Research on communication errors within suspect interviews is scarce and limited to the field of law 

enforcement. Therefore, this study examined the effects of error making, error framing, and 

presumptions about the suspect’s motive on interviewers’ stress, distraction, and behavioural 

responses, within an interview in an organizational setting. Using role-play, adults (N = 112), with no 

interviewing experience, questioned an employee suspected of stealing company property. 

Participants were provided with materials that unknowingly assigned them to a random condition, 

using a 2 (Error: factual, control) × 2 (Presumed motive: accidental, purposeful) between-subjects 

factorial design. The results show that factual error making did not affect interviewers’ levels of 

stress or distraction. Further, interviewers’ framing of errors and motive presumptions did not affect 

stress or distraction after erring. Lastly, stress, distraction, error frame, and motive presumptions 

were not associated with interviewers’ behavioural responses to errors. These findings provide early 

indications that there may be no effects of factual errors, error framing, and motive presumptions 

on interviewers’ feelings and behaviours in an organizational setting. Still, additional research is 

needed to answer new questions such as whether the findings also hold for other types of factual 

errors. Combining these insights can help identify tools for interviewers to efficaciously cope with 

communication errors during organizational suspect interviews. 

Keywords: suspect interviews; communication error management; error orientation; 

interviewer bias; insider threat; workplace investigation; stress; distraction; behavioural responses 
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Interviewers’ Responsiveness to Communication Errors within Organizational Suspect Interviews: 

The Impact of Error Orientation and Suspect Motives on Stress, Distraction, and Behaviour 

In modern society investigative interviewers gather correct and detailed information from suspects 

to elucidate events. Researchers have tried to aid interviewers in their endeavours by informing 

them on appropriate communication practices during interviews (Christiansen et al., 2018; Drolet, & 

Morris, 2000; Soukara, 2017). Recently, research has started to unravel what happens when 

interviewers make mistakes in their communication with suspects (Oostinga et al., 2018b; 2020). 

Exploratory research by Oostinga et al. (2018b) revealed that communication errors by interviewers 

could impair the rapport and trust of suspects, depending on whether interviewers’ ensuing 

reactions (e.g., denial, apologize) could repair the error. The ramifications of errors also reflect on 

interviewers themselves. Officers (i.e., interviewers) experienced increased stress and distraction 

after misnaming their suspects (Oostinga et al., 2020). Both stress and distraction are associated 

with impaired task performance (Dimitrova et al., 2015; Lin et al., 2020). Thereby, interviewers’ 

ability to cope with communication errors can have serious implications for the efficacy of suspect 

interviews. Unfortunately, research on communication errors in interviews is scarce and has hitherto 

been limited to the field of law enforcement (Oostinga et al., 2018a, 2018b, 2020). Consequently, we 

investigated whether similar findings can be obtained in an organizational context. Since 

interviewers must deal with the psychological effects of errors and respond tactfully, we studied the 

effects of errors on interviewers in terms of stress, distraction, and behaviour. 

A growing branch of organizational security is directed at investigative interviewing, part of 

which focuses on insider threats (Meerts, 2020; Williams, 2014). Insiders can include (past) 

employees, associates, or other third parties who can compromise organizations (Nurse et al., 2014). 

Misconduct may involve sharing confidential data, facilitating unauthorized access, or sabotaging 

systems (Coburn, 2006). In recent years, there was a global increase in the number of reported 
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insiders (Ponemon Institute, 2020; Spectorsoft, 2014; The National Insider Threat Task Force, 2016). 

The investigation of insiders remains mainly confined within organizations, as they fear reputational 

damage or productivity loss when approaching authorities (Meerts, 2020; PricewaterhouseCoopers, 

2019). Nonetheless, organizations have limited funds to investigate threats (Williams, 2014). This 

combination of resource constraints and a growing caseload appeals to interviewers´ efficacy to 

amass information. Insights into the effects of communication errors may provide interviewers with 

the tools to adequately repair their errors, thereby minimizing adverse effects during interviews.  

Aside from the direct effects of errors, non-interview literature suggests that an individual’s 

appraisal of errors, known as one’s error orientation, can affect levels of stress and distraction when 

an error occurs (Dimitrova et al., 2015, 2017; Farnese et al., 2020. Rybowiak et al., 1999). Therefore, 

it was examined whether one’s error orientation affected interviewers’ error responses.  

Lastly, we also studied the impact of presumptions regarding a suspect’s motive. Motives 

play an important role in the moral judgement of an individual’s actions (Cushman et al., 2008; Gino 

et al., 2010). Since judgements can affect our interactions with others, we examined whether 

priming interviewers’ presumptions on a suspect’s motive affected interviewers’ error responses. 

In the following paragraphs, we provide support for our focus on organizational interviews, 

further conceptualize and present predictions for the effects of communication errors, error 

orientation, and presumed motives.  

The Practice of Organizational Suspect Interviews 

Workplace investigations are generally conducted after a reasonable suspicion of 

misconduct (Lattal, 2016; Meerts, 2016). Organizations may employ both internal staff (e.g., HR 

professionals) or external parties (e.g., private investigators, lawyers) to investigate an incident. Prior 

to the interview, information is gathered from diverse sources like witnesses, social media, and user 

systems. While these sources form the input for the interviews, organizational interviews remain the 
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primary source for gathering information (Meerts, 2020). Suspect interviews in law enforcement are 

similarly focused on gathering evidence (Alison et al., 2014),1 which is why organizational 

interviewers may respond comparably to officers in face of communications errors. 

Communication Errors  

We operationalized errors in this paper according to the definition by Oostinga et al. 

(2018a), in which (1) an interviewer speaks, (2) the suspect notices an error and provides feedback 

to the interviewer, after which (3) the interviewer becomes aware of the error and responds. This 

definition focuses on unintentional and unanticipated errors, which do provide an immediate 

opportunity for reparation. Conforming with this definition, Oostinga et al. (2020) identified two 

prominent types of errors: judgment-, and factual errors. Judgement errors occur when interviewers 

inappropriately address the subjective experience of the suspect, for example by misinterpreting 

emotions. Factual errors occur when interviewers use objectively wrong information, for example by 

misnaming a suspect. The effect of errors on interviewers was most pronounced for factual errors 

(Oostinga et al., 2020). Subsequently, we focused on factual communication errors in this study.  

Factual Errors, Stress, and Distraction 

 Stress is defined by an individual’s perception of feeling overwhelmed, and unable to cope 

with a situation (Matthews et al. 2013, 2019). Elevated levels of stress have been associated with a 

decrease in an individual’s communicative flexibility (Keith, & Frese, 2005; Quaedflieg et al., 2018). 

Which means an individual is less able to multitask, process new information, or solve problems.  

 
 

1 When referring to police interviews, we refer specifically to the practices as found throughout 
Australia, New Zealand, and Europe where information-gathering methods are used. In other countries like the 
United States, Canada, and various Asian countries accusatory methods are more prevalent (Vrij et al., 2014). 
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Distraction is the (partial) inability to attend an activity because attention is diverted to an 

unwanted source, which deprives an individual of mental capacity (Kanfer, & Ackerman, 1989). 

Interviewing itself is a cognitively demanding activity, in which increased cognitive demands (e.g., by 

distraction), can decrease one’s ability to recall information (Hanway et al., 2021). Further, 

distraction may hamper one’s ability to attend and process task-specific information (Strayer et al., 

2007). Consequently, increased stress and distraction can impair task performance by decreasing 

one’s ability to devise questions, attend the suspect’s story, or provide adequate responses to the 

suspect (Fisher, 2010; Keith, & Frese, 2015; Lin et al., 2020) 

Findings by Oostinga et al. (2020) showed that factual errors can evoke significant levels of 

stress and distraction in interviewers, possibly because errors were perceived as harmful for their 

reputation. Attending these thoughts interrupt the focus on the task and shifts the focus inward 

towards one’s performance (Dimitrova et al. 2015; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). These negative self-

related thoughts may interfere with the process of interviewing, and cause distraction. Moreover, as 

the error presents a significant threat, interviewers may not immediately know how to cope with it, 

resulting in stress (Matthews et al., 2013; Rybowiak et al., 1999; Zajacova et al., 2005). Therefore, we 

predicted that a factual error would enhance interviewers’ experience of stress and distraction. 

Hypothesis 1 (H1): interviewers experience more stress and distraction after making a factual 

error, compared with interviewers making no error. 

Error Orientation 

 An individual’s response to errors may depend on how one approaches errors (Matthews et 

al. 2013), otherwise known as an error orientation (Rybowiak et al., 1999). Individuals can apply an 

error management orientation (EMO), or an error prevention orientation (EPO). The approach an 

individual favors differs depending on the context and is thus flexible. Individuals adopting an EMO 

tend to see errors as an opportunity to learn (Farnese et al., 2020; Rybowiak et al., 1999; Schell, 
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2012). Therefore, an EMO is focused on problem-solving. Contrastingly, individuals adopting an EPO 

perceive errors as undesirable. Therefore, an EPO is focused on preventing errors and the negative 

emotions that are associated with erring.   

Error orientation can play an important role in learning from and improving task 

performance. Dimitrova et al. (2015) revealed that an EMO was positively associated with learning 

and task performance, as individuals gained a higher understanding of a task after errors. On the 

other hand, using an EPO has been linked to impaired learning and performance after errors 

(Dimitrova et al., 2017). Therefore, studying the effects of interviewers’ error orientations may give a 

more detailed account of the impact of errors and provide useful input for potential interventions.   

With regards to stress and distraction, individuals with an EMO perceive themselves as 

competent in dealing with errors and are more open to approach errors (Rybowiak et al., 1999). 

Therefore, it can be expected that interviewers with an EMO see factual errors as less of an ego 

threat, will have fewer task-interfering thoughts, and subsequently experience little distraction. 

Moreover, when interviewers feel more competent to cope with a communication error, they may 

also perceive little stress. This prediction is in line with prior research which suggests that an EMO 

promotes focus (Dimitrova et al., 2015), and that confidence in one’s ability to cope negatively 

relates to experienced stress (Zajacova et al., 2005). On the contrary, individuals using an EPO 

generally feel less competent in dealing with errors and are more focused on avoiding them 

(Rybowiak et al., 1999; Schell, 2012). For them the occurrence of an error means they failed to 

prevent the error. We predict this might create negative thoughts about one’s performance, which 

they want to supress. This is cognitively loading and may cause distraction. More so, feeling less 

competent would indicate that these interviewers perceive themselves as inapt to cope with the 

error, resulting in increased stress. These expectations are supported by Dickhäuser et al. (2011) 

who illustrate that task performance is impaired when individuals ruminate over their 
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incompetence. Further, the study by Zajacova et al. (2005) also implies that decreased confidence in 

one’s ability to cope enhances stress.  

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): interviewers who are more oriented towards EMO experience less stress 

and less distraction after making a factual error, whereas interviewers more oriented towards EPO 

experience more stress and more distraction after making a factual error.  

Presumed Motives 

During insider investigations, there are two commonly found types of insiders: namely those 

with accidental motives, and those with purposeful motives (Nurse et al., 2014). Purposeful motives 

can be greed, vendetta, or social pressure. Accidental motives can include negligence, mistakes, or 

ignorance. An individual’s motive for misconduct plays an important role in how one is judged 

(Cushman et al., 2008; Gino et al., 2010). However, during investigations motives are not always 

clear, which may prompt interviewers to rely on presumptions. Research has shown that 

interviewers’ presumptions on a suspect can bias an interviewers’ behaviour and perceptions during 

an investigation. Based on presumptions, people can come to use more suggestive questions 

(Adams-Quackenbush et al., 2020), ignore evidence which is inconsistent with their beliefs (O’Brien, 

2009), and hold erroneous judgements of guilt (Kukucka, & Kassin, 2014). Taking the effects of 

presumptions into account, it is important to explore whether priming interviewers’ presumptions 

on the suspect’s motive can also affect interviewers’ reactions to errors.  

Research by Oostinga et al. (2020) has shown that interviewers perceived communication 

errors to harm the trust and rapport of suspects, both of which are commonly known to relate to 

suspects’ cooperativeness (Abbe & Brandon, 2013). In light of motive presumptions, these findings 

can be interpreted in different ways. Firstly, accidental insiders are more likely to cooperate since 

providing information can minimize the damages, which is in their favor. Contrastingly, cooperation 

is not a given purposeful insiders. For instance, an insider motivated by vendetta may be less eager 



COMMUNICATION ERRORS IN ORGANIZATIONAL INTERVIEWS                                             10 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

to help resolve a threat. Therefore, errors may be given more weight in an interview with a suspect 

presumed to have a purposeful motive, relative to a suspect presumed to have an accidental motive. 

With a presumed purposeful insider, an error may impair an interviewers’ confidence in their ability 

to lead the interview to a fruitful outcome, these negative thoughts may increase both stress and 

distraction. Effects that would not be expected when dealing with a presumed accidental insider.  

On the other hand, research shows that individuals with ill intentions are judged more 

negatively (Parkinson, & Byrne, 2018). Therefore, it may be that interviewers consider the perceived 

trust and rapport of individuals presumed to have purposeful motives to be inferior to that of 

suspect who are presumed to have accidental motives. As a result, an error might result in higher 

stress and distraction when dealing with a suspect who is presumed to have accidental motives, 

relative to one who is presumed to have purposeful motives. Since either explanation is plausible, 

we chose for an open research question: 

Research question 1 (RQ1a): how do the interviewers’ presumptions on the suspect’s motive 

moderate the effect of comitting factual errors on interviewers’ stress and distraction?  

Behavioural Responses   

The study by Oostinga et al. (2020) found officers used four different behavioural responses 

to communication errors, namely apologizing, explore, deflect, and no alignment. Apologizing meant 

an officer took responsibility for their error; explore meant officers asked questions about the error; 

deflect meant that an officer averted the responsibility of the error to someone or something else; 

and no alignment meant officers disregarded the error or made a comment unrelated to the error. It 

is important to understand interviewers’ behavioural responses to errors as maladaptive interviewer 

behaviour can decrease rapport in interview settings, and impair information provision (Alison et al., 

2014; Christiansen et al., 2018; Oostinga et al., 2018b). Whereas an appropriate response can repair 

the relational damage done by errors (Keith, & Frese, 2015; Oostinga et al., 2018b). Studying the 
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effects of error orientation and presumed motives on interviewers’ behavioural responses to 

communication errors may help discern individual differences in error responses and provide insight 

into how adequate responses may be induced (Keith, & Frese, 2015). 

Error orientation and Behavioural Responses 

An EMO is associated with a desire to learn from errors and with a hands-on approach of 

solving errors (Farnese et al., 2020; Rybowiak et al., 1999; Schell, 2012). Explore responses are most 

focused on gaining insights and correcting errors (Oostinga et al., 2018a, 2020). Insights are essential 

source to learn from errors (Metcalfe, 2017). Therefore, we predict that interviewers with an EMO 

are more likely to use explore responses. Other responses would either not resolve the error or not 

provide the necessary insights into the cause of the error. On the contrary, individuals with an EPO 

have been associated with a stronger desire to get rid of an error, or to cover them up (Rybowiak et 

al., 1999). We predict that interviewers with an EPO would favour deflect or no alignment responses, 

since these responses allow an interviewer to avert taking responsibility. 

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): interviewers who are more oriented towards EMO will exhibit more 

explore responses after making a factual error, whereas interviewers scoring higher on EPO will 

exhibit more deflect or no alignment responses after making a factual error. 

Presumed motives and Behavioural Responses 

The study by Oostinga et al. (2020) suggested that the behavioural responses officers used 

were significantly predicted by their levels of stress and distraction after erring. Remarkably, these 

effects were only found when officers erred during negotiations, but not when officers erred during 

suspect interviews. These findings presumably reflected the different roles that officers occupied 

during these interactions (seeking information to provide care vs. seeking information for evidence). 

We wanted to examine whether this explanation of role differences holds. Further, in case an effect 

would be found, it was considered useful to examine whether presumptions on the suspect’s motive 
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affected the relation between stress, distraction, and the behavioural responses. These insights 

could help evaluate and tailor approaches to cope with errors. Since little research has been 

conducted in this area, we used an explorative research question. Table 1 outlines all predictions.  

Research question 1 (RQ1b): How do the interviewers’ presumptions on the suspect’s motive 

moderate the effect of stress and distraction on the behavioural responses used?  

Table 1  

Hypothesized relationships  

 Psychological 

Stress Distraction 

H1:      Error:                    - making a factual error, relative to no   

                                            error. 

↑ ↑ 

 

H2a:    Error orientation:  - error management after an error; 

                                          - error prevention after an error. 

↓ 

↑ 

↓ 

↑ 

RQ1a: Presumed motive:  - accidental relative to purposeful. ? ? 

 Behavioural Responses  

H2b:    Error orientation:  - error management after an error; 

                                          - error prevention after an error. 

Explore ↑ 

Deflect, No alignment  ↑ 

RQ1b: Presumed motive: - accidental relative to purposeful. ? 

 

Methods 

Design  

This study used a 2 (error type: factual, control) × 2 (presumed motive: accidental, 

purposeful) between-subjects factorial design. Interviewers were randomly allocated to one out of 

four conditions. The interviewers’ behavioural responses, levels of stress and distraction were used 

as dependent variables. Error orientation served as an additional continuous moderator variable. 

This study was part of a collective of bachelor theses which additionally examined the psychological 

aspects of shame and guilt, and personality aspects of conscientiousness and emotional resilience. 

These factors were not considered in this study.  

Participants       
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A total sample of 115 participants was aggregated through convenience sampling,2 in the 

rest of this paper these individuals will be referred to as “interviewers”. Two students were recruited 

via the university’s system and received course credits for participating, the remaining interviewers 

were recruited on voluntary basis via the researchers’ personal network. To partake interviewers 

had to be at least 18 years of age and have proficiency in the English language. Three interviewers 

were removed from the sample (two error, one no error) because either the communication error 

had not been made or because the suspect, who was played by a confederate, did not use the 

standardized response. After exclusion, the sample consisted of 112 interviewers. This final sample 

had a mean age of 23.7 years (SD = 7.7). Gender was distributed among the interviewers with 51.8% 

identifying as female, 47.3% identifying as male, and 0.9% of identifying as neither male nor female. 

Further, 64.3% of the interviewers were Dutch, 27.7% were German, 0.9% had a different European 

nationality, and 7.1% had a non-European nationality. Lastly, 67.9% of the interviewers indicated 

having a bachelor level of education, 15.2% had a master’s level of education, 9.8% had a secondary 

school education, 6.3% had an apprenticeship, and 0.9% had no educational background. 

Materials 

Stress  

To measure interviewers’ levels of stress the Dundee Stress State Questionnaire (DSSQ) by 

Matthews et al. (2002) was used. With 30 items in total, and three subscales, the DSSQ measured 

interviewers’ task engagement (e.g., “My attention was directed towards the task.”), distress (e.g., “I 

felt tense.”), and worry (e.g., “I was worried about what other people might think of me.”). Items 

were answered on a five-point Likert scale, with answer categories ranging from 1 (definitely false) 

 
 

2 Before this count, a total of 17 participants partook in the study. However, the data of these 
interviewers were excluded following the detection of a mistake in the suspects’ instructions.   



COMMUNICATION ERRORS IN ORGANIZATIONAL INTERVIEWS                                             14 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

to 5 (definitely true). Matthews et al. (2002) did not specify to which subscale items belonged; 

hence, a principal component analysis was performed using an Oblimin rotation (Brown, 2009). This 

analysis revealed too many cross loadings; therefore, all items were combined into one mean score. 

Beforehand, positively worded items were reverse coded to ensure that high scores indicated higher 

experienced stress. The internal consistency was considered high (Cronbach’s α = .88) (Taber, 2018). 

Distraction 

To measure interviewers’ distraction two scales were used, one regarding on-task thoughts 

(OTT) (“I found it easy to concentrate on the task”) adopted from Dimitrova et al. (2015), and a scale 

concerning negative self-related thoughts (NST) (“I thought about what the experimenter would 

think of me”) adopted from Dickhäuser et al. (2011). Each scale consisted of six items and was 

scored on a five-point Likert scale, with answer categories ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much 

so). For analysis, mean scores were calculated per subscale. A high score on the OTT meant 

interviewers could better focus on the interview. A high score on NST meant interviewers were more 

distracted during the interview. The internal consistency was fairly high for both OTT (Cronbach´s α = 

.84), and NST (Cronbach´s α = .84) (Taber, 2018). 

Error Orientation 

To measure interviewers’ error orientation two out of eight subscales from the Error 

Orientation Scale (EOS) by Rybowiak et al. (1999) were adopted. With four and five items, 

respectively, we measured learning from errors, i.e., EMO (e.g., “Mistakes assist me to improve my 

work”), and error strain, i.e., EPO (e.g., “I am often afraid of making mistakes.”). The scales were 

introduced by a hypothetical text to preserve the context-dependent nature of the EOS (see 

appendix A). Items were answered on a five-point Likert scale, with answer categories ranging from 

1 (this is totally not me) to 5 (this is totally me). For analysis, mean scores were calculated. A high 

score on learning from errors meant an interviewer was mentally set to manage upcoming errors. A 
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higher score on error strain meant an interviewer had a higher fear of making errors. The internal 

consistency was considered high for learning from errors (Cronbach’s α = .87), and fairly high for the 

error strain subscale (Cronbach’s α = .84) (Taber, 2018). 

Behavioural Responses 

To capture interviewers’ behavioural responses a coding scheme was devised. Aside from 

the theorized responses (apologize, explore, deflect and no alignment), the responses of accept and 

contradict were observed during the interviews and supplemented the coding scheme. All six 

responses were in accordance with previous literature (Oostinga et. al, 2018a; 2020). Because no 

alignment responses were not observed this code will not be accompanied by a quote in the 

explanations below. First, responses were coded as apologize when interviewers owned up to their 

responsibility of erring (e.g., “Oh, I am sorry …”). Second, responses were coded as explore when the 

interviewer sought additional information on the error by asking a question (e.g., “… what missing 

tablet?”). Third, responses were coded as deflect when the interviewer averted responsibility of the 

error to a third party (e.g., “… then maybe someone informed you wrong …”). Fourth, responses 

were coded as accept when the interviewer adopted the perspective offered by the suspect (“Yes, 

okay …”). Fifth, responses were coded as contradict whenever interviewers opposed the suspect’s 

perspective on the conversation (e.g., “That is not correct …”). Lastly, responses would have been 

coded as no alignment whenever the interviewer’s response disregarded the error.   

Based on the recorded interviews verbatim transcripts were created, which were used in 

combination with the footage. Coding was based on the first remark by the interviewer after the 

onset of the error and were transcribed until the suspect reacted. We chose this interval to prevent 

interviewers’ behaviour being affected by a suspect’s responses. Further, some of the interviewers 

used combined responses, therefore a response was coded as the prominent response when it was 

accentuated most by the interviewer’s non-verbal and verbal behaviour. When a response was also 
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used, but less dominantly, it was coded as a secondary response. Coding was done by the four 

researchers, where each subset was independently coded by one unique pair of researchers. During 

the coding process, the researchers knew about their individual predictions, but were held blind to 

the allocation of the motive condition and interviewers’ scores on the dependent variables. The first 

pair of coders examined 28 interviews, and the second pair of coders examined 27 interviews. The 

inter-rater reliability (IRR) was calculated for both the prominent and secondary responses for each 

subset separately, weighted, and collapsed into two combined IRR scores. The IRRs of the first 

coding round were considered unacceptable.3 Therefore, after review, a second round of coding was 

conducted. The result of this round was a weak IRR for the prominent responses (Cohen’s κ = .65).4 

The agreement on the secondary responses remained too low (Cohen’s κ = .30).5 Therefore, the 

secondary responses were excluded from analysis. Disagreements were resolved by means of 

discussion.  

Procedure 

The experiment was conducted via video call, per Microsoft Teams and Google Meets. 

Firstly, the researcher informed interviewers about the procedure and goals of the study, which 

were approved by the Behavioural Management and Social Sciences Ethics Committee of the 

University of Twente. After having provided consent, interviewers completed a survey including 

items on the demographics and error orientation. Subsequently, a scenario was presented on screen 

that briefed interviewers on their role during the interview, which was that of a human resource 

 
 

3 First coding round: prominent response (Cohen’s κ = .38); secondary response (Cohen’s κ = .37). 
4 Prominent response: κ = ((κsubset1 * valid casessubset1) + (κsubset2 * valid casessubset2)) ÷ (total valid cases) 

= ((.57 * 28) + (.71 * 27)) ÷ (55) = .65. 
5 Secondary response: κ = ((κsubset1 * valid casessubset1) + (κsubset2 * valid casessubset2)) ÷ (total valid cases) 

= ((.44 * 28) + (.15 * 27)) ÷ (55) = .30. 
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professional asked to interview an employee suspected of causing a data breach.6 The employee had 

been linked to the disappearance of a company-owned USB stick, which contained sensitive 

information. The information unknowingly prepared interviewers to make a potential error and 

manipulated interviewers’ presumptions on the motive of the suspected employee. These 

manipulations are discussed in detail in the sections below. Lastly, the scenario also included a list of 

probing questions (“What did the employee do on the day the USB stick went missing?”). These 

provided interviewers with a lead to start the interview and encouraged interviewers to address the 

missing USB stick during the interview, which was necessary to realize the error.  

After reading the scenario, interviewers were to close the scenario and were referred back 

to the video call. Next, the suspect was called in. Upon the suspect’s arrival, the researcher started 

the video recording and requested the interviewers to start the interview after the researcher had 

turned off their webcam and microphone. At this stage the interviewers only had direct audio-visual 

contact with the suspect and could freely question them. Although, the suspect always denied 

involvement in the crime. This interview formed their first encounter, as none of the interviewers 

had met their suspect prior to the interview. After five minutes had passed, the researcher made 

clear that the interview had ended, that the suspect could leave the video call, and asked the 

interviewers to complete a new set of items. These included the scales on distraction, stress, and a 

manipulation check which is explained in a section below. At last, the interviewers were debriefed.  

Error Manipulation.  

 
 

6 No significant results were found between the studies’ outcome variables in relation to the 
individual portraying the suspect, nor for the suspect’s gender (see appendix D). 
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Whenever interviewers asked the suspect about the whereabouts of the missing USB stick, 

the suspect differentiated their answer based on the interviewer’s allocated error condition (error 

vs. no error). In the no error group, the suspect affirmed the disappearance of the USB stick: “Yes, I 

heard there was a USB stick missing”. In the error group, however, the suspect defied the 

interviewers’ assertion that a USB stick was missing with the remark: “I thought this interview was 

about the missing tablet, not a USB stick” (see appendix B). By contradicting interviewer’s 

recollection of the information provided in the scenario, interviewers should have been led to 

believe that they had used incorrect information and had made an error. The use of standardized 

responses helped establish uniform interactions and enabled between-group comparisons.  

Motive Manipulation.  

We also manipulated the interviewers’ ideas on the suspect’s motive (purposeful vs. 

accidental). All interviewers received the same scenario, the only between-group difference was the 

preliminary judgement on the suspect’s motive which was integrated in the scenario’s closing 

statements. The scenario in the purposeful condition read that the suspect may had purposefully 

lost the USB stick (see appendix C), whereas the scenario in the accidental condition read that the 

suspect may had accidentally lost the USB stick (see appendix D).  

Motive manipulation check.  

To assess whether the motive manipulation was successful, interviewers were presented a 

closed-ended question directly after the interview. We asked all interviewers to indicate what their 

impression of the suspects’ motive had been prior to the start of the interview. Interviewers could 

indicate that they initially had either believed that (1) the suspect was innocent, (2) that the suspect 

had purposefully lost the USB stick, (3) that the suspect had accidentally lost the USB stick, or (4) 

that they had not reached a conclusion on the suspect’s motive. If the motive manipulation was 

effective, that is interviewers had adopted the presumed motive according to the information 
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provided in the scenario, we expected to find significantly more answers of the second category in 

the purposeful group, and significantly more answers of the third category in the accidental group.  

Results 

Preliminary Analysis 

Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations  

As can be seen in Table 2, a positive, albeit weak, significant association was found between 

EMO and OTT, whereas a moderate positive association was found between EPO and NST. This 

means that a higher score on an EMO was accompanied by better focus during the interview, 

whereas a higher score on an EPO was associated with more distraction during the interview. 

Further, stress had a strong positive correlation to NST, and had a moderate negative correlation to 

OTT. This implies that as interviewers experienced more stress, they also tended to experience more 

distraction during the interview, and inversely. As can be seen in Table 3, the differences between 

the (combined) error conditions were small for stress, OTT, and NST. 

 

 

Table 2 

Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations among age and the studied variables  

 

Variables x ̄ SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Age 23.77 7.77 ̶      

2. Error management (EMO) 3.75 0.76   -.15 ̶     

3. Error prevention (EPO) 2.56 0.82 .13 -.39** ̶    

4. On-task thoughts (OTT) 3.83 0.73 .00 .25** -.32** ̶   

5. Negative self-related thoughts 

(NST) 

2.36 0.90   .19* -.20** .52** -.47** ̶  

6. Stress 2.41 0.52 .14 -.25** .50** -.65**   .80**     ̶

Note. N = 112. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Motive Manipulation Check  

To examine whether the manipulation of the interviewers´ presumptions on the suspect´s 

motive was effective we ran a chi-square test of independence. We assessed the link between the 

interviewers’ allocated motive condition and the motive manipulation check. We expected 

interviewers favoured the purposeful motive answer during the manipulation check when they were 

assigned to the purposeful condition, and that interviewers favoured the accidental motive answer 

in the accidental condition. However, a non-significant difference was found, χ2 (3, N = 112) = 6.52, p 

= .09.7 Therefore, there was no evidence to suggest that interviewers’ presumptions on the suspect’s 

motive differed between the manipulated conditions. However, we still analysed the allocated 

motive condition because we inquired interviewers on their presumed motives only after the 

interview. This could mean that the answers on the manipulation check had been adulterated by the 

content of the interview, rather than that it reflected the efficacy of the motive manipulation.  

Hypothesis Testing 

 
 

7 This chi-square test violated the assumption that a maximum of 20% of the expected counts may be 
less than five, because two cells (25%) fell below that criterion. However, other tests did not show a correct fit 
with our 2 × 4 contingency table (motive condition × motive manipulation check). A close alternative, Fisher’s 
Exact Test, also revealed a similar non-significant difference, p = .09. 

 

Table 3 
Means and Standard Deviations of Stress, On-task thoughts and Negative self-related thoughts per error-motive combination  

Presumed motive condition Accidental (n = 56) 
 

Purposeful (n = 56) 
 

Combined conditions (N = 112) 

 
Error (n = 26)  No error (n = 30)  Error (n = 29)  No error (n = 27)  Error (n = 55)  No error (n = 57) 

 M SD  M SD  M SD  M SD  M SD  M SD 

Stress 2.48 0.57  2.42 0.54  2.40 0.55  2.36 0.42 
 

2.44 0.55  2.39 0.48 

On-task thoughts (OTT) 3.53 0.72  3.90 0.72  3.91 0.73  3.96 0.69 
 

3.73 0.75  3.93 0.70 

Negative self-related thoughts (NST) 2.33 0.85  2.40 1.05  2.50 0.96  2.20 0.70 
 

2.42 0.90  2.30 0.90 
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In order to test our predictions that interviewers who made factual communication errors 

would experience more stress and distraction compared to interviewers that did not make this error 

(H1), that this relationship would be moderated by interviewers’ error orientation (H2a) and 

moderated by interviewers’ presumed motive (RQ1a) we performed a two-way multivariate analysis 

of variance (MANOVA). Prior to conducting the MANOVA, the assumptions were tested, which were 

all satisfied but one: The Shapiro-Wilk test showed a significant deviation from normality for both 

OTT, W(112) = .08, p = .01, and for NST, W(112) = .10, p = .01. We ignored this violation as the 

distributions did approximate normality (see appendix E). We used error making, presumed motive, 

EPO, and EMO as predictor variables. We included OTT, NST, and stress as outcome variables.  

Stress and Distraction 

Direct Effects by Error. Contrasting our prediction that erring would enhance interviewers’ 

levels of stress and distraction compared to interviewers that did not make a communication error 

(H1), there was no significant multivariate effect of error making, F(3,102) = 0.36, p = .78. ηp
2 = .01. 

This indicates that there is insufficient evidence to suggest that making factual errors affected 

interviewers’ experiences of stress and distraction. 

Moderating Effects by Error Orientation. We predicted that interviewers with a higher score 

on EMO would endure less stress and distraction after making an error, compared to interviewers 

with a lower score on EMO. The opposite pattern was expected for interviewers with a higher score 

on EPO, relative to interviewers with a lower score on EPO (H2a). These predictions were not 

supported, because both moderation effects were non-significant. From EMO on error condition, 

F(3,102) = 0.31, p = .82. ηp
2 = .01, as well as from EPO on error condition, F(3,102) = 1.15, p = .33. ηp

2 

= .03. Therefore, one’s error orientation did not affect the level of stress and distraction after erring.  

Notably, the MANOVA revealed a significant direct effect of EPO, F(3,102) = 11.62, p > .001, 

with a significant association to stress, F(1, 104) = 28.43, p < .001, ηp
2 = .22; OTT, F(1, 104) = 7.57, p = 
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.01, ηp
2 = .07; and NST, F(1, 104) = 32.93, p < .001, ηp

2 = .24. Considering the directions of the 

correlations (see Table 2), this means interviewers scoring higher on EPO did, regardless of erring, 

perceive more stress and distraction during the interview than did interviewers with lower scores.  

Moderating Effects by Presumed motive. The moderation effect of interviewers’ presumed 

motives on perceptions of stress and distraction after erring (RQ1) was non-significant, F(3,102) = 

1.28, p = 29. ηp
2 = .04. This suggests that interviewers’ presumptions did not affect their experience 

of stress or distraction after erring.   

Behavioural Responses: Deflect and Exploring  

Interviewers responded relatively frequent to the error by using deflect (n = 14), followed by 

an explore response (n = 12). Of the additional responses, contradict was used most often (n = 28) 

and the accept response was marginally used (n = 1). The accept response could not provide credible 

estimates, as the observed frequency was too low, and was therefore excluded from analysis. 

Further, since the contradict was not considered in the hypotheses, this response is included in an 

additional analysis that ensues below this section.  

To assess the direct effects of error orientation (H2b) on the used behavioural responses we 

computed several binary logistic regressions, one per behavioural response type. Additionally, we 

allowed for a moderating effect by presumed motive (RQ1b) on stress and distraction. Each binary 

logistic regression included stress, OTT, NST, EMO, and EPO as predictor variables for the 

behavioural responses. 8 The responses were coded as binary dependent variables, with 0 = not used 

 
 

8 The correlation between stress and NST was relatively strong (see table 2). This could signal 
multicollinearity when both variables would be used as predictor variables, as is the case in these regressions. 
Running collinearity diagnostics revealed stress had a variance inflation factor of 3.85. We opted to retain both 
stress and NST during this behavioural analysis. The variance inflation factor was considered sufficiently low 
and would therefore not impair statistical significance (Allison, 2012). Further, we wanted to avoid an omitted 
variable bias, which would have given a false impression of the predictive value of the individual predictors. 
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and 1 = used. Additionally, we allowed for an interaction effect of presumed motive with stress, with 

OTT, and with NST. Table 4 presents the coefficients of these regressions. 

The full models for predicting both deflect and exploring were non-significant, explaining 

11.4% and 22.4% of the variance (Nagelkerke R2), respectively. Therefore, combining stress, 

distraction, error orientation, and presumed motive did not improve the ability to explain the 

variance in the interviewers behavioural responses, relative to chance. In other words, the predictor 

variables taken together did not affect the behavioural responses of interviewers after erring. 

Further, none of the variables showed individual significance. 

 

Additional Analysis 

Behavioural Responses: Contradict 

In line with prior analyses, we ran an additional binary logistic regression for the contradict 

response, as shown in Table 4. The full model for predicting contradict explained 13.3% of the variance 

 

Table 4 
Regression, Standard Deviations, and Odds Ratios of Coefficients for the Response strategies as defined by Interviewers’ Stress, Distraction, Error Orientation and 

Presumed Motives. 

 
                                                                                                          Response strategies 

Deflect (n = 14)a 
 

Explore (n = 12)b 
 

Contradict (n = 28)c 

B SE B Odds 
Ratio 

Intervals 
 

B SE B Odds 
Ratio 

Intervals 
 

B SE B Odds 
Ratio 

Intervals 

  
 

 
 

 

Constant -3.44 5.96 0.03 -  5.98 5.91 396.14 -  -3.74 4.26 0.03 - 

Stress -0.09 1.66 0.92 [0.04, 23.66] 
 

-1.10 1.97 0.33 [0.00, 15.82] 
 

-1.58 1.27 0.21 [0.02, 2.48] 

Error management (EMO) -0.25 0.42 0.78 [0.34, 1.78] 
 

-0.24 0.49 0.79 [0.30, 2.05] 
 

0.48 0.34 1.62 [0.82, 3.17] 

Error prevention (EPO) -0.19 0.49 0.82 [0.32, 2.14] 
 

-0.73 0.55 0.48 [0.16, 1.41] 
 

0.48 0.37 1.62 [0.78, 3.36] 

On-task thoughts (OTT) 0.82 0.88 2.27 [0.41, 12.61] 
 

-1.64 0.90 0.19 [0.03, 1.14] 
 

0.34 0.61 1.41 [0.43, 4.65] 

Negative self-related 

thoughts (NST) -0.21 0.93 0.81 

 

[0.13, 4.96] 

 

-1.32 1.00 3.74 

 

[0.53, 26.52] 

 

0.86 0.64 2.37 

 

[0.68, 8.26] 

Presumed motive conditiond  

× Stress 2.40 2.31 11.07 

 

[0.12, 1028.75] 

 

0.29 2.73 1.34 

 

[0.01, 282.50] 

 

-0.28 1.83 0.76 

 

[0.02, 27.33] 

Presumed motive condition ×  

OTT -0.77 1.14 0.46 

 

[0.05, 4.28] 

 

0.84 1.29 2.32 

 

[0.19, 29.01] 

 

-1.64 0.93 0.19 

 

[0.03, 1.19] 

Presumed motive condition × 

NST -0.45 1.17 0.64 

 

[0.06, 6.36] 

 

-1.07 1.32 0.34 

 

[0.03, 5.52] 

 

-0.87 0.90 0.42 

 

[0.07, 2.43] 
aχ2(9, n = 56) = 6.99, p = .64, R2 = .11. bχ2(9, n = 56) = 13.15, p = .16, R2 = .22. cχ2(9, n = 56) = 10.55, p = .31, R2 = .13..d 0 = Accidental, 1 = Purposeful. 

*p < .05. 
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(Nagelkerke R2) but was non-significant. This meant that combining the predictor variables did not 

improve prediction of a contradiction response by interviewers after they had made an error. Again, 

none of the individual variables showed significance.  

Discussion  

This study examined the effects of communication errors on interviewers levels of stress and 

distraction during organizational interviews. Further, it was examined whether this relationship 

would be affected by interviewers’ error orientation and presumptions about the suspect’s motives. 

Lastly, we assessed whether interviewers’ error orientation and motive presumptions affected 

interviewers behavioural responses to errors. Our findings suggest that factual errors did not affect 

the experience of stress or distraction in interviewers. Moreover, interviewers’ error orientation and 

allocated motive condition did not affect how interviewers felt and behaved after erring.  

These findings must be interpreted with caution since they are based on novel experimental 

research. This means that important shortcomings have surfaced that need to be considered. These 

shortcomings will be discussed throughout the upcoming sections. For now, we can only provide 

preliminary indications of what these findings might tell us.  

Factual Errors and Error Orientation  

Against our expectations, making factual errors did not significantly increase interviewers’ 

experience of stress or distraction. These findings contradict earlier research by Oostinga et al. 

(2020) which showed that making factual errors significantly enhanced officers’ levels of stress and 

distraction. A possible explanation for the findings by Oostinga and colleagues was that officers 

perceived their error to have a negative impact on their reputation. In contrast, interviewers in our 

study did not experience significantly increased negative thoughts about their performance after 

being confronted with errors. Rather, interviewers generally were able to focus on the interview. 

This may suggest that interviewers typically did not ruminate over the impact of the error on their 
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image. Further, the absence of a significant increase in stress among interviewers who made errors 

may indicate that interviewers did not perceive the error as threatening.  

These conflicting findings may be explained by a difference in participant samples. The 

findings from Oostinga et al. (2020) were derived from experienced police officers, whereas this 

study made use of inexperienced interviewers. Matthews et al. (2019) argue that individuals with 

little expertise underestimate the consequences of their errors. Further, Keith and Frese (2015) 

suggest that individuals are inclined to attend errors with more severe consequences, rather than 

errors with negligible consequences. The suspect in our study was instructed to answer all questions, 

therefore interviewers did not encounter obvious consequences of their error. The lack of apparent 

consequences combined with using naïve interviewers may have led to interviewers’ non-response 

to factual errors.  

Against our predictions, interviewers’ error orientation did not significantly moderate 

interviewers’ levels of stress and distraction after erring. The correlations revealed significant 

statistical relationships between the error orientations and the measures for stress and distraction. 

But, when comparing the error orientations on interviewers’ levels of stress and distraction after 

error making, no statistically significant differences were found. Further, our findings reveal 

interviewers’ error orientation also could not significantly predict the behavioural responses 

interviewers used.  

These finding may provide additional support for the suggestion that interviewers did not 

see the error as consequential. Error orientations focus on managing the consequences of errors, 

either by focusing efforts on regulating emotional states or by coping with the source of a problem 

(Dimitrova, 2015). Yet, when an error does not provide apparent consequences to be coped with, 

one’s error orientation will not be relevant – not for stress, distraction, or the behavioural 

responses.  
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Remarkably, interviewers with high EPO scores were significantly affected by distraction and 

stress, but not in relation to errors. This could suggest that interviewers scoring high on an EPO 

generally felt more at unease during the interview. However, we cannot be affirmative on this 

interpretation since confounding variables cannot be ruled out. Different from earlier research we 

did not manipulate the error orientation via instructions (see e.g., Dimitrova et al., 2015, 2017). 

Instead, we tried to establish what error orientation interviewers would naturally use when they 

approach factual communication errors. For future research, manipulating the error orientation can 

help rule out confounding variables, and provide new insights into the role of error orientations in 

interviews. 

Factual Errors and Presumed motives 

We devised two explorative questions to examine the role of interviewers’ presumptions in 

error handling. The first question focused on whether presumptions on the suspect’s motive could 

moderate the effect of errors on interviewers’ levels of stress and distraction. The second question 

examined whether interviewers’ presumptions on the suspect’s motive could moderate the effects 

of stress and distraction on the behavioural responses interviewers used after erring. The findings 

suggest that there is no evidence for a moderation effect of presumed motives on stress and 

distraction, or on the behavioural responses used. We need to be careful in interpreting these 

findings since the motive manipulation check was non-significant, which means that is uncertain 

whether the manipulation worked or whether there was in fact no effect of presumed motives. We 

will further elaborate on this limitation in a later section.  We now proceed to interpret the findings 

under the assumption that the manipulation was effective, which would mean interviewers had 

acquired different motive presumptions on the suspect’s motive. 

 With regards to the moderation effect of presumed motives on stress and distraction, the 

findings indicate that interviewers did not show more stress or distraction after making factual 
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errors when interviewing a presumed purposeful insider compared to when interviewing a 

presumed accidental insider. We argued, based on the findings by Oostinga et al. (2020), that 

presumed motives could affect how interviewers’ would evaluate the impact of their errors. 

However, as suggested earlier it may be that interviewers were not aware of the consequences of 

their errors. Whenever interviewers do internalize the impact of their errors, then they would also 

not be able to make an (un)conscious evaluation of how problematic they perceive their error to be, 

relative to the suspect. 

The moderation effect of presumed motives on the relationship between stress, distraction 

and the behavioural responses interviewers used was non-significant. Therefore, interviewers 

presumptions on the suspect’s motive did not affect how stress and distraction associated to the 

behavioural responses. Moreover, the experienced levels of stress and distraction did not 

significantly predict interviewers’ behavioural responses to errors. The latter findings seem to be in 

accordance with the suggestion by Oostinga et al. (2020). Namely, that when interviews apply an 

instrumental approach, stress and distraction do not predict the behavioural responses interviewers 

use. Instead, interviewers opt for more dominant behavioural responses.  

One concluding alternative explanation for the findings above may be that interviewers did 

not perceive the error to be their responsibility. This is supported by the finding that interviewers 

primarily used deflect, explore, and contradict responses. Neither of these responses take the 

responsibility for the error (Oostinga et. al, 2018a; 2020). Whenever interviewers do not feel 

responsible for the error, they would also not negatively evaluate themselves based on the error 

(i.e., distraction), or feel threatened by the error (i.e., stress). To explore this alternative explanation, 

future research may want to use additional qualitative questions about the error after the interview. 

Limitations and Recommendations 
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Our study also has important limitations, and we will discuss five of these below. First, as 

discussed previously, one of the alternative explanations for a lack of findings may be that we based 

the factual error on a missing object. This is different from the study by Oostinga et al. (2020) who 

based the error on misnaming someone. We decided on changing the content of the error because 

trial interviews showed that interviewers were not inclined to use the suspect’s name.  

With that decision it is uncertain whether the non-significant effects of errors result from the fact 

that factual errors generally do not affect interviewers’ responses in an organizational setting, or 

because this specific factual error is not impactful in this context. To provide clarity, future studies 

could include different types of factual errors and run in-between group comparisons. 

Second, the study’s sample consisted predominantly of students, inexperienced with 

conducting interviews. Although not all occupational interviewers have been trained to conduct 

interviews (Lattal, 2016; Meerts, 2020), students cannot fully substitute them. Occupational 

interviewers have prior experience that they can revert to (Lattal, 2016), which students do not 

possess. A consequence may be that occupational interviewers intuitively perceive errors different 

than novices would and exhibit dissimilar responses accordingly. As a result, novice interviewers may 

perceive the communication errors as less disruptive. We tried to overcome this limitation by 

providing interviewers with a scenario that showed how an interviewer might normally approach an 

interview. However, this scenario likely does not compensate for lacking experience, and did not 

provide insight into possible consequences of errors.  

Notably, the interviewers were recruited via convenience sampling. This approach may bias 

estimates because of under- or overrepresentation of subgroups, which impairs external validity. 

The shortcomings in the recruited sample and the sampling procedure were a direct result of the 

limited resources for conducting this study. A possible step to overcome these limitations would be 

to recruit occupational interviewers, preferably using probability sampling methods. 
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Third, the experiment was conducted via role-play. Although, role-plays can be a valid 

research method, this is only the case when participants experience the role-play as realistic 

(Greenwood, 1983). A lack of realism may affect interviewers’ responsiveness to errors. Considering 

the role-play was conducted via video call, during which interviewers led the interview from their 

own home, and in which one of the researchers played the suspect, realism cannot be guaranteed. 

This may provide an alternative explanation of our findings, since Oostinga et al. (2020), whose 

findings were fundamental for our predictions on the effects of errors, did cover these shortcomings. 

Future studies could improve by employing an actor, by making use of a realistic setting, and/or by 

inquiring interviewers how realistic they experienced the interview to be.  

Fourth, we administered the manipulation check only after the interview. We did so to 

prevent subject bias, which means that interviewers would (un)consciously act in accordance with 

the perceived goals of the study. However, as a result, the manipulation check may not have 

measured interviewers presumptions on the suspects guilt, as these may have been affected by the 

interview itself. Consequentially, it could not be established whether the manipulation on presumed 

motives was ineffective, or whether there was indeed no effect of interviewers’ presumptions and 

their responses to errors. Future studies may therefore opt to administer the manipulation check 

directly after presenting interviewers with the scenario.  

Fifth, the criterium of ‘prominence’ during the coding process was too ambiguous. Coders 

agreed on which responses were observable, but not on the prominence thereof. The result was 

poor coding reliability for both the primary as the secondary responses. An additional round of 

coding only slightly improved reliability, which had two implications. Firstly, the consistency of the 

first response category remained rather low, which could also explain a lack of findings on the 

behavioural responses. Secondly, reliability was too low for the secondary responses, which 

therefore needed to be precluded from analysis. Consequently, we could not analyse the combined 
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responses, which would have provided additional insights on interviewers’ responses to errors. 

Therefore, future studies may benefit from making stricter agreements on the operational 

definitions during the coding process.  

Conclusion 

This study examined the psychological and behavioural effects of factual communication 

errors on inexperienced interviewers in an organizational context. No statistically significant effects 

were found for error making on interviewers’ levels of stress and distraction, nor for moderating 

effects by interviewers’ motive presumptions or error orientation. Further, interviewers’ behavioural 

responses to errors seemed unaffected by interviewers’ motive presumptions and interviewers’ 

error orientation. These findings provide early indications that factual errors, motive presumptions, 

and error orientation may have no disruptive impact on interviewers in an organizational context. 

However, this is one of the first studies that focused on communication errors in a workplace 

setting, consequently more research is required. A next step could be to examine whether the 

current findings are rooted in the perceived severity of the error, the error type, or the interview 

setting. These efforts can expand our understanding of the impact of communication errors during 

interviews and could help train interviewers in recognizing and handling their errors.  
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Appendix A 

Accompanying Test EOS 

In a few minutes you are about to take on the role of a Human Resource professional, as a 

Human Resource professional you have conversations with other employees daily. When answering 

the sentences below, imagine yourself being in a situation where you asked your colleague how she 

felt about her promotion as Marketing Manager.  However, it turns out you misunderstood and that 

your colleague had been promoted as Technology Manager. Describe to what degree these 

sentences agree with how you would think in this given situation.  
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Appendix B 

Suspect Factors 

Computing a two-way MANCOVA on the studies’ outcome variables in relation to suspect 

factors showed neither significant results for the individual portraying the suspect (IS), Wilk’s λ = .98, 

F(3, 101) = .67, p = .57, nor for the suspect’s gender (SG), Wilk’s λ = .9, F(3, 101) = .19, p = .91. The 

variables therefore did not affect interviewers’ experienced stress or distraction after erring. 

The same procedure was followed for the behavioural responses, except here separate 

binary logistic regressions were used. The effects were considered both non-significant for 

contradict (SG: B = .35 SE = .47, p = .45; IS: B = .05, SE = .24, p = .83), both non-significant for explore 

(SG: B = -0.79, SE = .72, p = .27; IS: B = 0.11, SE = .34, p = .75), and both non-significant for deflect 

(SG: B = -0.87 , SE = .71, p = .22; IS: B = -0.52, SE = .36, p = .14). Therefore, the suspect factors did not 

affect the behavioural responses interviewers used. Following this, we did not include the suspect 

factors in the final analysis. 
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Appendix C 

Suspect Script 

Context / Background information 

Imagine yourself in the following situation and try to act as realistically as possible. You are a 30-

year-old automobile designer at a Volkswagen manufacturing plant in Wolfsburg. You have been 

employed there now for about 6 years. During the years you have slowly grown dissatisfied with 

your monthly pay grade. Several discussions with your managers have led to no avail, the 

management did not want to raise your pay. You feel like you are underpaid for your efforts and the 

experience you bring in.    

Currently, you and your team are working on an exciting new project, the design of a new 

advanced electric model. Your task is to make sketches for the exterior of the car.  Although you 

enjoy the actual drawing process most, your job also involves a lot of planning, developing concepts, 

revising, and having meetings with the art directors. You take your work seriously. You work very 

orderly and follow the deadlines tightly. Besides doing the necessary administration in the 

company’s shared file system, you also make copies of your design work at the end of each shift. 

          

A few weeks ago, a message popped up in your work’s group chat which stated that the 

department’s shared tablet/USB-stick containing vital sketches was missing from your design 

department's storage. It is a tablet/USB-stick that you use often to store your finalized sketches. In 

the meantime, a few weeks passed until news broke that the competing car manufacturer 

showcased a new model with headlights that shared an uncanny resemblance with those of the 

design you and your team were working on. 

Your direct manager has called you and told you that there is a human resource professional 

that wants to have a video call with you. When you open the HR-interviewer video call you are told 
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that you are interviewed about a leak of sensitive information within the company. Although you 

have no clue what exactly happened, you are willing to answer all questions and tell your side of the 

story to the best of your ability. 

Essential answers 

When the interviewer starts the conversation, try to answer all questions. But never take the 

initiative in mentioning the tablet/USB stick was missing. Always, let the interviewer initiate this 

topic.  

• It is possible that the interviewer mentions the missing of a USB stick containing the 

sketches.  Then, there are two possible scenarios:  

1. No Error: The interviewer correctly indicates a USB stick containing the sketches is 

missing. In this scenario the interviewer has a correct understanding of the missing 

object.  You always respond with ‘’Yes, I heard there was a USB stick missing,’ 

i. If you are asked a specific question start with this sentence, and pause 

irrespective of what the answer after it is supposed to be. Make it a 

memorable pause as if you are thinking.  

2. Error: The interviewer falsely claims an USB stick containing the sketches was lost, as 

in reality a tablet was lost.  

ii. React surprised, and slightly frustrated whilst responding with the following 

sentence: ‘I thought this interview was about the missing tablet’. After the 

initial response by the interviewer to this statement, irrespective of the 

response that is given, you always follow up with: ‘’The design department’s 

tablet containing all of its vital sketches is missing, not a USB stick’’, Use the 

same intonation as the sentence before.  
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• Whenever asked how it is possible that you were the last one registered to have used the 

USB stick/Tablet respond with: the USB stick/tablet is also used by people who do not 

register for its usage. It may have happened like that. I don’t know. 

• Whenever asked about your daily routine, or about the day the USB stick/Tablet went 

missing, respond with an outline of the following: 

1. Checking in at the office,  

2. Looking at your scheduled appointments,  

3.Opening your email to check for news, responding when necessary.  

3. Start working your way through the appointments,  

4. At the end of the day you always schedule time to work on the design after which you 

draw some additional doodles for working at home.  

5. Shut the systems down, clean up your desk, store the sketches on the USB stick /Tablet. 

6. Check out at the office.  

• Whenever asked about anything working-related (your bosses, deadlines, projects etc.): 

always respond in an up-beat manner, you appreciate all of it. The only subject you are 

dissatisfied with is your current pay grade, whenever asked about this respond with: 

‘Although I am not really paid [50.000 Euro] what I am worth, I am contend with it.” 

• Whenever the interviewer makes any statement about your possible guilt: ‘’The only thing 

that I can do is tell you my side of the story, but I have not done anything wrong’’. In all 

situations you deny involvement. 

• Whenever asked about whether the competing company has stolen the files, or when asked 

about the guilt of other individuals respond with: ‘’Of course that might be possible, but in 

my opinion, it can also be coincidence. I’ve seen plenty of designs in the past which looked 

alike, it happens’. 
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• Whenever asked about details that happened in days before the missing of the USB stick, 

respond with ‘’Oh sorry, I honestly can’t remember. A lot of time has passed since.’’ 

• If the interviewer asks a question that is not work-related try to answer them by either  

using the demographics below, or by making something up: 

• Age: 30 years old. 

• Sex: based on who takes the role of the interviewee. 

• Educational attainment: MSc in graphic design 

• Employment status: permanent contract, first company you worked for after 

your MSc.  

• Occupation: graphic designer. 

• Home situation: one partner working in a primary school as a teacher.  

• Nationality: German. 

• Activities besides work: reading non-fiction. 

 

Before the start of the interview one of the researchers will indicate which scenario (Error or No 

error) needs to be adhered to. Try to act as naturally as possible and try to behave as similar as 

possible towards all interviewers, furthermore it is of importance to try to answer all questions that 

come up.  
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Appendix D 

Interviewer Scenario in the Purposeful Condition. 

You are a human resource professional for the company ‘Volkswagen’, for which you have been 

working for 10 years now. One of your tasks as a human resource manager is leading investigative 

interviews. As an investigative interviewer you already interviewed a lot of people in the company 

that were under suspicion of breaking the company’s policy or engaged in malpractice.    

Yesterday, one of the department managers called and told you that there was an incident 

in the design department. More specifically, two weeks ago, a USB stick with the designs for a new 

important project went missing.  After this incident, a competing company publicly revealed their 

plans for the production of a new car with a similar look to the design saved on the lost USB. On the 

day the USB went missing the employee (Alex Baker) was the last one who signed up for using it. 

Therefore, you are asked to investigate the incident by interviewing Mr(s). Baker, a 30-year-old 

product designer, about the possible crime.  

To prepare for the investigative interview, you begin to collect information about Mr(s). 

Baker.  

 

Evidence 

• The employee has a good relationship with other colleagues who described them as a friendly 

and ambitious person that is good with everybody. 

• Mr(s). Baker did not sign out for the used USB stick disregarding company policy, which states 

that all use of equipment should be registered. 

• Mr(s). Baker had several discussions with the manager about being dissatisfied with their pay 

grade, however all requests for an increased pay were denied. 
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• You hear from a colleague that Alex Baker has considered quitting the job in the past but has 

not yet done so. 

Your conclusions   

Based on this information you believe that Mr(s). Baker has given the USB-stick to a rival 

company. You base this idea on the evidence that although the employee appears to be a very 

ambitious and involved worker, they have also frequently requested a higher salary and thought 

about leaving the company. Further, the fact that Alex did not sign out for borrowing the equipment 

is unusual. During the interview, do not give all this information right away but try to ask directed 

questions to understand the suspects point of view. The goal of the interview, you are about to 

conduct, is to find out more about Mr(s). Baker and if they are involved in the leak of company 

information. During the interview you should treat Mr(s). Baker with respect and in a professional 

manner.  

Interview guide: 

• At the beginning of the interview, check the background information of the employee that 

was stated above (e.g. their job and tasks) 

• What did the employee do on the day the USB stick went missing? 

• Was there a change in their usual routine that day? 

• How satisfied are they with their current job? 

The duration of the interview will be about 5 minutes. 
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Appendix D 

Interviewer Scenario in the Accidental condition. 

You are a human resource professional for the company ‘Volkswagen’, for which you have been 

working for 10 years now. One of your tasks as a human resource manager is leading investigative 

interviews. As an investigative interviewer you already interviewed a lot of people in the company 

that were under suspicion of breaking the company’s policy or engaged in malpractice.    

Yesterday, one of the department managers called and told you that there was an incident 

in the design department. More specifically, two weeks ago, a USB stick with the designs for a new 

important project went missing.  After this incident, a competing company publicly revealed their 

plans for the production of a new car with a similar look to the design saved on the lost USB. On the 

day the USB went missing the employee (Alex Baker) was the last one who signed up for using it. 

Therefore, you are asked to investigate the incident by interviewing Mr(s). Baker, a 30-year-old 

product designer, about the possible crime.  

To prepare for the investigative interview, you begin to collect information about Mr(s). 

Baker.  

Evidence 

• The employee has a good relationship with other colleagues who described them as a friendly 

and ambitious person that is good with everybody. 

• Mr(s). Baker did not sign out for the used USB stick disregarding company policy, which states 

that all use of equipment should be registered. 

• Mr(s). Baker had several discussions with the manager about being dissatisfied with their pay 

grade, however all requests for an increased pay were denied. 

• You hear from a colleague that Alex Baker has considered quitting the job in the past but has 

not yet done so. 
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Your conclusions   

Based on this information you believe that Mr(s). Baker has accidentally misplaced or lost 

the USB stick, which could give someone else the chance to copy the design or take the stick with 

them. You base this idea on the evidence that the employee is said to be a very ambitious and 

involved worker. Further, despite they frequently requested for a higher salary, they have not left 

the company. Also, the fact that Alex did not sign out for borrowing the equipment is unusual.  

During the interview, do not give all this information right away but try to ask directed 

questions to understand the suspects point of view. The goal of the interview, you are about to 

conduct, is to find out more about Mr(s). Baker and if they are involved in the leak of company 

information. During the interview you should treat Mr(s). Baker with respect and in a professional 

manner.  

Interview guide 

• At the beginning of the interview, check the background information of the employee that 

was stated above (e.g. their job and tasks) 

• What did the employee do on the day the USB stick went missing? 

• Was there a change in their usual routine that day? 

• How satisfied are they with their current job? 

The duration of the interview will be about 5 minutes. 
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Appendix E 

Histograms for the Dependent Variables 

Figure E1 

Histogram of Stress 

 
Note. N = 112, x̅ = 2.41, SD = .52.  
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Figure E2 

Histogram of Off-task Thoughts 

 

Note. N = 112, x̅  = 2.36, SD = .90. 
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Figure E3 

Histogram of On-task Thoughts 

 
Note. N = 112, x̅  = 3.83, SD = .73. 

 

 
 


