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Do Employers Forgive 
Applicants’ Bad Spelling in 
Résumés?
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Abstract
Spelling deficiencies are becoming a growing concern among employers, but few 
studies have quantified this phenomenon and its impact on recruiters’ choice. 
This article aims to highlight the relative weight of the form (the spelling skills) in 
application forms, compared with the content (the level of work experience), in 
recruiters’ judgment during the selection process. The study asked 536 professional 
recruiters to evaluate different application forms. The results show that the presence 
of spelling errors has the same detrimental impact on the chances of being shortlisted 
as a lack of professional experience, and recruiters’ spelling skills also moderate their 
judgment.
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Communication skills continue to be present on top recruiters’ lists of needed skills 
in organizations (Alshare, Lane, & Miller, 2011). This phenomenon is particularly 
salient for writing skills, which have become a growing concern for employers (Craig 
& McKinney, 2010). In the information systems sector, recruiters rank these skills as 
highly as or more highly than technical or quantitative skills (Noll & Wilkins, 2002). 
Similarly, 7 of the top 10 skills needed by newly hired accounting graduates are 
related to writing skills (Christensen & Rees, 2002). Conservative estimates indicate 
that professionals in engineering and technology occupations spend as much as 40% 
of their time writing (P. V. Anderson, 2010). In this context, spelling skills are a core 
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component of written communication skills, and an inadequate level of mastering in 
this domain is an important issue for many employers, who tend to agree that entry-
level applicants have not adequately mastered basic writing skills (Barrington, 
Wright, & Casner-Lotto, 2006; Stevens, 2006). According to the National Commission 
on Writing (2004), only one third of employees possess the writing skills that organi-
zations need.

The gap between employers’ expectations and applicants’ performance concerning 
spelling and grammar is growing (Jones, 2011). Achieve, Inc. (2004) found that more 
than 60% of employers consider graduates’ spelling and grammar skills fair or poor. 
Spelling and grammar errors may cause direct or indirect costs, such as delays, train-
ing costs, lack of productivity, decrease in perceived quality of a website, or reduced 
intention to purchase from an online store (Everard & Galletta, 2005; Stiff, 2012). 
Even so, written communication skills can be easily assessed during the selection 
process. Recruiters widely use applicants’ résumés and cover letters as initial selection 
tools in recruitment, spending an average of 10 to 30 seconds and a maximum of 3 
minutes on a résumé (Bohn, 1994; Greenly, 1993, Hornsby & Smith, 1995).

When recruiters assess résumés and cover letters, they look for cues that enable 
them to evaluate the applicants’ employability. That is, they form a general impression 
about the applicants’ job-related knowledge, interpersonal skills, and general mental 
ability based on a few elements in résumés and cover letters (Chen, Huang, & Lee, 
2011; Huang, Chen, & Lai, 2013). At the end of the process, these impressions influ-
ence the recruiters’ decisions to shortlist an applicant.

Prior research has examined several cues, including aesthetic aspects of résumés 
(Arnulf, Tegner, & Larssen, 2010; Johnson, Podratz, Dipboye, & Gibbons, 2010; 
McElroy, Summers, & Moore, 2014), academic achievement (Kristof-Brown, 2000), 
extracurricular activities (Tanguay, Camp, Endres, & Torres, 2012), and length of 
résumé (Blackburn-Brockman & Belanger, 2001). Concerning the written expression 
of applicants, some impressions formed about spelling errors have not yet been inves-
tigated. In Kreiner, Schnakenberg, Green, Costello, and McClin’s (2002) study, par-
ticipants rated the author of an essay as having a lower intellectual ability when the 
essay contained a large number of spelling errors. Figueredo and Varnhagen (2005) 
have shown that readers of an essay containing spelling errors rated the author as hav-
ing lower writing, proofreading, and spelling abilities and lower general intelligence. 
Authors of emails with many spelling errors are perceived as less friendly, less power-
ful in the organization (Jessmer & Anderson, 2001), and less conscientious (Morgan & 
Thompson, 2013). Spelling errors in emails are also considered as a cue producing an 
impression of a lack of trustworthiness (Vignovic & Thompson, 2010). Finally, gram-
matical errors indicate participants’ lack of professionalism (Carr & Stefaniak, 2012).

These previously cited studies were mostly conducted on student samples. They also 
rely on Likert-type scales for assessing application forms rather than a binary decision 
of selection or rejection. Research has discussed these characteristics in the case of 
personnel selection because they imply a low external and ecological validity (Landy, 
2008; Peterson & Merunka, 2014). In a real selection process, recruiters are generally 
well trained and used to making a binary choice after prescreening résumés.
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In this study, we aim to address these limitations and expand the previous results. 
We intend to quantify the influence of spelling errors on professional recruiters’ deci-
sions and to highlight the relative impact of spelling errors, compared with another key 
element: professional experience, which has been found to be positively related to 
recruiters’ perceptions of applicants’ job knowledge (Huang et al., 2013).

Hypothesis Development

To quantify the relative impact of spelling errors on shortlisting decisions, we took 
into account two characteristics of the application form: the spelling errors, both gram-
matical and lexical, contained in the résumé and the cover letter and the level of work 
experience, which reflects the number of months working in prior jobs (Ford, 
Quiñones, Sego, & Sorra, 2006). The reason for choosing work experience is that it is 
one of the most important parts of a résumé on which recruiters base their judgments 
of applicants’ suitability (Tsai, Chi, Huang, & Hsu, 2011). Moreover, by comparing 
the influence of both form (spelling errors) and content (work experience) of the appli-
cation form and résumé, we aim to highlight a possible halo effect, in that spelling 
errors could hide or reduce the impact of a high level of work experience.

Studies to date have concluded that application forms with spelling errors receive 
lower appreciation scores than application forms without these errors (Charney, 
Rayman, & Ferreira-Buckley, 1992; Kreiner et al., 2002). We propose to expand these 
findings to the recruiter decision of whether or not they shortlist applicants. Thus, we 
propose the following:

Hypothesis 1: Application forms containing spelling errors have a higher rejection 
rate than application forms without spelling errors.

Concerning the interaction between spelling errors and work experience, some 
research suggests the existence of a possible halo effect. Charney et al. (1992) showed 
that recruiters rated error-free résumés with a limited work experience more positively 
than error-laden résumés with a high level of work experience. Thus, we propose the 
following:

Hypothesis 2: Application forms containing spelling errors and a high level of 
work experience have a higher rejection rate than application forms without spell-
ing errors and with a low level of work experience.

Other variables can also potentially affect the relationship between spelling errors 
and recruiters’ decisions. Thus, we consider the intensity of spelling deficiencies and 
the recruiter’s spelling proficiency. The intensity of spelling deficiencies, measured by 
the number of spelling errors in a document, can negatively affect the reader’s impres-
sion of the applicant’s skills. Kreiner et al. (2002) found that readers judged a text 
containing 12 spelling errors more negatively than an essay containing only four errors. 
Applying this finding to the case of professional recruiters, we propose the following:



324	 Business and Professional Communication Quarterly 80(3)

Hypothesis 3: Application forms containing a large number of spelling errors 
receive more rejections than application forms with few spelling errors.

Recruiters’ spelling proficiency must also be taken into account in the context of 
personnel selection, and we argue that it has an impact on their ability to assess the 
quality of an application form. Unlike Kreiner et al. (2002), who found that partici-
pants’ ratings of the author were unrelated to their ability to detect spelling errors, we 
propose that this variable can affect the relationship between the spelling mistakes and 
the recruiter’s judgment, partly because a recruiter with strong spelling ability will be 
able to detect a larger number of errors. Thus, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 4: The rejection rate of application forms is higher when assessed by a 
recruiter with strong spelling abilities than a recruiter with weak spelling abilities.

Method

Participants and Material

The study took place in France. In total, 536 French professionals involved in the 
recruitment process were contacted by an online market research company for an elec-
tronic survey. Using online panels (e.g., Qualtrics, GfK, StudyResponse) is a common 
strategy for obtaining convenience samples in market research, and its use is now 
expanding in organization studies. The external validity of results based on online 
panel samples is still debated (see Landers & Behrend, 2015), but recent empirical 
works provide arguments in favor of this sampling strategy in organizational studies 
(Roulin, 2015; Weinberg, Freese, & McElhattan, 2014). For example, Weinberg et al. 
(2014) found very similar results in a field experimentation conducted on a crowd-
source-recruited sample and a panel data sample. Roulin (2015) found that the results 
and quality of data (range restriction, reliability, and normality) obtained from a sam-
ple recruited on Qualtrics online panels in response to an attitudinal survey was com-
parable to those drawn from existing research conducted on student and general 
population samples, although restriction range appeared to be greater on the Qualtrics 
sample. The panel proposed by the online market research company contained 450,143 
French participants. We used a filter question to select the profile of our respondents 
(“Do you regularly take part in the recruitment process in your organization?”). The 
survey was administered to the selected respondents, and the data collection was 
closed when 550 filled surveys were collected. Twenty-four responses were deleted 
due to missing information or mistakes in experimental procedure.

The participants were asked to read a job offer for a banking account manager posi-
tion and then to assess four application forms responding to this offer. Table 1 provides 
the sample characteristics.

The recruiters needed to decide whether to reject or invite the applicant for an inter-
view for each of the four application forms. At the end of the procedure, we collected 
demographic information and invited the participants to take a spelling test containing 
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40 sentences to identify possible spelling errors. This online application form assess-
ment corresponds to common practices among recruiters, especially in banking activi-
ties, and the résumé screening performed by recruiters in the real world closely 
resembles the process we followed in our experiment (Copus, Ugelow, & Sohn, 2005).

We created six fictive application forms containing a résumé and a cover letter in 
response to a real job offer for a banking account manager position, following the 
usual model requested in the French context. The résumé contained five sections: 
applicant’s identification (name, age, contact information, photo), education, experi-
ence, competency statement (foreign language, software skills, special skills related to 
the job), and extracurricular activities. The cover letter contained the reference to the 
advertisement, the applicant’s interest in the offer, the listing of the benefits of hiring 
the candidate (regarding experience and skills), and the expectation of further contact. 
The application forms’ features varied in two ways. First, half of the application forms 
were free from spelling errors, and the other half contained grammatical and lexical 
errors. Second, the application forms varied in the level of job experience. Candidates 
with a low level of work experience had relevant work experience of 6 months while 
candidates with a high level of work experience had an average relevant work experi-
ence of 30 months.

We held constant all other attributes in the application forms. That is, they dis-
played similar educational background, gender, appearance, extracurricular activities, 
presentation, length, and style.

Measures

After reading the forms, the recruiters were asked to make a binary decision of rejec-
tion or acceptance for an interview. The manipulated factors were spelling errors and 
work experience; thus, we had a 2 × 2 within-subject factorial design. We added the 
number of spelling errors (5 or 10) as a between-subjects factor to design six different 

Table 1.  Sample Characteristics.

Variable Characteristics

Gender Female: 63.4%; male: 36.6%
Age From 23 to 64 years; M = 39.7; SD = 9.8
Number of employees at the 

participant’s company
Fewer than 10 employees: 15.4%
Between 10 and 30 employees: 17.8%
More than 30 employees: 66.8%

Spelling test score (40-point scale) Minimum score: 10/40; Maximum score: 40/40
M = 25.9; SD = 6.3

Number of recruitments per year 1: 13%; from 2 to 5: 30.4%; more than 5: 
56.6%

Number of application forms 
assessed per recruitment

From 1 to 270; M = 22.6; SD = 35.1
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application forms representing all possible combinations. Application forms with 5 or 
10 errors were randomly distributed.

We assessed the recruiters’ spelling abilities using a spelling test scored on a 
40-point scale, with results recoded in three levels: strong, medium, and weak spelling 
abilities. The median time taken by the respondents for completing the experiment and 
the spelling test was 19 minutes.

Statistical Procedure

We relied on the generalized estimating equations (GEE) procedure adapted to our mod-
el’s characteristics. The GEE is an extension of logistic regression, recommended when 
some of the variables of interest are ordinal and repeatedly measured (Liang & Zeger, 
1986). This is the case in our model, which requires a logistic regression analysis with 
nonindependent observations; every participant must evaluate four application files in a 
row. Estimation with GEE allows for comparison between alternative models using the 
quasi-likelihood under information criterion (QICC) as a goodness-of-fit indicator. The 
QICC, derived from the 2 log-likelihood used to assess the accuracy of logistic regres-
sion estimation, penalizes complex models (Barnett, Koper, Dobson, Schmiegelow, & 
Manseau, 2010). For the test of the moderating variables, we introduced interaction 
effects between the independent variable of interest and the two moderators.

Results

Rejection rates varied from to 18% to 51% (Table 2), showing that the relative impact 
of spelling errors and job experience is not easy to untangle at first sight. Except for 
“extreme” situations (application forms with both a lack of experience and a high 
prevalence of spelling errors versus application forms with strong spelling skills and a 
high level of work experience), rejection rates were relatively close (between 36.1% 
and 38.8%).

To test our hypothesis, we estimated a series of models, beginning with the entire 
model at the first stage, and dropping predictors and interactions iteratively when they 
were not statistically significant. We compared the models using QICC as a fit indica-
tor (the lower, the better). We present the iterative testing results in Table 3 and the 
parameter estimates for the final model retained in Table 4.

We found that spelling errors and work experience strongly influence the recruiters’ 
decisions of whether or not to shortlist applicants, in support of Hypothesis 1. The 

Table 2.  Rejection Rates on the Six Application Forms.

Error-free 
application form

Application form 
with 5 errors

Application form 
with 10 errors

Strong experience     18% 36.1% 38.8%
Limited experience 37.2% 49.4% 51.2%
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odds ratio indicated that the odds of rejecting an application form were 3.65 times 
higher when the form was error laden. The applicant’s experience also affected rejec-
tion rates. The odds of rejecting an application form were 2.7 times higher when the 
form indicated a low level of work experience.

Table 3.  Model Comparison.

Models Variables included/excluded QICC

Model 1 Within subjects: Spelling errors, experience 2642.8
Between subjects: Spelling level, number of errors
Interactions: Spelling errors × experience, spelling errors 

× number of errors, spelling errors × spelling level
Model 2 Variables dropped: Number of errors, spelling errors × 

number of errors
2635.33

Final model Variables dropped: Number of errors, spelling level, 
spelling errors × number of errors

2635.3

Variables and interactions retained in the final model: 
Spelling errors, experience, spelling errors × 
experience, spelling errors × spelling level

Note. QICC = quasi-likelihood under information criterion.

Table 4.  Final Model Parameters (Generalized Estimation Equations).

Parameters B
Standard 

error

Hypothesis 
testing 95% CI for OR

Wald χ2 OR Lower Upper

Error-laden application 
form

1.295 .188 47.26*** 3.65***a 2.524 5.281

Inexperienced applicant .997 .139 50.85*** 2.71*** 2.061 3.565
Interaction: error-laden 

application form × 
inexperienced applicant

−.467 .161 8.30** .63** .457 .861

Interaction: error-laden 
application form × 
recruiter with weak 
spelling abilities

−.685 .196 12.11*** .50*** .343 .741

Interaction: error-laden 
application form × 
recruiter with medium 
spelling abilities

−.354 .151 5.44* .70* .522 .945

Note. OR = odds ratio; CI = confidence interval. Reference (baseline): Experienced applicant, error-free 
application form, recruiter with high spelling level.
aOdds of being rejected for an error-laden application form are 3.65 times higher than the odds of being 
rejected when the application form is error free (taken as the reference).
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001
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Figure 1.  Spelling errors × experience interaction (rejection rates on application forms 
depending on work experience).

We also found support for Hypothesis 4: The rejection rate of error-laden applica-
tion forms was higher when assessed by a recruiter with strong spelling abilities. The 
odds of rejecting an error-laden application form when assessed by a recruiter with 
weak spelling abilities were two times lower than the odds of rejecting this form when 
evaluated by a recruiter with strong spelling abilities (and 1.43 times lower when the 
recruiter showed medium spelling abilities).

In contrast, we found no support for Hypothesis 3. The intensity of spelling deficien-
cies (measured by the number of errors) had no statistically significant effects on rejec-
tion rates. The recruiters’ spelling ability did not influence the rejection rate directly but 
rather indirectly in the interaction with spelling errors. This significant interaction 
shows the presence of a pure moderating effect (Sharma, Durand, & Gur-Arie, 1981).

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the interaction between work experience and spelling 
errors and the moderating effect of the recruiter’s spelling ability. As Figure 1 shows, 
the gap between rejection rates is larger for the error-free application forms than for 
the error-laden ones. When the application forms contained spelling errors, the level of 
work experience became less important for recruiters’ decisions. Table 3 displays this 
effect: The odds of rejecting an error-laden application form were 1.6 times lower 
(1/0.63) when this form showed limited work experience.

We proposed Hypothesis 2 to highlight a possible halo effect: We predicted that 
application forms with spelling errors and a high level of work experience would have 
higher rejection rates than application forms without spelling errors and with a low 
level of work experience. This hypothesis is not supported. A McNemar test for 
repeated measures conducted on the two application forms shows no statistically sig-
nificant difference (χ2 = .07; p = .80).

Regarding the impact of recruiters’ spelling abilities on their decisions (Hypothesis 
4), Figure 2 shows that spelling abilities were positively related to recruiters’ assessment 
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of the error-laden application forms. Recruiters with high scores on the spelling test 
penalized the error-laden application forms (all other things being equal). This was not 
the case for recruiters with low spelling scores. The rejection rate difference was 
highly significant for recruiters with strong spelling abilities (χ2 = 42.18; p < .001) but 
not significant for recruiters with weak spelling abilities (χ2 = 0.45; p = .289).

Discussion and Conclusion

Our results expand prior research: Spelling errors are cues that lead to an adverse 
impression about applicants’ employability when application forms are assessed by 
professional recruiters, and their rejection or selection decision is moderated by their 
own spelling level.

When comparing the importance of form (spelling errors) with the content (a low 
level of work experience) using odds ratio, we show that spelling disabilities have a 
stronger influence on recruiters than the amount of professional experience. We also 
show that the presence of spelling errors is particularly detrimental when applicants 
have a high amount of work experience. Compared with applicants with less experi-
ence, recruiters rejected experienced applicants more often when their résumés and 
cover letters contained spelling errors. One explanation of this phenomenon could be 
that spelling ability became, in this case, the only criterion that recruiters could use to 
differentiate these applications. Thus, recruiters’ spelling abilities became a moderat-
ing variable: Participants with low spelling scores were less able to discriminate 
between the error-free and error-laden application forms.

However, some assumptions received no support. First, the results provide no 
support for the impact of the intensity of spelling errors (measured by the number of 
spelling errors). Rejection rates were not significantly different when the résumé and 

Figure 2.  Moderator effect associated with spelling skills (rejection rate on application 
forms and score obtained on the spelling test).
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cover letter contained 5 or 10 errors (34.6% vs. 35.7%). One explanation for this 
result could be our choice of quantification. According to a recent survey by 
Accountemps (n.d.), most of the staffing managers (76%) stated that they rejected 
résumés when they found one or two errors, which could mean that our threshold of 
five spelling errors was too liberal. However, our results showed that participants 
accepted most of the application forms even when they contained spelling errors 
(48.8% of the inexperienced and error-laden applications were shortlisted). The dif-
ference between the Accountemps survey and our experimental study could be 
explained by the declarative nature of the survey. In the Accountemps survey, the 
participants were asked about their reactions when they were facing spelling errors. 
We cannot exclude social desirability in this case: Subjects may have believed that 
a particular answer was expected from them. On the other hand, we did not provide 
any information about our research hypotheses in the experiment. Another explana-
tion for this difference is the gap between the behavioral intention and the behavior 
itself: The intention to reject an application form because of spelling errors does not 
always lead recruiters to a rejection when they have to make an actual decision. 
Meta-analysis on the attitude/behavior link showed that attitudes accounted for 40% 
to 50 % of the variance in behavioral intentions and that these intentions accounted 
for 19% to 38% of the variance in behavior (Sutton, 1998).

Second, the halo effect of spelling errors was not demonstrated: Recruiters did not 
overwhelmingly accept the inexperienced and error-free applications. They seemed to 
take the spelling criterion into account, but not enough to obliterate the job experience 
criterion, which remains one of the most important factors in résumé screening 
(Quiñones, Ford, & Teachout, 1995).

In our study, we demonstrate that spelling abilities are one of the criteria taken into 
account in the shortlisting process. From a practical perspective, these findings have 
implications for both applicants and employers. Our results suggest that an applicant 
can significantly affect the impression made upon an employer with a résumé and 
cover letter containing five spelling errors. This result advocates for the notification of 
“a spelling skills signal” in applicants’ résumés. An increasing number of recruiters in 
France require applicants to take a test that can measure spelling abilities. These tests, 
provided by specialized companies, display a certified score which can be used as a 
signal of writing skills in candidates’ résumés. This type of procedure allows employ-
ers to increase the accuracy of their selection process without bearing the costs of 
testing. Our results also suggest that spelling skills are essential for career develop-
ment: Spelling deficiencies could harm employees with high levels of experience. 
These findings are consistent with Zekeri (2004), who concluded that former students 
reported written communication skills as most essential for career development. A 
2004 survey suggested that correct spelling influences professional promotions: 
Businesses “frequently” or “almost always” took into account writing in professional 
promotions (National Commission on Writing, 2005). These findings highlight the 
need for organizations to provide remedial basic skills training to bring graduates up 
to their expectations, which implies costs and time. They also underline the need for 
programs to improve students’ writing skills (Gray, Emerson, & MacKay, 2005), 
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especially in business communication education, which is known to affect students’ 
skills and performance outcomes in professional writing (Tarasovich & Boyer, 2013; 
Zhao & Alexander, 2004).

Limitations

This study takes a step toward a better understanding of the impact of spelling on 
recruiters’ decisions, relative to work experience. Nevertheless, it is important to 
acknowledge its limitations, particularly external validity issues commonly associated 
with experimental designs.

First, our résumés were fictive to limit the number of manipulated factors. We homog-
enized them by controlling for factors such as facial appearance, name, gender, and age. 
In contrast with the participants in this study, recruiters in the real world must screen less 
homogeneous application forms. The impact of spelling errors on the likelihood of being 
invited to an interview may not be as direct and clear as in this study. Prior research has 
demonstrated the halo effects of facial appearance and ethnicity, and their impact on 
selection can be decisive (Luxen & Van De Vijver, 2006; Oreopoulos, 2011)

Second, the study examined recruiters’ decisions for one type of job, and thus the 
findings may not generalize to other occupations. We know that written communica-
tion skills are needed for the position we examined (Moatty & Rouard, 2010), and 
therefore recruiters pay attention to spelling skills. However, further research is neces-
sary to replicate our results in other job contexts.

Third, this research was conducted in France, and the results should not be general-
ized. Employers from other countries might have different attitudes and behaviors 
when they are judging spelling errors in a recruitment process. A recent study (Martin-
Lacroux, 2015) concluded that French recruiters make specific attributions (e.g., lack 
of politeness, dyslexia, or lack of respect) when they are facing spelling errors. These 
attributions are not the same as those made by participants in previous studies con-
ducted in the United States (e.g., lack of professionalism, lower intellectual ability; see 
Carr & Stefaniak, 2012; Kreiner et al., 2002). These differences highlight the need for 
replication in other countries and different languages.

Future Research Directions

This study sheds light on the impact of spelling on the selection process. The literature 
would benefit from research that examines this subject in the context of IT recruitment 
management tools. Evaluation of spelling is a growing practice in organizations 
because it facilitates prescreening by allowing automatic sorting of applications. 
Several studies have examined the question of spelling criterion for e-recruiting 
(Mohamed, Orife, & Wibowo, 2002; Stone, Lukaszewski, Stone-Romero, & Johnson, 
2013), but the problem of misspelled information in résumés and their treatment by 
automatic algorithms has not yet been studied.

Last, another worthwhile research avenue involves applicants’ fairness perceptions 
of selection procedures. For most job applicants, the selection process is their first 
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contact with an organization; they can develop a positive impression if they feel treated 
with fairness at this stage. It is well established in the field of organizational justice 
that candidates’ perceptions influence their future job performance (Cohen-Charash & 
Spector, 2001), their organizational behavior (Ambrose, Seabright, & Schminke, 
2002), and their job satisfaction (Masterson, Lewis, Goldman, & Taylor, 2000). 
Moreover, previous research has shown that selection decisions based on résumés are 
perceived favorably in both France and the United States (Steiner & Gilliland, 1996) 
and in many other contexts (N. Anderson, Salgado, & Hülsheger, 2010). Applicants’ 
perceptions of recruiters’ résumé judgments tend to be positive. However, further 
research should examine applicants’ fairness perceptions when recruiters’ decisions to 
shortlist applicants are based on the spelling criterion.
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