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This study examined the influence of peer communication concerning a selection procedure on the levels
of anxiety among applicants taking a test and test motivation regarding a similar selection procedure,
through the formation of interpersonal and distributive justice expectations. The hypotheses were
addressed in a randomized four-group experiment. The results of the mediated hierarchical regression
analyses showed significant mediating effects. Specifically, peer communication about interpersonal justice
shaped applicants’ interpersonal justice expectations, which in turn related negatively to applicants’ levels
of test anxiety. Peer communication about distributive justice shaped applicants’ distributive justice
expectations, which in turn related positively to applicants’ test motivation.
© 2013 Colegio Oficial de Psicólogos de Madrid. All rights reserved.
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Lo que te dicen los amigos sobre la justicia: influencia de la comunicación entre
iguales en la reacción de los aspirantes
RESUMEN

Palabras clave:
Comunicación de pares
Expectativas de justicia distributiva
Expectativas de justicia interpersonal
Ansiedad ante los exámenes
Motivación para realizar exámenes

Este estudio examinó la influencia de la comunicación entre iguales en un proceso de selección sobre los
niveles de ansiedad en aspirantes que realizan un test y su motivación para realizarlo en un proceso de selección similar, a través de la formación de expectativas de justicia distributiva e interpersonal. Las hipótesis se pusieron a prueba mediante un diseño aleatorizado de cuatro grupos. Los resultados de los análisis
de regresión jerárquica mediada mostraron efectos mediadores significativos. Especialmente la comunicación entre iguales sobre la justicia interpersonal configuró las expectativas sobre justicia interpersonal de
los solicitantes, las cuales a su vez se relacionaron negativamente con los niveles de ansiedad de exámenes
de los solicitantes. La comunicación entre iguales acerca de la justicia distributiva configuró las expectativas de justicia distributiva, que a su vez se relacionaron positivamente con la motivación para realizar exámenes de los solicitantes.
© 2013 Colegio Oficial de Psicólogos de Madrid. Todos los derechos reservados.

In their search for information about job vacancies and employers,
applicants generally use their network (Wanberg, Kanfer, & Banas,
2000) rather than solely relying on information or signals given by
organizations. People talk to friends and relatives who went through
the same or similar selection procedures about their experiences.
Often information is exchanged about the fairness of the treatment
received (Mikula, Petri, & Tanzer, 1990).

*Correspondence concerning this article should be sent to Brigitte Geenen (Open
University of the Netherlands, P.O. Box 2960, 6401 DL Heerlen, the Netherlands).
E-mail: BAM.Geenen@gmail.com.

Previous research on the influence of peer communication on
applicant reactions has focused mostly on information about the
attractiveness of the organization as an employer or about specific
jobs (see e.g., Van Hoye & Lievens, 2007, 2009) at the expense of peer
communication about the fairness of the selection process. This peer
communication about fairness, however, can have important
consequences for the applicant and the organization. First, through
peer communication, friends and relatives might influence the
expectations applicants form about the selection procedure they are
about to enter. When friends talk about (un)fair treatment, this may
create expectations of (un)fairness. Further, these newly formed
justice expectations may influence applicants’ test attitudes, such as
test motivation, as observed by Bell, Wiechmann, and Ryan (2006),
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Figure 1. Research Model

and test anxiety, as suggested by Bell, Ryan, and Wiechmann (2004).
These test attitudes are important outcomes to consider for
organizations since they may influence the selection ratio and,
consequently, affect the reliability and validity of resulting personnel
selection decisions (Derous, Van der Velde, & Born, 2011; McCarthy
& Goffin, 2005; Proost, Derous, Schreurs, Hagtvet, & De Witte, 2008;
Schmit & Ryan, 1997; Schuler, 1993).
The present study aimed to investigate the causal path from peer
communication about fairness to applicants’ test anxiety and test
motivation (see Figure 1). More specifically, we examined whether
expectations of interpersonal and distributive justice mediated this
relationship. To test the proposed model, an experiment was
conducted in which peer communication about interpersonal and
distributive justice was manipulated. The rationale of focusing on
interpersonal and distributive justice is that both types are
specifically associated with personal attitudes (i.e., test anxiety, test
motivation) about specific events (i.e., the upcoming selection
procedure) rather than organizational outcomes and/or attitudes
about the organizational system (Ambrose, Hess, & Ganesan, 2007;
McFarlin & Sweeney, 1992).
Peer Communication as an Antecedent of Justice Expectations
Peer communication in the selection context can be conceptualized
as peers (i.e., other applicants who have gone through the same or
similar selection procedure) sharing information about previous
selection experiences (Bell et al., 2004). Especially early in the
recruitment process and without first-hand experience of the
employer, most external applicants are unfamiliar with the
organization and the trustworthiness of the organization (Searle &
Billsberry, 2011). In the absence of information about the organization,
applicants will use information from peers to form impressions about
an organization (Bangerter, Roulin, & König, 2012; Rynes, 1991; Rynes,
Bretz, & Gerhart, 1991). Lack of knowledge, or uncertainty, about
future events undermines feelings of ability to control those future
events, which, in turn, could lead to negative consequences, such as
anxiety (DiFonzo & Bordia, 2002). Uncertainty about important
matters (i.e., a selection) motivates behavior, such as interacting with
peers, that reduces uncertainty (Hogg, 2000). This suggests that when
uncertain about an upcoming selection encounter, applicants will be
motivated to get information from peers in order to cope with that
selection situation. This is in line with social information processing
theory (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978), which states that people actively
seek information from their immediate social environment, on which
they base their subsequent cognitions and behavior. Individuals are
particularly eager to get information from people who experienced a
similar event, as their views are seen as more relevant (Festinger,
1954). The derived information is connected in memory with existing
organized knowledge and that integrated knowledge in turn influences
the formation of expectations with respect to upcoming events
(Huesmann, 1998).

In the same way, peer communication about justice related
aspects will influence the development of justice expectations. In the
literature, this process is referred to as cognitive contagion of justice
and suggests that the simple act of conversing about justice may
cause a significant shift in how people evaluate the justice of an
event or situation (Degoey, 2000). Brockner et al. (1997) found
support for this contagion process when observing how justice
related information provided by relevant others altered people’s
attitudes towards justice in a given situation.
In a selection context, cognitive contagion of justice may explain
how justice related information from peers who have gone through
a similar selection procedure might shape applicants’ justice
expectations about an upcoming selection procedure. Specifically,
we argue that applicants may form justice expectations about the
fairness of the interpersonal treatment they will receive (i.e.,
interpersonal justice expectations; Gilliland, 1993), based on the
treatment that was given to a friend. For example, an applicant hears
from a friend, who went through the same selection procedure, that
he has been treated in terms of personal relations in a warm and
friendly way and with dignity and respect. From this information the
applicant may conclude that he/she probably will also be treated in
a fair way. Conversely, when the applicant learns from a friend that
he has been treated in a very unfriendly and disrespectful manner,
the applicant may infer that unfair treatment can also be expected in
his/her selection process.
Similarly, applicants may develop justice expectations about the
fairness of the outcome they will receive (being hired or not, i.e.,
distributive justice expectations, Gilliland, 1993), based on the
fairness of the outcome that was achieved by their friends. For
example, when an applicant hears from a friend that being hired at
that organization depends more on favoritism than on a fair outcome
of the selection process, he/she may expect a similar unfair outcome
of the selection process.
Based on these theoretical arguments, we developed the following
hypothesis:
‘Hypothesis 1: Peer communication about interpersonal and
distributive justice of a selection procedure is positively related to
applicants’ interpersonal justice expectations (H1a) and distributive
justice expectations (H1b), respectively’.
Interpersonal and Distributive Justice Expectations and Test Anxiety
Test anxiety can be defined as the anxiety that occurs during
evaluative situations (Sarason, 1978; Zeidner, 1998). It is a negative
affective state (Reber, 1995) that might imply a threat to individuals’
self-esteem and ego (Spielberger, 1966). Test anxiety research,
however, shows that a supporting and reassuring environment can
have a direct soothing effect on anxious individuals and can help
them to cope with test anxiety (Goldsmith & Albrecht, 1993; Putwain,
2009; Zeidner, 1998). Such a reassuring environment may reduce
uncertainty and may, therefore, lower test anxiety.
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From a justice perspective, this suggests that people may
experience less test anxiety when they perceive interpersonal justice
to be high. This idea was supported in a study by Carless and Imber
(2007) that showed how interviewers’ interpersonal skills (i.e.,
warmth, respectfulness, thoughtfulness) had a positive effect on
applicants’ well-being and substantially reduced their level of test
anxiety.
Research further suggests that not only experiencing but just
expecting another person’s respect and warmth may have a similar
effect (Casbarro, 2005; Stiff, Dillard, Somera, Kim, & Sleight, 1988).
Casbarro (2005), for instance, found lower levels of test anxiety for
students expecting a respectful and friendly teacher as opposed to
those expecting a strict teacher. In the selection context, this means
that applicants, expecting high levels of interpersonal justice may
experience less test anxiety than applicants who expect low levels.
Similarly, a reduction in test anxiety may occur following
distributive justice expectations. Test anxiety could arise from
uncertainty about a future event, specifically uncertainty about the
outcome of the selection procedure. One way to reduce uncertainty
about the outcome of the selection procedure is by seeking
information about fairness of the outcome of the selection procedure
(i.e., distributive fairness, see Lind & van den Bos, 2002). Information
about distributive fairness helps to cope with uncertainty about the
outcome of the selection and could, therefore, result in a reduction
of anxiety. In the same line, studies show that expecting distributive
fairness reinforces employees’ feelings of efficacy (e.g., Siegrist,
1996). Individuals with low self-efficacy perceptions tend to focus on
their deficiencies and suffer from anxiety and stress (Bandura, 1986)
and studies in evaluative situations have found a significant negative
relationship between perceived self-efficacy and test anxiety
(Bandalos, Yates, & Thorndike-Christ, 1995; Benson, Bandalos, &
Hutchinson, 1994; Betz & Hacket, 1983). For the selection context,
this suggests that expecting unfairness from the way outcomes are
allocated (distributive unfairness), may increase applicants’ test
anxiety, while expecting distributive justice may result in a reduced
level of test anxiety.
Based on these theoretical and empirical arguments we developed
the following hypothesis:
‘Hypothesis 2: Interpersonal justice expectations (H2a) and
distributive justice expectations (H2b) are negatively related to
applicants’ test anxiety’.
Interpersonal and Distributive Justice Expectations and Test Motivation
Test motivation has been defined as an individual’s willingness to
work on test items and invest effort and persistence in working on
them (Arvey, Strickland, Drauden, & Martin, 1990). People’s motivation
to work on a task may be related to what they expect to receive from
that effort (Vroom, 1964), but may also be related to the way in which
they have been treated by others (Gouldner, 1960). According to
reciprocity theory (Gouldner, 1960), people generally return treatment
they have received from others. For example, in response to friendly
actions, people are often more agreeable and cooperative, while they
are more offensive and even brutal, in response to hostile actions (Fehr
& Gächter, 2000). Fehr and Gächter (2000) also found employees who
were reciprocally motivated to put extra effort into a task above the
level demanded by material incentives alone. Studies provide evidence
of this reciprocal influence even in asymmetrical power relations, such
as in the exchange relationship between employee and employer
(Coyle-Shapiro & Kessler, 2002). Reciprocity not only motivates
behavior in response to treatment experienced, but also to treatment
that is anticipated (Gouldner, 1960; Rabin, 1993). In the selection
context this suggests that if applicants expect an organization to treat
them in a friendly and respectful manner, they may be inclined to
reciprocate that positive treatment by being more willing to put effort
into the selection test.
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Other factors, such as signaling, may also influence test motivation.
According to signaling theory (Rynes, 1991; Spence, 1973), applicants
use recruitment-related activities and information as signals of
unknown organizational characteristics (Collins & Stevens, 2002;
Turban & Cable, 2003; Turban, Forret, & Hendrickson, 1998).
Applicants lacking information about an organization will interpret
available information (i.e., through peer communication) as signals
about other jobs and organizational attributes (Celani & Singh, 2011).
Applicants who expect fair and respectful treatment from the
recruiter may interpret this expected courteous behavior as reflective
of the organization’s positive attitudes and fair culture. Research has
identified that organizations with more positive reputations are
perceived as more attractive as employers (Turban & Cable, 2003)
and organization brand has been identified to directly influence
applicants’ intentions to pursue employment with that organization
(Han & Collins, 2002). This suggests that applicants who expect to be
treated in a courteous manner and who interpret this behavior as
reflective of the organization’s culture may be more inclined to put
effort into the selection test in order to enhance the chances of
joining that organization, than applicants who expect to be treated
in a disrespectful manner.
The above-mentioned arguments are in line with Bell et al. (2006)
who found a significant positive relationship between interpersonal
justice expectations and applicants’ test motivation. Applicants with
higher expectations of interpersonal justice reported higher levels of
test motivation.
With respect to the effect of distributive justice expectations, it
can be assumed that individuals who expect distributive fairness
may be more motivated to put effort into a task, since they may have
the confidence that their hard work will pay off. This is in line with
expectancy value theory of achievement motivation (Atkinson, 1957;
Vroom, 1964), which states that individuals are more motivated to
do a task when they believe that their effort will lead to higher levels
of performance and valued rewards. In the selection context this
means that if applicants expect that being hired is probably very
much dependent upon how well they perform in the selection test,
those applicants are more motivated to put effort into the selection
test. On the other hand, if applicants expect that being hired is less
dependent on the outcome of the selection test, but more dependent
on favoritism, they will probably not see the value of putting much
effort into the test, resulting in lower test motivation
Evidence for the relationship between perceived distributive
injustice and motivation was observed by Tyagi (1990) who found
that salespeople who perceived inequity were less motivated.
Similarly, Leete (2000) observed that perceived wage equity and
perceived employer fairness was related to employee motivation.
Employees seem to put in more effort when they feel they are
receiving a fair wage (Leete, 2000). Not only when distributive justice
is perceived, but also when it is merely expected, has this relationship
with motivation been identified. In the selection context, Bell et al.
(2006) found that applicants who expected distributive fairness had
a higher test motivation than applicants who did not expect
distributive justice.
Based on theoretical and empirical evidence we developed the
next hypothesis:
‘Hypothesis 3: Interpersonal justice expectations (H3a) and
distributive justice expectations (H3b) are positively related to
applicants’ test motivation’.
Given the above-mentioned relations, we expected justice
expectations to mediate the relationships between peer
communication about interpersonal/distributive justice and
applicants’ test anxiety and test motivation. Specifically, applicants
who hear from a peer about the fairness he/she received during a
similar situation may experience less test anxiety and be more
motivated to put effort into the test because they also expect to
receive similar fair treatment and a similar fair outcome.
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Accordingly, we developed the following hypotheses:
‘Hypothesis 4: Interpersonal justice expectations mediate the
relationship between peer communication about interpersonal
justice and applicants’ test anxiety (H4a), and test motivation (H4b)’.
‘Hypothesis 5: Distributive justice expectations mediate the
relationship between peer communication about distributive justice
and applicants’ test anxiety (H5a) and test motivation (H5b)’.
Method
Participants and Design
The hypotheses were tested in a randomized four-group
experiment. Participants in this study were 85 first year students in
psychology at a university in Leuven, Belgium. The average age was
18 and 85 per cent were female. All students signed an informed
consent form and received course credits in exchange for participation
(i.e., for one hour). Participants were randomly assigned to a 2 by 2
between-subjects factorial design. The independent variables were
peer communication about interpersonal justice (high versus low)
and peer communication about distributive justice (high versus
low). Dependent variables were applicants’ test anxiety and test
motivation and mediators were interpersonal and distributive justice
expectations.
Experimental Procedure
All participants were requested to gather in the auditorium of the
university for a collective experiment. Upon their arrival, participants
were told that they were participating in a research about personnel
selection. It was explained to them that it was important that they
try to imagine actually taking part in the selection. They were then
asked to read (in Dutch) a scenario. In all circumstances, the scenario
started with: “Today you are applying for a job at Distrix Inc.”.
First, peer communication about distributive justice was
presented. In the case of peer communication about low distributive
justice, the scenario continued as follows: “Distrix Inc. is known for
preferential treatment of people with the right connections with the
organization. A friend, who applied at Distrix Inc., told you that the
boss’s nephew (who he happened to know) was selected for a
position in preference to him, while your friend clearly was the more
qualified and experienced candidate. The nephew also scored much
lower on a number of application tests, which included an intelligence
test and a presentation. Even so, your friend was not hired and the
nephew was!” In the case of peer communication about high
distributive justice, the scenario continued as follows: “Distrix Inc. is
known for not giving preferential treatment to people with the right
connections with the organization. A friend, who applied at Distrix
Inc., told you that he was selected for a position, while the boss’s
nephew (who he happened to know) was not. Your friend clearly was
the more qualified and experienced candidate. The nephew also
scored much lower on a number of application tests, which included
an intelligence test and a presentation. Your friend was hired and the
nephew was not!”
This was followed by the presentation of peer communication
about interpersonal justice. In the case of peer communication about
low interpersonal justice, the scenario continued as follows: “Your
friend also told you that during the selection process he was treated
in an unfriendly way. On arrival for his application he was escorted
into a room where some ten more applicants were waiting. After
waiting quite a while, an HR professional entered the room and said:
“Good morning, please be quiet for a moment so I may quickly brief
you. In a moment I will give you an intelligence test, which you will
have to complete. Please start immediately as I have more things to
do today”. In the case of peer communication about high interpersonal
justice, the scenario continued as follows: “Your friend also told you

that during the selection process he was treated in a courteous
manner. On arrival for his application he was escorted into a room
where some ten more applicants were waiting. After a few minutes,
an HR professional entered the room and said: “Good morning and
welcome, I am really pleased that you are all interested in working
with us. I will be very happy to spend some time with you this
afternoon. In a moment I will give you an intelligence test and I wish
you all success during this process”.
Subsequently, the participants were handed out example items of
the same intelligence test as the one filled out by the friend under
the fictitious selection procedure mentioned to the participants.
Participants who were told that they were going to fill out the same
test were asked to read the instructions for the test and do the
example test items. Just before participants started the actual
intelligence test, however, a questionnaire was administered to
measure test anxiety and test motivation. After one hour, all
participants were asked to stop the test and were thanked and
debriefed. Due to this time constraint, most students did not finish
the cognitive test and therefore, results were excluded from further
analyses.
Manipulation check
In a pilot study, we checked whether the scenarios were actually
perceived as examples of interpersonal and distributive (in)justice.
Thirty-two individuals (50 % female, Mage = 39 years; SD = 12.96) were
asked to participate in this manipulation check. A different group of
participants was used to check perceptions of the manipulated peer
communications in order to prevent priming effects. The participants
in the pilot study were randomly assigned to one of the four
conditions. They were asked to read the scenario that was sent to
them by email, and to complete and return the questionnaire
measuring perceived interpersonal justice (Colquitt, 2001; 4 items, α =
.93, sample item: “During the examination for this job, my friend was
treated with respect”) and perceived distributive justice (Colquitt,
2001; 4 items, α = .97, sample item: “The result of this selection
process justified my friend’s efforts”).
Manipulation of peer communication about interpersonal justice
had a significant effect on perceived interpersonal justice, F(3, 28) =
169.16, p < .001, whereas it had no effect on perceived distributive
justice, F(3, 28) = .00, p = .96. Manipulation of peer communication
about distributive justice had a significant effect on perceived
distributive justice, F(3, 28) = 27.30, p <.001, whereas it had no effect
on perceived interpersonal justice, F(3, 28) = .14, p = .71. The
interactions between peer communication about interpersonal and
distributive justice were not significant. These results suggest that
the manipulations were successful.
Measures
Justice Expectations. Interpersonal and distributive justice
expectations were measured through two four-item scales developed
by Colquitt (2001) and adapted to the selection context by Bell et al.
(2006). Responses were given on a five-point Likert-type scale (1 =
totally disagree, 5 = totally agree). A sample item of interpersonal
justice expectations is “During this selection procedure, I expect that
I will be treated with respect”. A sample item of distributive justice
expectations is “During this selection procedure, I expect that the
result of this procedure will be fair, given my performance”.
Cronbach’s alpha was .97 for interpersonal justice expectations and
.93 for distributive justice expectations.
Test anxiety. Test anxiety was measured by the State Anxiety form
of the State Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI) developed by Spielberger,
Gorsuch, and Lushene (1970) and adapted for use in Dutch by Van
der Ploeg, Defares, and Spielberger (1980). The STAI is a widely used
instrument for measuring test anxiety and appears to be a valid
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between the variables
M

SD

1

2

3

4

5

1

Peer communication about interpersonal justice

.01

1.01

--

2

Peer communication about distributive justice

.01

1.01

-.04

--

3

Interpersonal justice expectations

3.54

1.20

.69***

-.11

4

Distributive justice expectations

3.24

0.92

.08

.64***

.29**

5

Test anxiety

2.49

0.47

-.24*

.17

-.39***

-.05

(.91)

6

Test motivation

4.74

0.63

.04

.33**

.24*

.51***

-.13

6

(.97)
(.93)

(.88)

Note. N = 85; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p <.001

indicator of anxiety during test-taking (Seipp, 1991). The STAI State
Anxiety has 20 items, to be rated on a four-point scale (1 = not at all,
4 = very much so). A sample item is “At this moment, I feel afraid”.
Cronbach’s alpha was .91.
Test motivation. Test motivation was assessed using the
multidimensional Valence, Instrumentality, Expectancy Motivation
Scale (VIEMS) developed by Sanchez, Truxillo and Bauer (2000),
measuring three dimensions: valence (3 items; e.g., “I want to pass
this test”), instrumentality (4 items; e.g., “The higher my intelligence
test score is, the better my chance of being hired), and expectancy (3
items; e.g., “If I try to do my best on this intelligence test, I can get a
high score”). As suggested by Sanchez et al. (2000) and in line with
research by Bell et al. (2006), a test motivation composite score was
computed by averaging the valence, instrumentality and expectancy
values for each participant. Responses were given on a six-point
scale (1 = totally disagree, 6 = totally agree). Cronbach’s alpha was .88.
Intelligence Test. The Dutch intelligence test series of Drenth
(1965) was used as a measure of cognitive ability, since this test
series is a frequently used measure of cognitive ability in the
Netherlands (Oostrom, Born, Serlie, & Van der Molen, 2010). As
mentioned, results of this test, however, were excluded from further
analyses.
Analyses
In order to test the research model, hierarchical regression
analysis was used. Mediation was assessed with a bootstrap
procedure advocated by Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007) for
assessing indirect relationships. In this procedure, the initial effect
values (B coefficients) are derived from multiple regression analyses.
Bootstrapping then generates a sampling distribution of the product
term of the B coefficients by randomly sampling sets of cases from
the original sample and computing the product term. This procedure
was followed 5,000 times in our study. Further corrections were then
applied to adjust for differences between the product term derived
from the original sample and the median product terms of the
bootstrap estimates, resulting in bias-corrected bootstrap intervals.
We assessed the indirect effect of peer communication about
interpersonal and distributive justice on test anxiety and test
motivation through interpersonal and distributive justice
expectations As recommended by Aiken and West (1991) we effectcoded high distributive/interpersonal justice (+1) versus low
distributive/interpersonal justice (-1).
Although mediation can occur even if the effectiveness of a
mediator is different under different conditions, in order to have full
mediation, mediation needs to be effective under every condition
(Collins, Graham, & Flaherty, 1998). In order to test this, we performed
hierarchical regression analysis, verifying whether interactions
between independent variables (i.e., peer communication about
interpersonal and distributive justice) and mediators (i.e.,
interpersonal and distributive justice expectations) on test anxiety
and test motivation were non-significant.

Preliminary Results
Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations between the
variables in this study are presented in Table 1. The results showed
significant positive relationships between peer communication
about interpersonal justice and interpersonal justice expectations (r
=. 69), between peer communication about distributive justice and
distributive justice expectations (r = .64) and between distributive
justice expectations and test motivation (r = .51). A significant
negative relationship was found between interpersonal justice
expectations and test anxiety (r = -.39).
Hierarchical regression analyses showed non-significant
interactions between peer communication about interpersonal
justice and interpersonal justice expectations on test anxiety and
test motivation (ß = -.54, p =.36 and ß = .85, p =.13, respectively). The
interactions between peer communication about distributive justice
and distributive justice expectations on test anxiety and test
motivation were also not significant (ß = -.04, p = .95 and ß = -.00, p
= .99, respectively).
Testing of Hypotheses
Results of the hierarchical regression analyses are presented in
Table 2. Hypothesis 1a was supported: peer communication about
interpersonal justice was positively related to expectations of
interpersonal justice (ß = .69, p < .001). Hypothesis 1b was also
supported: peer communication about distributive justice was
significantly related to expectations of distributive justice (ß = .65, p
< .001).
Interpersonal justice expectations were negatively related to test
anxiety (ß = -.39, p < .05), thus providing support for Hypothesis H2a.
Similarly, a positive relationship was found between distributive
justice expectations and test motivation (ß = .38, p < .05), supporting
Hypothesis 3b. No significant relationships were found between
interpersonal justice expectations and test motivation and between
distributive justice expectations and test anxiety; therefore,
Hypotheses 3a and 2b were not supported.
Bootstrapping analyses (Preacher & Hayes, 2004) showed that
there was a significant indirect effect of peer communication about
interpersonal justice on test anxiety through interpersonal justice
expectations (indirect b = -.13; 95% CI -.26 -.01), thereby confirming
Hypothesis 4a. There was also a significant indirect effect of peer
communication about distributive justice on test motivation through
distributive justice expectations (indirect b = .15; 95% CI .04 .28),
thereby confirming Hypothesis 5b. No support was found for
Hypotheses 4b and 5a since Hypotheses 3a and 2b were not
supported.
Discussion
This study investigated the influence of peer communication
about interpersonal and distributive justice on test anxiety and test
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Table 2
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses
Interpersonal justice

Distributive justice

Expectations

Expectations

Test anxiety

Step 1

Step 2

Step 1

Step 2

PC about IJ

.69***

.11

-.23*

.04

.05

-.18

PC about DJ

-.08

.65***

.16

.15

.33**

IJ expectations

-.39*

DJ expectations
.42

.08

.11
.28

-.04
.49

R2

Test motivation

.38*

.17

.11

.29
.25

.48

.41

.06

.13

.09

R2 change

.49

.42

.08

.09

.11

.18

F change

39.13***

30.03***

3.75*

4.27*

5.09**

10.08***

2/82

2/82

2/82

2/80

2/82

2/80

Adj R

df

2

Note. Cell entries represent standardized beta coefficients. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. PC = peer communication; IJ = interpersonal justice; DJ = distributive justice.

motivation, mediated by justice expectations. The results showed
that peer communication about interpersonal and distributive
justice shaped applicants’ expectations about the fairness of the
interpersonal treatment and outcome they were about to receive. As
expected, applicants in our study used justice-related information
from peers, who went through a similar selection procedure, to
create their own justice expectations about the upcoming selection.
This is in line with social information processing theory (Salancik &
Pfeffer, 1978) and adds to the literature on cognitive contagion of
justice (Degoey, 2000).
As anticipated, when applicants expected to be treated in a fair
interpersonal way they were less anxious about the selection test
than when they anticipated unfair interpersonal treatment. In
contrast to our expectations, however, expecting a fair or unfair
outcome did not have an impact on applicants’ test anxiety. A
possible explanation of this result is that expecting distributive
unfairness may not only have a possible negative impact. It may
possibly also have a positive impact in the event that people with
increased levels of anxiety about their test can attribute the outcome
externally in the event of an unfair distribution. Persons high in test
anxiety tend to attribute failing on a test to internal influences, such
as a lack of ability (Arkin, Detchon, & Maruyama, 1982). However, if
those individuals expect the outcome not to be fair, they may perhaps
feel that they will not have to blame themselves for a possible failure
and, therefore, be less anxious about the test. The combination of the
negative and positive impact of distributive justice expectations on
test anxiety could perhaps counterbalance each other, and this
would explain our results.
The positive relationship between applicants’ distributive justice
expectations and their test motivation was in line with expectancy
value theory of achievement motivation (Atkinson, 1957; Vroom,
1964). Fair interpersonal treatment, however, did not have the
expected impact on applicants’ test motivation. Applicants who
expected fair interpersonal treatment were not more motivated to
put effort into the selection test than they would have been if they
had expected unfair interpersonal treatment.
The findings of the study partially supported our expectations
about the mediating effect of interpersonal and distributive justice
expectations. Applicants who heard from peers about fair
interpersonal treatment expected to receive similarly fair treatment
and were therefore less anxious than applicants who received
information from peers about unfair treatment. Applicants who
received information from peers about the fairness of the outcome
expected to receive a similarly fair outcome and were therefore more
motivated to put effort into the selection test than applicants who
received information from peers about an unfair outcome.

Limitations and suggestions for future research
To our knowledge, this is one of the first studies that have
investigated the role of peer communication about selection
procedure on applicants’ test anxiety/test motivation as mediated by
applicants’ interpersonal/distributive justice expectations. However,
some limitations should also be acknowledged. A first potential
limitation relates to the definition of peers as ‘friends’ of the applicant
who shared a similar experience, without further details about the
relationship between the two. The influence of peer communication
may depend on the nature and the trustworthiness of the source
(Bell et al., 2004; Pornpitakpan, 2004) as well as on the level of tie
strength (i.e., the closeness of the relationship with the source, see
Van Hoye & Lievens, 2007). Moreover, not only the trustworthiness
of the source, but also the trust propensity of the applicants may be
important to consider (see Searle, Weibel, & Den Hartog, 2011 for a
review on trust propensity measures). Some applicants will be more
willing to rely on peers than others, which could have an impact on
the effect of peer communication. Future studies, therefore, could
compare the effect of peer communication from friends with the
effect of peer communication from those who are more or less
strangers, manipulate the level of trustworthiness of the source and
manipulate trust propensity of the trustor in order to get insight into
the influence of peer communication under different circumstances.
A second limitation concerns the fact that this study was a
scenario study. These types of experiments have been criticized for
the fact that they may have a lower external validity and may yield
misleading findings (Wachtel, 1980). Notwithstanding these
concerns, we opted for a controlled experimental setting, which
allowed us to draw causal inferences (Antonakis, Bendahan, Jacquart,
& Lalive, 2010). In this way, we can start to understand how peer
communication is related to justice expectations and, consequently,
how to test anxiety and test motivation in a controlled setting.
Further research is needed that investigates to what extent these
relationships hold in more complex field settings and with less
novice applicants.
A third limitation has to do with the fact that students and not
real job seekers participated in this study. The students were given
course credits in exchange for participation, but besides that they
had nothing to gain/lose from doing well/not well in the test. In real
selection situations, applicants may attach different levels of
importance to succeeding within a selection process, for instance
depending on whether someone already has a job and is just looking
around or whether someone is desperate to get the job. This means
that applicants may be affected differently by uncertainty and may
have (less) stronger reactions. Future research could, therefore,
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include salience to succeed as moderator in the relationship between
justice expectations and applicant reactions. Studies in educational
context have identified that personal consequence of tests relates
positively to test motivation and negatively to test anxiety (Wolf &
Smith, 1995).
In this study no control group was used. Future research, however,
could include a control group that would represent a neutral
condition where participants have neither negative nor positive
information about the selection procedure in the company. Having a
control group would show whether both experimental groups really
differ from a neutral situation.
Since the primary focus of our study was to investigate the role of
peer communication about the selection procedure on applicants’
test anxiety/test motivation as mediated by applicants’ interpersonal/
distributive justice expectations, considering other data was beyond
the scope of this study. Future research could consider effects of
applicants’ IQ level as well as applicants’ self-concept, since it has
been identified that those confident in their IQ and/or having high
self-concept may be less likely to feel anxious about tests than those
with a lower IQ or having low self-concept. Bandalos, Yates, and
Thornndike-Christ (1995) for instance identified a negative
relationship between self-concept and test anxiety (see Hansford &
Hattie, 1982 for a meta-analysis).
Finally, this study focused on only two types of justice expectations,
namely interpersonal and distributive justice. Future research could
include other types of justice expectations (i.e., procedural justice
expectations and informational justice expectations, see Colquitt,
2001) in order to obtain a more complete picture of how test anxiety
and test motivation can be managed through justice expectations.
Practical Implications
The findings of this study can help organizations to improve the
selection of valuable staff by actively influencing applicants’ test
anxiety and test motivation by managing applicants’ justice
expectations. Since these justice expectations are partly shaped by
peer communication, organizations should become aware of the
important role that peer communication can play. Like a virus
spreading can manifest itself in a disease, peers expressing negative
thoughts and feelings about injustice in the selection may have
widespread consequences for the (image of the) organization
(Degoey, 2000). Organizations that pay attention to treating
applicants fairly and in a friendly manner could stimulate employees
to share experiences about their selection process via an independent
forum. Such a forum will provide potential employees with
information to help them decide where they would like to apply.
Referring to this forum could even become part of employer-branding
activities. Organizations will not be able to control what will actually
be shared about the selection process, but they can make sure that
employees have no reason to talk negatively about the selection
process by implementing a selection process that is fair and
respectful.
Once individuals have applied, organizations should then ‘walk
the talk’ and treat applicants fairly and in a friendly manner.
Applicants who feel reassured by the expectation that they will be
treated with respect and can count on a fair outcome of the selection
will be able to show their true potential, which will enhance
organizations’ chances of hiring the best staff.
Conclusion
To conclude, this study is one of the first studies empirically to
show that peer communication about interpersonal justice relates to
test anxiety and that this relationship is mediated by applicants’
interpersonal justice expectations. Equally, this study also shows a
significant mediating effect of distributive justice expectations on
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the relationship between peer communication about distributive
justice and test motivation. The result of the study emphasizes the
possible contagious effects that peer communication can have and
which should not be overlooked by organizations.
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