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What a Difference Your E-Mail Makes:
Effects of Informal E-Mail Addresses in Online

Résumé Screening

Marlies van Toorenburg, MSc, Janneke K. Oostrom, PhD, and Thomas V. Pollet, PhD

Abstract

Résumés are screened rapidly, with some reports stating that recruiters form their impressions within 10 seconds.
Certain résumé characteristics can have a significant impact on the snap judgments these recruiters make. The
main goal of the present study was to examine the effect of the e-mail address (formal vs. informal) used in a
résumé on the hirability perceptions formed by professional recruiters (N = 73). In addition, the effect of the e-mail
address on hirability perceptions was compared to the effects of spelling errors and typeface. Participants assessed
the cognitive ability, personality, and the hirability of six fictitious applicants for the job of an HR specialist. The
hirability ratings for the résumés with informal e-mail addresses were significantly lower than the hirability ratings
for résumés that featured a formal e-mail address. The effect of e-mail address was as strong as the effect of
spelling errors and stronger than that of typeface. The effect of e-mail address on hirability was mediated by
perceptions of conscientiousness and honesty-humility. This study among actual recruiters shows for the first time
that the choice of the e-mail address used on a résumé might make a real difference.

Introduction

The résumés of applicants allow recruiters to perform
an initial screening of whether applicants possess the

knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics required
for the job.1 The initial screening of applicants’ résumés can
lead to strong first impressions regarding their hirability.2 In
order to influence these first impressions, there is plenty of
advice from both practitioners and academics on the ‘‘DOs’’
and ‘‘DON’Ts’’ for developing résumés.3 However, much of
this advice has little empirical support.2 The main goal of the
present study is to examine the effect of the e-mail address
(formal vs. informal) one uses in a résumé on the hirability
perceptions formed by professional recruiters. The effect of
the e-mail address on hirability perceptions are compared
to the effects of spelling errors and typeface. Furthermore,
why the e-mail address affects hirability perceptions is ex-
amined by investigating the mediating effects of personality
and cognitive ability judgments.

Impression models

According to Brunswik,4 observers can perceive under-
lying constructs through elements of the environment that
serve as a lens. Judgments of a criterion are made on the basis
of cues with different ecological validities, where ecological

validity is the correlation between the cue and the variable to
be predicted.5 Furthermore, cues differ in their use by an
observer, where cue utilization is the correlation between the
cue and the inference drawn by the observer. An observer’s
accuracy can be captured by the correlation between the
inference drawn and the variable to be predicted.

Building on Brunswik’s4 lens model, Gosling et al.6 pro-
posed several mechanisms by which individuals impact their
environment in ways that can guide observers to form im-
pressions of personality. They specify two categories by which
personality is manifested in physical environments: identity
claims (self-directed and other-directed) and behavioral resi-
dues (interior and exterior). Self-directed identity claims are
symbolic claims made by occupants for the purpose of re-
inforcing their self-perceptions. Other-directed identity claims
are symbolic claims made by occupants for the purpose of
reinforcing how they would like to be seen. Behavioral residues
define personality in terms of behavioral control.7 This implies
that ‘‘a person who is high on a particular trait would perform
more acts that are prototypical of that trait than would a person
who is low on that trait.’’6(p381) Where interior behavioral
residues focus on the information available within the occu-
pants’ personal space, exterior behavioral residues extend be-
havior to outside the personal space. This theoretical
framework was first derived from research examining
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personality impressions based on offices and bedrooms, but can
easily be extended to other contexts such as résumés.8 Here, it
is argued that an informal e-mail address can serve as a cue to
the applicant’s personality and perhaps even cognitive ability
and that recruiters subsequently use this first impression in their
decision-making processes.

Formality of an e-mail address

Previous research has examined personality stereotypes
based on (non-Internet) names and nicknames.9,10 These studies
indicated that names have a powerful influence on first im-
pressions made by others, and therefore the formality of the e-
mail address is expected to have a powerful influence on the
first impressions of recruiters as well. This might be especially
true given that e-mail communication is very important and
salient in organizations.11 An informal e-mail address is defined
here as any e-mail address that does not refer to the owner’s
name but rather refers to a social, personality, or mood aspect of
the owner, for instance including ‘‘Luv u’’ or ‘‘XOXO’’ (slang
used by teenagers and students).12 Previous research has sug-
gested that applicants who use an informal e-mail address may
be perceived as nonconforming and therefore as less hirable.13

To our knowledge, no research has actually tested whether
informal e-mail addresses have any measurable effect on po-
tential outcomes in the selection process. It is hypothesized that:

H1a: A résumé containing a formal e-mail address receives
higher hirability ratings than a résumé containing an in-
formal e-mail address.

To provide a benchmark for the effect of informal e-mail
addresses in résumé screening, the effect of an informal e-
mail address is compared to the effects of two other résumé
characteristics that are known to influence hirability per-
ceptions: spelling errors and typeface. According to Charney
and Rayman,14 spelling errors influence the persuasiveness
of applicants by contributing to or detracting from the ap-
plicants’ credibility, and by engaging or distracting the re-
cruiter’s attention. Spelling errors have detrimental effects
on hirability perceptions.15,16 Charney and Rayman even
showed that résumés of highly qualified applicants contain-
ing spelling errors were evaluated more negatively than ré-
sumés of less qualified applicants containing fewer errors.
Most of the time, recruiters screen résumés online, and thus
read them on their computer screen. A way to improve the
readability of the résumés and so to attain a higher hirability
rating is to use a certain typeface.17 Shaikh and Fox18

showed that applicants were more likely to be called for an
interview when their résumé was displayed in a highly ap-
propriate typeface than a neutral or inappropriate typeface. In
the present study, the focus is on two commonly used
typefaces: Times New Roman (TNR) and Arial. Arial is
considered the more appropriate typeface, since Bernhard
and Mills19 found that Arial is more readable on a computer
screen than TNR. It is hypothesized that:

H1b: The effect of an informal e-mail address on hirability
perceptions is smaller than the effect of spelling errors, yet
larger than the effect of typeface.

Back et al.20 used Brunswik’s4 lens model to study the
relationship between e-mail addresses and personality

traits. They showed that assessment of conscientiousness is
positively related to the number of characters and the
number of dots, but negatively to the number of digits.
Their results also showed that the use of underscores, the
use of funny and cute e-mail addresses, and the use of a
fantasy name had a negative effect on the assessment of
conscientiousness. E-mail addresses could also have a
powerful influence on perceptions of cognitive ability,
whereby those with informal e-mail addresses might be
perceived as less intelligent. Both conscientiousness and
cognitive ability are well-established predictors of future
job performance.21 Since perceptions of conscientiousness
and cognitive ability have been found to be related to hir-
ability perceptions,11,22 it is hypothesized that:

H2: The relationship between the formality of the e-mail
address and hirability perceptions is mediated by percep-
tions of conscientiousness and cognitive ability.

Methods

Participants and procedure

In total, 73 recruiters (65.8% female) filled out an online
survey. Their age ranged between 20 and 65 years (Mage =
28.10 years; SD = 9.16 years). The work experience of the
participants ranged between 0 and 420 months (M = 21.75
months; SD = 54.80 months). Most participants obtained ei-
ther a bachelor’s degree (35.6%) or a master’s degree
(20.5%) and were involved in the recruitment process at their
place of work.

Before the recruiters were contacted, a pilot study was
conducted (N = 30; 67.7% female) to match the résumés used
in the actual study. The age of these participants ranged
between 20 and 55 years (Mage = 26.07 years; SD = 9.49
years). Participants rated a total of 12 fictional résumés on
personality, cognitive ability, and hirability. From these 12
résumés, six were selected for the actual study (rated for
cognitive ability, personality, and hirability). The e-mail ad-
dresses were created based on the authors’ personal experi-
ences with students’ e-mail addresses and those of the actual
recruiters, who indicated that they frequently discover funny
e-mail addresses on résumés. Based on these experiences, a
variety of formal and informal e-mail addresses were created.
Following previous research,20 the informal e-mail addresses
differed in dots, digits, and underscores, and they contained
fantasy names, funny names, and cute names. To select the e-
mail addresses for this study, the participants in the pilot study
were asked to rate the appropriateness of the e-mail addresses.
An example of an e-mail address that the participants con-
sidered inappropriate is luv_u_sanne@hotmail.com, and an
example of an e-mail address that the participants considered
appropriate is sannejong@hotmail.com. Two informal and
four formal addresses were used.

Several different professional recruitment companies
participated in our study. The e-mail with the link to the
survey was sent to all of their employees. The survey started
with a consent form and instructions on how to complete the
survey. The participants assessed the cognitive ability, per-
sonality, and the hirability of six applicants for the job of an
HR specialist. Table 1 presents the characteristics of the six
different résumés, which were presented in random order.
The survey ended with the question: ‘‘What do you think the
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goal of the study is?’’ Only five participants guessed what the
purpose of the study was. No significant differences were
found between their responses and the other participants.
Therefore, all 73 participants were included in the analyses.

Materials

Perceived cognitive ability was assessed by one item
based on the current Wechsler23 Intelligence Scale. The item
stated, ‘‘Please assess in what range the intelligence quotient
of the applicant would fall using the following answering
ranges: 130 and above (very superior), 110–119 (high av-
erage), 90–109 (average), 80–89 (low average), 70–79
(borderline), and 69 and below (extremely low).’’

Perceived personality was assessed with the brief HEX-
ACO Inventory (BHI), which consists of 24 items that
covered the main six dimensions of personality. The six
personality dimensions are honesty-humility, emotionality,
extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness
to experience (HEXACO).24 The six dimensions are known
to have a relatively low alpha reliability, but the test–retest
stability, self–other agreement, and convergent correlations
with dimensions derived from full-length scales are relatively
high, and therefore the validity loss is only modest.25

Hirability was assessed with Cole et al.’s26 measure. Four
items were chosen based on frequent use in previous research
on selection decisions.27–29 Two items asked recruiters to
indicate the likelihood that they would (a) be interested in
interviewing the applicant and (b) recommend the applicant
to be hired (1 = ‘‘extremely unlikely’’; 6 = ‘‘extremely like-
ly’’). Recruiters were also asked, ‘‘If hired for the hypo-
thetical position, how likely is it that this applicant would
succeed in the job?’’ The final item asked recruiters, ‘‘Taking
everything into consideration regarding the applicant’s ré-
sumé, what is your overall evaluation of the applicant?’’
(1 = ‘‘very negative’’; 6 = ‘‘very positive’’). Due to differ-
ences among scale anchors for the four items, responses were
standardized before scale scores were computed.

Statistical analyses

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations were re-
ported before performing linear mixed models (LMMs) to
test H1a and H1b. The LMMs were run in SPSS v21.0
(MIXED procedure).30 Ratings were nested within each
participant and a random intercept model was used to ac-
count for the fact that multiple ratings came from the same

individual. All the models converged, and parameters were
estimated with restricted maximum likelihood, which deals
better with outliers than maximum likelihood. Results were
upheld when the linear mixed models were bootstrapped
(1,000 bootstraps; bias corrected accelerated),31 suggesting
that the results are robust. The unstandardized coefficients –
the standard error, and the p value are reported in the results
(see below). Effect sizes were calculated based on the t values
and degrees of freedom from the model. For H2, a product of
coefficients approach was used,31 based on LMM.

Results

Table 2 shows the means, standard deviations, and cor-
relations of all study variables. The demographics of the
recruiters did not correlate with the assessment of hirability.
Therefore, these variables were not controlled for in the
analyses.

H1a was supported, as the hirability ratings regarding the
résumés with informal e-mail addresses were significantly
lower, B = 0.82 – 0.11, t(362) = 7.72, p < 0.001, than the hir-
ability ratings regarding résumés that featured a formal e-mail
address (Cohen’s d = 0.81). The effect of the e-mail address
was as strong as the effect of spelling errors, B = 0.82 – 0.11,
t(362) = 7.66, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.80, but both effects
were larger than that of typeface, B = 0.38 – 0.09, t(362) =
4.36, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.46). H1b was therefore not
supported, as the effect of an informal address was as sizeable
as that of spelling errors.

As described above, H2 was tested via a product coefficient
approach. The path between the formality of the e-mail ad-
dress and conscientiousness was significant, B = 0.26 – 0.07,
t(436) = 3.40, p < 0.001. The path between conscientiousness
and hirability was also significant,32 B = 0.96 – 0.05, t(436) =
19.44, p < 0.001. The Sobel test showed that conscientious-
ness mediated the relationship between the formality of the
e-mail address and hirability (z = 3.65, p < 0.001). The path
between the formality of the e-mail address and cognitive
ability was not significant ( p = 0.24). Thus, H2b was only
supported for conscientiousness. In addition, the Sobel test
showed that honesty-humility mediated the relationship be-
tween the formality of the e-mail address and the assessment
of hirability, z = 3.89, p < 0.001. There was no evidence that
other perceived personality traits mediated the relationship
between the formality of the e-mail address and hirability
perceptions ( p > 0.05).

Discussion

This study examined whether the informality of the e-mail
address used in résumés affects recruiters’ hirability per-
ceptions. The hypotheses were that a résumé containing a
formal e-mail address would receive higher hirability ratings
than a résumé containing an informal e-mail address; that the
effect of e-mail address would be smaller than the effect of
spelling errors, yet larger than the effect of typeface; and that
the relationship between the formality of the e-mail address
and hirability perceptions would be mediated by conscien-
tiousness and cognitive ability perceptions.

The results show that recruiters do indeed assess the hir-
ability of an applicant with a résumé featuring a formal e-
mail address higher than that of an applicant with a résumé

Table 1. Characteristics of the Six Résumés

Résumé
Accuracy

of spelling Typeface
E-mail
address

1. Error free Arial Formal
2. 5 errors Arial Formal
3. Error free Arial Informal
4. Error free TNR Formal
5. 5 errors TNR Formal
6. Error free TNR Informal

Examples of spelling errors are ‘‘humen resource manager,’’
‘‘personel information,’’ and ‘‘respensibilities.’’

TNR, Times New Roman.

E-MAIL ADDRESS AND RÉSUMÉ SCREENING 137



featuring an informal e-mail address. The effect of using an
informal e-mail address turned out to be as detrimental as the
effect of spelling errors. These results are consistent with
studies on nicknames and e-mails, showing that character-
istics of e-mail addresses can exert a strong influence on first
impressions.9,10 Conscientiousness mediated the relationship
between informality of the e-mail address and hirability
perceptions. These results are consistent with earlier research
that showed that ratings of conscientiousness were nega-
tively related to the use of underscores, cute e-mail ad-
dresses, and a fantasy name, especially if these names were
self-enhancing or funny.20 Cognitive ability did not mediate
the relationship between the formality of the e-mail address
and the assessment of hirability. It is possible that cognitive
ability did not have a measurable effect due to the fact that all
résumés were of applicants with at least a bachelor’s degree.

Perceptions of honesty-humility also mediated the rela-
tionship between the informality of the e-mail address and
hirability perceptions. Honesty-humility has been linked to
organizational performance because people who score higher
on honesty-humility show more cooperative behavior33 and
less counterproductive work behavior.34 Honesty-humility
has also been found to be negatively related to narcissism.35,36

Narcissistic people, who lack humility, modesty, and fairness,
have been found to use more self-enhancing e-mail address-
es.20 Thus, the informal e-mail addresses may have caused
low honesty-humility perceptions and therefore lower hir-
ability rating due to its implicit association with narcissism.

In summary, the results showed that when writing a ré-
sumé, it is important to use a formal e-mail address. The initial
screening of an applicant’s résumé can strongly influence first
impressions. Even ‘‘small’’ résumé characteristics, such as
the e-mail address, can determine a positive or negative im-
pression by recruiters. It should be noted that there are several
limitations of this study. First, recruiters had to rate the cog-
nitive ability, then the personality, and lastly the hirability of
the applicants. Therefore, recruiters might have (un)con-
sciously based their hirability perceptions on the assessment
of cognitive ability and personality. While the ecological
validity of our study benefits from using a nonstudent sample,
the study sample was modest and limited to a very specific
sample in the Netherlands. Second, the job profile was very
specific (HR specialist), and the result might therefore not
generalize to other job profiles. Lastly, this research only used
a limited range of e-mail addresses. Further research using a
broader range is necessary to validate our results.

In spite of these limitations, this study shows for the first
time that the choice of the e-mail address one uses on a
résumé might make a real difference. Informal e-mail ad-
dresses convey additional information in a social setting
about one’s personal interests, personality, and/or identity.
Their use might therefore have adverse effects when apply-
ing for a job. Based on these findings, it is recommended that
applicants always report a formal e-mail address on their
résumé, that they check their spelling carefully, and that they
use an appropriate typeface such as Arial. Recruiters should
be aware of the inferences they make based on relatively
basic résumé characteristics, since these inferences might not
always be correct. Testing trait and ability inferences using
additional validated tests is strongly recommended. Finally,
employment agencies could use the knowledge gained from
the present study in their application training programs and
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by creating a résumé template for their clients that will en-
hance the likelihood of being hired.
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