
P1: GCP/GIR P2: GCR

Sex Roles [sers] pp561-sers-378197 August 24, 2002 13:58 Style file version June 3rd, 2002

Sex Roles, Vol. 46, Nos. 7/8, April 2002 ( C© 2002)

The Effects of the Structured Interview on Reducing
Biases Against Pregnant Job Applicants

Jennifer DeNicolis Bragger,1,3 Eugene Kutcher,2 John Morgan,2 and Patricia Firth2

Some research has been conducted on the discrimination faced by pregnant women in the
workplace. Few studies, however, have specifically investigated how this bias is manifested
in employment or hiring decisions. The current study was designed to examine possible bias
during structured interviews. Participants watched a videotaped scenario in which candidates
were interviewed for a job. The 2× 2× 2 experimental conditions were varied to represent a
structured or an unstructured interview, a pregnant or nonpregnant interviewee, and the open
position of either a high school teacher or sales representative. Results indicate an overall bias
against pregnant women and suggested that the structured interview reduces this bias.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the issue of pregnant women
in organizations has become controversial. Chang-
ing workforce demographics and increases in single
parent families have resulted in more women enter-
ing and continuing in the workforce through their
childbearing years. More than half of all women with
children under 6 years of age are currently working
(Franklin-Cannon, 1998), and the passage of the 1993
Family Medical Leave Act allows a woman to take up
to 3 months of unpaid leave after having a baby. These
changes can be perceived as positive, but they have
also made the issue of pregnant women in the work-
place more complex. How are pregnant women per-
ceived in high-level positions? What effect do these
perceptions have on hiring practices?

Although there is a dearth of research on preg-
nant women in the workplace, the research that has
been conducted has indicated negative perceptions of
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pregnant women working in organizations (Gueutal
& Taylor, 1991; Halpert & Burg, 1997). Many individ-
uals believe that organizations should support preg-
nant employees, but the same individuals do not want
to be inconvenienced by the pregnancies (Gueutal &
Taylor, 1991). A few researchers have investigated
how these biases may affect the human resource
practices of current employers (Gueutal, Luciano,
& Michaels, 1995; Halpert, Wilson, & Hickman,
1993), but there have been no reports of investiga-
tion of whether employers and interviewers are bi-
ased against pregnant applicants. The purpose of the
current study is to investigate possible biases against
pregnant applicants in the job interview and whether
a structured job interview format might help to reduce
these biases.

Pregnant Women in the Workplace

Pregnancy Biases

Researchers (Bistline, 1985; Halpert & Burg,
1997; Halpert, Wilson, & Hickman, 1993) have found
that although EEO law and affirmative action poli-
cies have been somewhat successful in eliminating the
glass ceiling for women, it is still easier for a man to
climb higher in organizations. Supervisors continue to
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see men as more capable and better able to see the
“big picture” in organizations (Halpert et al., 1993),
whereas they perceive women to have traits more as-
sociated with nurturing (Gueutal et al., 1995).

Results of the few studies conducted on preg-
nant women in the workplace support the idea that
such stereotyping and discounting of women’s abili-
ties may be exaggerated when a woman is pregnant
(Butensky, 1984; Gueutal & Taylor, 1991; Halpert
et al., 1993). Butensky (1984) found that employers
tend to devalue the competency of pregnant women,
and Gueutal and Taylor (1991) found that individuals
believed that pregnancy would affect the workload
and the career potential of an employee. Franco and
his colleagues (Franco, Evans, Best, Zrull, & Pizza,
1983) found that 30% of respondents in an organi-
zation’s medical department believed that a woman
of childbearing years posed a significant risk to opti-
mal functioning of the department; Halpert and Burg
(1997) found that 48% of women who had been preg-
nant within the previous 2 years believed their super-
visors were concerned about when and if they would
return to their positions after giving birth.

Although existing data indicate that there are
negative perceptions of pregnancy in the workplace,
there is less information about how these biases may
affect organizational practices. There is anecdotal evi-
dence and case law about discriminatory actions taken
against pregnant employees (Brett, 1997), such as the
denial of promotions when the boss found out that
women were pregnant (Suiss, 1996). However, there
has been very little empirical research about such ac-
tions. Gueutal and Taylor (1991) developed and dis-
tributed a “Pregnancy in the Workplace” question-
naire; they found that men were more likely than
women to state that they would take discriminatory
action against a pregnant woman. Halpert et al. (1993)
investigated the effects of pregnancy on women’s per-
formance evaluations by asking undergraduate stu-
dents to watch two videotapes of an assessment center
exercise. The tapes were identical except that in one
video the woman being assessed was pregnant, and
in the other video she was not. The woman was rated
more poorly when she was portrayed as pregnant.

Gueutal et al. (1995) investigated the effects
of pregnancy on women’s performance appraisals
by collecting archival data of performance evalua-
tions of female bank tellers before, during, and af-
ter pregnancy. Contrary to Halpert et al., Gueutal
et al. found that performance evaluations were ac-
tually higher during pregnancy than before or af-
ter pregnancy. The authors suggested two possible

explanations: (1) women could actually be working
harder during pregnancy, or (2) a leniency bias for
pregnant women could exist. It might be possible that
the raters were more lenient toward pregnant candi-
dates because they feared a lawsuit.

Laws That Protect Pregnant Women

Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act prohibits
discrimination on the basis of sex. According to the
law, an organization cannot treat a woman differently
than a man because she is female and has the capac-
ity to become pregnant. However, pregnancy was not
officially covered by Title VII until 1978 when the
Pregnancy Discrimination Act was passed. The Preg-
nancy Discrimination Act of 1978 states that pregnant
women should be treated the same as nonpregnant
women and men for all employment-related purposes.
It makes both disparate treatment (intentional dis-
crimination without a bona fide occupational quali-
fication defense) and disparate impact (a “neutral”
policy that could burden or discriminate against a
pregnant woman) illegal. The 1991 Civil Rights Act
reiterated that women may not be discriminated
against on the basis of pregnancy, by stating that a
pregnant woman should not be treated differently
than a man or woman with a short-term illness or
injury (Brett, 1997).

The Job Interview

One employment practice that is particularly
open to cognitive and perceptual biases is the job in-
terview. The job interview is used by virtually all or-
ganizations as a selection device (Graves & Karren,
1996; Howard & Ferris, 1996). It is a reciprocal gath-
ering of information between the interviewer and the
job applicant. Unlike some other instruments such as
cognitive tests or clinical personality assessments, in-
terviews afford a participative and authoritative role
to managers. Employers see the interview as a time
when they can assess the candidate’s potential to as-
similate into the specific organizational culture.

Although the job interview is used extensively
as a selection device (Graves & Karren, 1996), it is
fraught with potential for unreliable and inappro-
priate hiring. Most interviewers believe that they
can intuitively determine if an applicant will be a
good employee; many do not prepare for the inter-
view, which makes most selection interviews incon-
sistent, and therefore inaccurate, in predicting job
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performance (Gercken, 1996; Mercer & Seres, 1987).
Despite its extensive use in employee selection, the
psychometric properties of the unstructured inter-
view have led researchers to question its effectiveness.
In a meta-analysis, Hunter and Hunter (1984) esti-
mated validity as r = .14. This indicates less than 2%
of the variance of job performance can be predicted
by the job interview. Recent studies have supported
the predictive deficiency of the unstructured inter-
view (Arvey & Campion, 1982; Harris, 1989; Huffcut
& Arthur, 1994; McDaniel, Whetzel, Schmidt, &
Maurer, 1994; Wright, Lichtenfels, & Pursell, 1989);
researchers have found that interrater reliability is
also low due to a lack of established criteria and differ-
ences in interviewing styles and evaluation techniques
(Campion, Pursell, & Brown, 1988; Graves & Karren,
1996).

Given the great amount of decision-making dis-
cretion involved in the traditional job interview and
the fact that pregnancy can be an obvious and salient
characteristic, an interviewer may be open to various
perceptual biases against or concerns about a preg-
nant job applicant. Some of these possible biases are
summarized below:

Exaggerated Gender Stereotypes

Previous researchers have found that women are
still viewed as having fewer of the traits needed to
succeed in business than men have, and pregnancy
may make these stereotypes more salient (Halpert
et al., 1993). Some researchers have found that some
people, especially men, engaged in avoidant behav-
ior with pregnant women and were more accepting of
pregnancy when a woman conformed to traditional
feminine norms of passivity and empathy rather than
when she was assertive (Taylor & Langer, 1977). It
may be that there is a bias against pregnant women
in jobs that call for assertiveness and other stereo-
typically masculine behaviors, but no such bias if a
pregnant woman is interviewing for a job that calls
for more empathetic and/or nurturing behaviors.

Obvious Statement About Personal Life

Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act makes it
illegal to ask a woman if she has, or intends to have,
children. However, the obviousness of the later stages
of pregnancy provide an answer to that question.
Women are still responsible for most of the burden of
childcare, and they have higher levels of work–family

conflict than men do (Franklin-Cannon, 1998). An
employer who interviews a pregnant candidate may
make various assumptions about how her children
may affect her performance.

Doubt About Ability to Perform the Job

Butensky (1984) found that pregnant women
were viewed less competently, and Gueutal and
Taylor (1991) found that some individuals (especially
men and older employees) don’t believe that a preg-
nant woman can put in a full day’s work.

Concern About Workload Impact
on Other Employees

Franco et al. (1983) found that individuals have
concerns about how a pregnant department member
will affect productivity in that department. Gueutal
and Taylor (1991) found that individuals believed
that pregnancy would cause others to have higher
workloads. Although these individuals did believe
that an organization should accommodate pregnant
women, they were not willing to be inconvenienced
by a coworker’s pregnancy. Employers may believe
that hiring a pregnant candidate will cause conflict or
anxiety in the organization.

Worry About Extended Leave

Women who intend to take advantage of the Fam-
ily Medical Leave Act or to quit their jobs after they
give birth may not alert their employers of their in-
tentions until after they give birth because they fear
for their jobs or desire an extension of benefits. Other
women intend to return after giving birth, but change
their minds (Desai & Waite, 1991). This can make em-
ployers wary of hiring a pregnant woman.

Organizations have had difficulty acknowledging
gender differences without using them to penalize em-
ployees, and there have been many lawsuits against
companies for discrimination based on pregnancy
(Brett, 1997; Edwards, 1996). Employers have cited
business necessity as a defense, and stated that a preg-
nant woman cannot perform as well as needed or that
the organization cannot withstand the hardship of 6 or
more weeks of maternity leave. In general, the courts
of law have not been supportive of these defenses.
Although the job interview is vulnerable to bias, re-
searchers and practitioners have recently developed
methods of reducing inconsistency and bias that could
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perhaps separate the stereotype of pregnant women
from issues of business necessity.

Structured Interviews

The practice of adding structure to the interview
format has led to more reliable and acceptable hir-
ing practices (Campion, Campion, & Hudson, 1994;
Campion, Pursell, & Brown, 1988; Janz, 1982; Pulakos
& Schmitt, 1995; Weekley & Gier, 1987). An inter-
view’s structure can be defined as the “amount of
discretion that an interviewer is granted in decision
making” (Motowidlo et al., 1992, p. 571). In a recent
meta-analysis, Conway, Jako, and Goodman (1995)
found the validity estimate of structured interviews to
be as high as .67 and interrater reliability to be greatly
improved over the unstructured interview. Results
of additional meta-analyses have echoed the over-
all superiority of structured interviews (Huffcut &
Arthur, 1994; Hunter & Hunter, 1984; McDaniel et al.,
1994; Wiesner & Cronshaw, 1989; Wright et al., 1989).
Guidelines reduce the freedom allowed to interview-
ers and improve the probability that raters will con-
sistently arrive at a decision that is based on business
necessity.

There are various methods of applying structure
to an interview. In fact, an interview might be con-
sidered to fall along a continuum, where any or all
of the following recommendations apply. The first
step of any structured interview process is to base
all content on a job analysis. Limiting interview top-
ics to job-related factors will improve the criterion
validity of the selection instrument and reduce con-
tamination (Campion, Palmer, & Campion, 1997).
Researchers have found that the most predictive
questions are those that are behavioral or situational
in nature (Campion et al., 1997). In a behavioral inter-
view, the candidate is asked to relate actual work ex-
periences that exemplify prompted situations (Janz,
1982), whereas in the situational interview appli-
cants are presented with a hypothetical scenario, and
then instructed to describe a recommended course
of action (Latham, Saari, Pursell, & Campion, 1980).
In both techniques, the agenda, items, and some-
times the evaluation, are based on the job analysis.
Perhaps the most prevalent overall structuring tech-
nique is the standardization of questions. Intervie-
wees are asked the same questions in the same order,
or are asked a subset of questions derived from a
master list (Campion et al., 1997; Graves & Karren,
1996; McDaniel, Whetzel, Schmidt, & Maurer, 1994;
Mercer & Seres, 1987). This practice allows raters

to evaluate all applicants on the same criteria. A
consistent and mathematical scoring system may be
used to evaluate the content of the interview. At
its most extreme level, judges rate the applicant on
his/her response to each question (Campion et al.,
1988; Latham et al., 1980). Interviewers may choose
to design behaviorally anchored rating scales for each
item, based on the benchmark anchors of the job anal-
ysis (Zedeck, Tziner, & Middlestadt, 1983). At the
interview’s conclusion, scores are tabulated and com-
pared against a predetermined cut-off criterion. Less
structured forms may include a standardized, singular,
holistic evaluation scale, or a rating of each candidate
along the same series of dimension criteria (Campion
et al., 1997).

Training interviewers in employee standards and
interview skills can also control the high variability
among individual judgments. Training can be espe-
cially beneficial in reducing interviewers’ cognitive
errors, such as contrast effects, similarity biases, and
halo effects (Fay & Latham, 1982; Gercken, 1996;
Harris, 1989, 1982; Howard & Ferris, 1996; Maurer
& Fay, 1988). Panel interviews use multiple assessors
to evaluate the candidates based on job-related fac-
tors, which reduces the potential intrusion of idiosyn-
cratic preferences and opinion (Campion et al., 1997;
Graves & Karren, 1996). It can be beneficial to in-
clude panel interviewers from diverse demographic
or functional backgrounds.

Additional methods of structuring the interview
evaluation include note-taking and the use of the same
interviewer(s) across all candidates (Campion et al.,
1997; Dipboye, 1992; Zack, 1996). Although inter-
views differ in the number and extent to which em-
ployers apply these recommendations, the addition of
structure to the interview process reduces the incon-
sistency across interviewers and improves its power
as a predictor of job success.

Pregnancy and the Structured Interview

Researchers have demonstrated that structured
interviews have favorable effects on fairness/equity
in the selection process (e.g., Campion et al., 1988).
Because of its highly subjective nature, the tradi-
tional, unstructured interview has been vulnerable to
legal scrutiny and unfair hiring practices. This is es-
pecially likely with pregnant applicants because preg-
nancy in its late stages is so obvious and because preg-
nancy brings with it so many possible stereotypes and
biases. The structured interview limits discussion and
evaluation to job-related factors and heightens the
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objectivity of the proceedings, which allows separa-
tion of stereotypical judgments from business neces-
sity issues. This logic suggests that the enhanced fair-
ness of the structured interview lies in its ability to
reduce the interrater variance (Pulakos & Schmitt,
1995). Williamson, Campion, Malos, Roehling, and
Campion (1997) recognized this advantage and at-
tempted to link interview structure with legal defensi-
bility of hiring practices. The authors coded 99 litiga-
tion outcomes from cases that featured allegations of
adverse impact or disparate treatment. Their findings
suggest that all structuring methods are important in
reducing the potential of racial discrimination in an
interview. In addition, when employers prevailed in
these cases, judges cited aspects of structure as justi-
fication for the positive outcome.

In a recent study, Kutcher and Bragger (1999)
documented evidence of “weight bias” against over-
weight job applicants, and found that the structured
interview reduced this bias. These findings support the
premise that the structured interview does increase
the fairness of the job interview and is thus likely to
reduce bias against pregnant job applicants.

The Present Study

The purpose of the current research is to investi-
gate pregnancy bias in relation to selection interview
structure. Previous researchers have found the struc-
tured interview to increase interrater reliability, pre-
dictive validity, and fairness in selection. In this study,
we will attempt to replicate Kutcher and Bragger’s
findings that the structured job interview can reduce
the effects of specific nonverbal cues and characteris-
tics (Kutcher & Bragger, 1999). The variable of preg-
nancy of a job applicant was isolated, and its impact
was compared during structured and unstructured in-
terview situations. We also investigated whether the
negative effect on salary recommendations, which has
often been an implication of job candidates with low
physical attractiveness or excessive weight, is evident
for pregnant applicants. We also attempted to deter-
mine whether bias against pregnant job applicants is
mediated by the type of job for which the applicant is
interviewing.

The following hypotheses were tested.

1. Participants will recommend hiring a non-
pregnant candidate more frequently than a
pregnant candidate, and they will recommend
hiring a pregnant candidate at a lower starting
salary than a nonpregnant candidate.

2. There will be less bias against the pregnant ap-
plicant when she is interviewing for a teach-
ing position (a traditionally feminine, nurtur-
ing position) than when she is interviewing
for a sales position (a traditionally masculine
position).

3. There will be an overall difference in partici-
pants’ ratings of applicants between the struc-
tured and unstructured interview conditions.

4. There will be more consistency among raters
in their hiring decisions when the interview
is structured than when the interview is
unstructured.

5. Because the structured interview should aid
in reducing the effects of subjective biases,
there will be a significant interaction between
the applicant’s pregnancy status and interview
structure variables. Specifically, there will be
less bias against the pregnant applicant when
the interview is structured than when it is
unstructured.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were 274 undergraduate psychology
students at mid-sized university in northern New
Jersey. Their involvement in the experiment was
voluntary, but counted as extra credit toward their
psychology class. There were 78 male and 196 female
participants.

Materials

Job Profile

The experiment involved the hiring of an in-
surance sales agent or a high school teacher. A job
analysis was conducted through a multimedia in-
formation search. Resources included Internet ca-
reer databases, printed career catalogues, insurance
industry manuals, the Dictionary of Occupational
Titles (U.S. Department of Labor, 1991), and in-
formal interviews with a currently-employed insur-
ance industry professional and a school teacher. The
analysis yielded main activities and tasks, recom-
mended personal characteristics, working conditions,
salary rates, and requisite level of education and
experience.
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Structured Interview

The job analysis generated key dimensions of
an insurance salesperson’s success (e.g., presentation
skills, ability to accept rejection) or a high school
teacher’s success (e.g., presentation skills, dedication).
Similar to an actual structured interview, questions
were then formulated to assess applicant proficiency
in each of the established dimensions.

A behaviorally anchored rating scale was de-
signed to judge the potential spectrum of responses
to each question. Based on the job analysis, we estab-
lished criteria for possible “poor,” “fair,” and “good”
responses to each question. These criteria served as
behavioral examples along a 5-point Likert scale, with
intermediate alternatives spaced between (Maurer &
Fay, 1988). The scale featured the following rating
labels: 1 = poor, 2 = marginal, 3 = fair, 4 = good,
5 = excellent. The interview scoring sheets for the in-
surance sales agent and the high school teacher were
the same except that the dimensions were based on
the job analysis and success criteria.4

Interview Scripts

For each position, two interview scripts were
written to represent the two levels of the structure
variable. The typical applicant response fell slightly
above the fair (“3”) anchor. In order to maintain in-
ternal consistency, both interviews included the same
information about the interviewee. In the structured
interview script, the applicant responded to a strict se-
ries of situational and behavioral questions. The un-
structured interview, however, did not feature such
a format; rather, haphazard conversation resulted in
the applicant’s revealing the same information.

Kutcher and Bragger (1999) assessed the equiva-
lence of information provided in the different scripts
by having two groups of undergraduate psychology
students listen to an audiotaped version of one of the
two structure conditions. This procedure eliminated
any visual cues from consideration. A questionnaire
was designed with one multiple choice item to match
each interview question. Participants were instructed
to circle the alternative for each question that best
matched the information provided by the applicant,
and the results indicated that the information in the
structured and unstructured conditions was judged
equivalent. In the current study we also used the taped

4The position profiles, the video scripts, and the participant scoring
sheets are available upon request.

scenario in such a manner that the interviewer could
be heard but not seen so that personal characteristics
about the interviewer could not affect participants’
decisions.

Demographic Questionnaire

A demographic survey was distributed sepa-
rately (after the main questionnaire) to ask for the
participants’ college major, year in school, gender,
and suspected purpose of the experiment. This last
item was designed to allow us to remove data from
any participants who suspected that the experiment
concerned the effects of structured interviews on dis-
crimination against pregnant job applicants.

Dependent Variables

A survey was designed to test the experimen-
tal hypotheses. The survey asked the following: “On
a 5-point scale, how qualified is the individual to be
hired?” In the structured interview conditions, par-
ticipants arrived at their responses by calculating the
total of the individual item rating scores. The survey
also asked the question “If the candidate were to be
hired, in which starting salary group would you recom-
mend she be placed?” Participants were instructed to
circle only one number associated with a salary range.
The salary was grouped into five bands: “1” indicated
a salary recommendation of under $22,000, a “2” was
between $22,001 and $24,000, a “3” between $24,001
and $26,000, a “4” between $26,000 and $28,000, and
a “5” indicated a starting salary of over $28,000.

Scenario

Eight videotaped scenes (two levels of each of the
three independent variables) were filmed onto a stan-
dard VHS cassette to represent the experimental con-
ditions. Each scenario began with the female applicant
in a meeting room where she stood long enough for
the camera to show her pregnant or not pregnant sil-
houette. The male interviewer was only heard—not
seen. To control for additional stimulus variables, all
videos used the same properties, backdrop, and video
equipment. The same actress was used in the video-
tapes for all experimental conditions. To alter her ap-
pearance in half of the conditions, she wore a larger
sized, but otherwise identical, suit over a pregnant
costume. The use of the same actress controlled for
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variables such as vocal inflection, facial expression,
and attractiveness.

Procedure

Participants were seated in a classroom equipped
with a standard-play VCR. The experimenter ex-
plained that they would be engaging in a typical task
of a Human Resources decision-maker. Participants
were told to assume the role of a Human Resources
director. Next, participants were given a job profile
(of either a high school teacher or an insurance sales
agent) to learn of the requirements and duties of the
job. The experimenter then played one of the video-
tapes. Participants were asked to watch the video-
tape and then to decide whether the applicant in the
scenario would be suitable for the position. In the
structured conditions, participants were also given
the behaviorally anchored rating scale packet as a
mandatory decision-making aid. In these conditions,
the experimenter delivered a brief explanation about
the benefits of a structured interview and general in-
structions in using the rating scale packet. At the
conclusion of the videotape, participants completed
the hiring decision and salary recommendation sur-
vey. Once these were collected, the experimenter de-
briefed the group and entertained questions about the
research.

Design

The three independent variables cross to display
a 2 (Interview Structure: structured unstructured)× 2
(Applicant Status: pregnant, not pregnant)× 2 (Job
Type: Teacher, Insurance Sales Agent) factorial de-
sign. As the two dependent variables of making a hir-
ing decision and salary recommendation are concep-
tually related, a MANOVA was conducted to test the
effects of the independent variables and their interac-
tions on the dependent variables. The Wilks’ Lambda
statistic was reported for all MANOVA statistics.
Analyses of Variance were used to assess the effects
of the three independent variables and interaction,
against each dependent variable separately. Post hoc
contrast tests were conducted to test specific inter-
action predictions. Effect sizes (denoted by r and 8
coefficients) were reported for all focused tests to fur-
ther determine the practical significance of the effects
(Rosnow & Rosenthal, 1996). Finally, Levene’s Test
for Homogeneity of Variance was employed to assess
the variance for Hypothesis 4.

RESULTS

Manipulation Checks

A Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated
to determine if participants in the structured con-
dition correctly tabulated the total of their individ-
ual item ratings. The hiring decision was correlated
with the sum of the individual item ratings. Results
showed a significant positive correlation, r(130) =
.643, p < .01, which indicates that participants cor-
rectly added the ratings of the interview ques-
tion responses to form their overall hiring decision
rating.

Hypothesis 1

The results of the multivariate analysis of vari-
ance provided support for the first hypothesis; there
was a main effect for pregnancy on the dependent
variables of hiring decision and recommended start-
ing salary, F(1, 272) = 3.94, p = .021. Analyses of
variance indicated that the pregnancy manipulation
significantly affected participants’ hiring decision,
F(1, 272) = 7.9, p = .005, r = .17, but did not sig-
nificantly affect salary recommendations. These re-
sults provide partial support for the first hypothesis.
Means and standard deviations for hiring decisions
are displayed in Table I, and means and standard de-
viations for salary recommendations are provided in
Table II.

Table I. Means and Standard Deviations of Interview Hiring
Decision Scores by Experimental Condition

Condition M SD N

Pregnancy factor
Not pregnant 3.50 0.82 127
Pregnant 3.17 0.96 147

Interview factor
Structured 3.53 0.66 130
Unstructured 3.13 1.05 144

Occupation factor
Teacher 3.44 0.90 129
Sales 3.22 0.91 145

Factorial conditions
Structured pregnant teacher 3.50 0.64 28
Structured pregnant sales 3.58 0.68 40
Structured not pregnant teacher 3.72 0.96 33
Structured not pregnant sales 3.31 0.60 29
Unstructured pregnant teacher 2.97 1.05 34
Unstructured pregnant sales 2.76 1.07 45
Unstructured not pregnant teacher 3.59 0.96 34
Unstructured not pregnant sales 3.35 0.91 31
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Table II. Means and Standard Deviations of Salary Recommen-
dation Band by Experimental Condition

Condition M SD N

Pregnancy factor
Not pregnant 2.79 0.87 127
Pregnant 2.67 0.88 147

Interview factor
Structured 2.84 0.84 130
Unstructured 2.61 0.89 144

Occupation factor
Teacher 2.80 0.90 129
Sales 2.65 0.85 145

Factorial conditions
Structured pregnant teacher 2.93 0.90 28
Structured pregnant sales 2.70 0.82 40
Structured not pregnant teacher 3.09 0.88 33
Structured not pregnant sales 2.66 0.72 29
Unstructured pregnant teacher 2.41 0.86 34
Unstructured pregnant sales 2.64 0.90 45
Unstructured not pregnant teacher 2.79 0.88 34
Unstructured not pregnant sales 2.58 0.92 31

Hypothesis 2

An independent directional t test assessed whe-
ther the level of bias against the pregnant applicant
was greater for the sales position than for the teaching
position. Results did not provide support for the sec-
ond hypothesis for either hiring decision or starting
salary.

Hypothesis 3

As can be seen from Tables I and II, the mean hir-
ing decision rating and mean salary recommendation
were higher for the structured interview condition
than for the unstructured interview condition, which
supported the third hypothesis. The multivariate anal-
ysis of variance showed the difference to be signifi-
cant, F(1, 272) = 6.53, p < .002 . Univariate analyses
of variance showed that the difference was signifi-
cant for both the hiring decision, F(1, 272) = 8.72,
p = .001, r = .18, and for the salary recommendation,
F(1, 272) = 3.72, p = .026, r = .12.

Hypothesis 4

The results of Levene’s test for equality of vari-
ance supported the prediction that there would be
more within group variance in the unstructured in-
terview than in the structured interview, F(1, 272) =
17.66, p < .0001. As seen in Table I, the standard

deviation for the hiring decision of the unstructured
data set is almost twice that of the structured data set.

Hypothesis 5

A multivariate analysis of variance showed a sig-
nificant interaction between the independent vari-
ables of pregnancy and structure, F(1, 272) = 4.6,
p < .011. Univariate analysis of variance showed that
the interaction was significant for the dependent vari-
able of hiring decision, F(1, 272) = 8.93, p = .003,
r = .18, but not for salary recommendation. As the
hiring decision variable was significant, two post hoc
comparisons were conducted to compare the effects
of pregnancy on each of the two levels of interview
structure. For these tests, a Bonferroni adjustment
was used to control for the inflated alpha level. Within
the structured conditions, there was no significant dif-
ference between the scores of the pregnant and non-
pregnant job applicants. However, within the unstruc-
tured conditions, there was a significant difference
between the pregnant and the nonpregnant candi-
dates, t(142) = 3.72, p < .001, r = .30.

As seen in Table I, the mean rating score for the
structured interview of the pregnant applicant was
about equal to that of the structured interview of the
nonpregnant applicant, whereas in the unstructured
interview, the mean rating score for the pregnant ap-
plicant was lower than that of the nonpregnant candi-
date. As can be seen from Table II, the salary recom-
mendations follow the same trend. These data support
the hypothesis that pregnancy more strongly affects
ratings in the unstructured interview than in the struc-
tured interview.

Additional Analyses

Exploratory analyses were performed to inves-
tigate further the factors involved in the bias. A
2× 2× 2× 2 MANOVA was conducted to deter-
mine if participants’ gender interacted with any of
the independent variables. The MANOVA yielded
a significant main effect for gender but no interac-
tions of gender with the other independent variables.
Follow up ANOVAs showed that women gave sig-
nificantly higher ratings to the candidate than men
did, F(1, 272) = 4.08, p = .045, and that women rec-
ommended a higher starting salary than men did,
F(1, 272) = 8.00, p = .005. These gender differences
were found to be consistent throughout levels of the
independent variables.
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DISCUSSION

The data provide partial support for the first hy-
pothesis that predicted that pregnant applicants may
be evaluated more poorly than nonpregnant appli-
cants whose interview responses indicate identical
credentials. Participants did rate pregnant applicants
significantly lower in their recommendation for hiring,
but did not recommend significantly lower starting
salaries for pregnant candidates (although the means
were in the predicted direction). It makes sense that
the “interviewers” would recommend a lower start-
ing salary for pregnant candidates if they deemed
them less qualified for the position. However, results
of the current study were similar to those obtained
by Kutcher and Bragger (1999) who used the same
methodology to investigate weight bias in the struc-
tured and unstructured job interview. Perhaps these
results are the function of the narrow range of starting
salaries listed in the job description.

Previous researchers have found that pregnant
women in the workplace were perceived as more
compassionate and nurturing than women who were
not pregnant. It was these findings that resulted in
our second hypothesis that there would be less bias
against women who were being interviewed for a tra-
ditionally feminine “nurturing” job, such as a teach-
ing position, than for a more traditionally masculine
job, such as a sales position. Our data did not sup-
port this prediction, but the means were in the pre-
dicted direction; pregnant teaching applicants were
rated higher than pregnant sales applicants. It could
be that the bias against pregnant applicants is not
completely due to a perceived inability to do the
job, but also due to the predicted inconvenience of
maternity and family leave and of work–family con-
flict that might occur with an infant. These incon-
veniences would be as likely to occur for women
in traditionally feminine and traditionally masculine
positions.

Support was found for the third hypothesis that
predicted a difference in hiring ratings for the struc-
tured and unstructured interview conditions. Kutcher
and Bragger (1999) also found such a difference, but
the applicants in their unstructured interview con-
dition experienced a leniency bias as compared to
those in the structured interview conditions. The re-
sults of the present study were opposite. It is unclear
as to why these two studies found opposite results
because the methodology of the current study repli-
cated that of Kutcher and Bragger (1999). The lit-
erature on the structured interview does not consis-

tently predict a direction of the difference, so perhaps
the type of bias we were investigating affected the
results.

Both Hypothesis 4, which predicted that hiring
ratings would be more consistent in the structured
interview condition, and Hypothesis 5, which pre-
dicted that the structured interview would reduce
the pregnancy bias, were supported. t tests indicated
that although there were significant rating differ-
ences between pregnant and nonpregnant job can-
didates in the unstructured interview condition, there
were no such differences in the structured condition.
These findings also replicated those of Kutcher and
Bragger (1999), who found that the structured inter-
view reduced rating variation overall and reduced bias
against overweight job candidates. These hypotheses
were perhaps the most important because they indi-
cate that although there is bias against pregnant appli-
cants in the workplace, practical and low cost changes
in the hiring process can reduce or eliminate these
biases.

Theoretical Implications

Our results provide additional support to sur-
veys that have found negative attitudes toward and
perceptions of pregnant women in the workplace
(Halpert & Burg, 1997). Results of Gueutal and
Taylor’s “Pregnancy in the Workplace” questionnaire
indicated that although MBA students believed that
organizations should do more for pregnant employ-
ees, they also believed that pregnancy would affect
the woman’s workload, that they themselves did not
want to be burdened by the personnel issues effected
by the pregnancy, and that they might be less likely to
hire a pregnant woman (Gueutal & Taylor, 1991). Our
results did indeed show that people would be more
likely to hire a nonpregnant candidate. Results of
Gueutal and Taylor’s study indicated that men would
be more likely than women to hold these attitudes and
take biased actions (Gueutal & Taylor, 1991). Halpert
et al. (1993) also found that men were more likely than
women to hold negative attitudes against pregnant
employees. We did not replicate these gender differ-
ences, but the uneven gender balance in our sample
(196 women to 78 men) could have resulted in a lack
of power such that a significant difference was not
found.

Our results also support those of Halpert et al.’s
research (Halpert et al., 1993), whose controlled
video-tape study of a pregnant and nonpregnant
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female doing assessment center work, showed that
the pregnant employee received lower performance
appraisals than the nonpregnant employee. Halpert
et al.’s (1993; study 2) findings and the current re-
sults both conflict with Gueutal et al.’s (1995) study;
they found that performance appraisals of pregnant
women bank employees actually improved in compar-
ison to the same women’s ratings before they became
pregnant and after they had their babies.

Results of the current study provide initial evi-
dence that pregnant applicants may face discrimina-
tion in the selection process, particularly in the job
interview, which is used, in some form, in 99% of
selection decisions. We used an innovative method-
ology, whereby the same woman was videotaped in
pregnant and nonpregnant “states” to control for pos-
sible confounds such as physical attractiveness, ges-
tures, tone, pitch, and other nonverbal cues. The preg-
nancy bias existed when women were interviewed for
both a traditionally feminine and a traditionally mas-
culine position. This may indicate that the bias does
not only occur because existing gender stereotypes in
traditionally masculine positions become more exag-
gerated when a woman is pregnant; rather, the bias
may also result from concerns that she will not re-
turn to work after the maternity leave (Werbal, 1998).
The 1978 Pregnancy Act made it illegal to treat a
pregnant candidate differently than a nonpregnant
one, and the 1978 Pregnant Act and the 1993 Fam-
ily Leave Act mandate maternity leave and organiza-
tional allowance for additional leave for the birth of a
child; discrimination against pregnant job candidates
is therefore illegal. Research based on a broad cross
section of woman also found that more than 75% of
women who were working full time before childbirth
had returned to work full time within 6 months of
giving birth to their children (Klerman & Leibowitz,
1994).

Our results suggest that the structured interview
may be one solution to the issue of bias against preg-
nant women. The present study provides more sup-
port for the usefulness of the structured interview
in the improvement of the consistency of selection
decisions and the removal of biases that may result
from nonverbal cues and nonjob relevant information
(Kutcher & Bragger, 1999; Motowidlo et al., 1992).
As suggested by past researchers (Campion et al.,
1988; Campion et al., 1994; Janz, 1982; Marchese &
Muchinsky, 1993; Pulakos & Schmitt, 1995; Weekley
& Gier, 1987), structuring a job interview by asking
all candidates the same questions, having interviewers
take notes, and providing behavioral guidelines with

which to evaluate the qualifications of each candi-
date does seem to reduce the likelihood of evaluating
candidates along more subjective and potentially ille-
gal bases.

Future Directions

The present study adds to both the current re-
search on pregnancy in the workplace and the litera-
ture on the benefits of the structured interview. How-
ever, as with any research there are limitations, and
more research needs to be conducted before any firm
conclusions can be drawn about pregnancy bias in hir-
ing decisions.

As with much controlled experimental research,
the data for this study could not be collected from ac-
tual personnel decisions. Because manipulating and
collecting data on actual personnel decisions can
have practical and moral difficulties, the current
study relied on an undergraduate student population
who made hypothetical hiring decisions. However, it
should be noted that similar simulations have found
no differences between students’ and managers’ pre-
dictions of success (Singer & Bruhns, 1991). The lack
of a significant difference in salary recommendations,
especially, between pregnant and nonpregnant candi-
dates may have been partially a function of students’
lack of experience in organizations. Perhaps future re-
searchers might consider a population that has more
work experience, such as MBA students. It should also
be noted that more than 80% of the students at the
university from which this sample was drawn work at
least part time. In addition, more survey and correla-
tional data should be collected in real organizations
about real personnel decisions to investigate the topic
of bias in selection decisions.

Past researchers on attitudes toward pregnant
women have found that men hold more negative views
than women do about pregnant women in the work-
force, however, our research did not find this. It could
be that the relative scarcity of male participants in our
study reduced the power to detect such a difference.
Future researchers should address this issue.

Some literature on pregnancy in the workplace
suggests that gender stereotypes may be exaggerated
against pregnant women in the workplace and re-
sult in stronger beliefs that it is not appropriate for
a woman to be in a particular position when she is
pregnant. However, the fact that in the current study
the bias against the pregnant candidate was not signif-
icantly greater when she was interviewing for the sales
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position than when she was interviewing for the more
traditionally “nurturing” teaching position does not
support this proposition. It could be that much of the
bias against pregnant candidates stems from a predic-
tion of maternity and family leave and work–family
issues. Future researchers should also investigate the
cause of the bias against pregnant candidates.

We investigated pregnancy bias against women
in the relatively high-level positions of a teacher
and an insurance sales agent. Some of the limited
research on bias against pregnant employees has
involved women in higher responsibility positions
(Gueutal et al., 1995); other researchers on attitudes
toward pregnant employees or candidates have not
specified position level (Gueutal & Taylor, 1991).
Lyness, Thompson, Francesco, and Judiesch (1999)
suggested that bias against pregnant women in higher-
level position may be due to a concern of many
employers that a competent and assertive execu-
tive will become less committed and then leave her
job once she became pregnant. However, Evans and
Rosen (1997) suggested that bias against pregnant
women in the workplace may be greater in lower
level positions. Women in lower prestige and lower
salary positions may really need to work during preg-
nancy and soon after childbirth, yet bias may make
their jobs very difficult. Future researchers should
explicitly manipulate position level and see if this
influences bias and discrimination against pregnant
employees.

Feldman (1997) found that SES and race in-
fluenced psychosocial processes during pregnancy.
Latinas reported more anxiety, and African Ameri-
cans experienced more racism during pregnancy than
other ethnic groups. No published studies of the ef-
fects of race in combination with pregnancy on at-
titudes and behavior in the workplace are available.
Future researchers should attempt to measure how
attitudes about the competency and commitment of
female employees vary as a function of race and
pregnancy.

The current research takes a step in closing the
gaps in the literature on pregnancy in the workplace.
Many organizations are expending much time, effort,
and money to attract qualified women to their or-
ganizations, but as many organizations still use the
unstructured interview as their only selection de-
vice, they could be unintentionally sabotaging their
efforts. Although pregnancy in the workplace and
work–family conflict are not simple issues where one
solution can solve the entire problem, the struc-
tured interview may assist employers in making legal,

cost effective, and, most important, accurate hiring
decisions.
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