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Abstract

There is increasing attention to storification of assess-

ments (i.e., embedding a storyline into a non-storified

assessment) in research and practice and to gamified

and game-based assessment in general. However, there

is a surprising lack of agreement and of recommenda-

tions regarding what level of fantasy of the storyline

one should choose for the storification from the per-

spective of applicant reactions. A distinction is typically

made between fantasy (e.g., fighting aliens) and realis-

tic (e.g., workday simulations) storylines, with both

choices having their advantages and disadvantages. In

this study, a sample of 195 participants was shown

either a storified realistic test, a storified fantasy test, or

a non-storified test. Afterwards, they rated various

applicant reaction measures. Both storified assessments

were rated equally positively on perceived modernity of

the organization and enjoyment but the storified realis-

tic test was superior to the storified fantasy test in

terms of perceived job-relatedness, procedural fairness,

organizational attractiveness, and clarity of work activ-

ity. Thus, the level of fantasy of a storyline in a storified

assessment plays an important role for applicant reac-

tion variables, whereby the overall pattern of results

showed that the storified realistic test was rated most

favorably, followed by the non-storified test, and the

storified fantasy assessment.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, selection procedures using gamified and game-based assessments (GBAs), have
gained popularity (Woods et al., 2020). In personnel selection, gamified assessment refers to the
introduction of game elements such as levels or storylines into traditional procedures and thus
represents a re-design strategy (Landers & Sanchez, 2022). In contrast, GBA as a stand-alone
method refers to (computer) games designed to assess applicants' knowledge, skills, abilities, or
other characteristics (Landers & Sanchez, 2022). Gamified assessment and GBA are commonly
grouped under the umbrella term game-related assessment (GRA).

In the literature (e.g., see Bhatia & Ryan, 2018; Fetzer et al., 2017) as well as in descriptions
from GRA providers, improved applicant reactions as compared to their traditional counter-
parts are described as a major advantage of GRAs. According to proponents of GRAs, the intro-
duction of game elements into assessments may help to increase the enjoyment of the
assessment as well as to reduce negative reactions to testing, such as test anxiety (Bhatia &
Ryan, 2018; Woods et al., 2020). Additionally, the use of these GRAs may bolster the image of
an organization as an employer, because applicants might interpret the innovative features
associated with a gamified assessment as characteristics of the organization (Georgiou &
Lievens, 2022).

When gamifying a traditional assessment (e.g., a cognitive ability test), one can choose from
various game elements. One such gamification approach is storification, which means the
embedding of a storyline (also called a narrative or cover story) into a traditional non-gamified
assessment to add context and purpose to it (Akkerman et al., 2009; Fetzer et al., 2017). How-
ever, a thorny issue that researchers and practitioners frequently face when developing storified
assessments is whether to use a fantasy storyline (such as taking the role of a character
experiencing adventures on an island, e.g., Georgiou et al., 2019) or a realistic storyline
(e.g., the simulation of a fictitious organization one must manage; Melchers & Basch, 2022).
The choice between a fantasy and a realistic storyline is important because both storification
approaches have their advantages and disadvantages.

First, the level of fantasy of a storyline might affect applicant reactions to gamified assess-
ments. When a fantasy storyline is used that is unrelated to the actual job, the storified assess-
ment may appear similar to a traditional entertainment game. Accordingly, applicants may
perceive such a fantasy storified test as enjoyable, might become immersed in the game world,
and thus enter a state of flow so that they might even forget about being tested (Bhatia &
Ryan, 2018). However, the flip side is that a fantasy storyline might make applicants wonder
why they must complete such an assessment that has little or nothing to do with showing their
appropriate job skills for the job they are applying for. Conversely, if one chooses a realistic
storyline, storification might support the perceived job relatedness of the test and might even be
used as a job preview by conveying information about the organization or the job through the
storyline. Yet, applicants might consider such a realistic storyline less entertaining and fun than
a fantasy storyline. Thus, without evidence on what level of fantasy of a storyline one should
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choose from the applicants' point of view, practitioners as well as researchers are left in the dark
about the best design of storified tests. Secondly, the choice of a storyline can also have an
impact on the effectiveness and efficiency of the recruitment process, because it might influence
to what extent applicants perceive the organization to be a modern employer so that they are
more likely to stay in the recruitment process and ultimately accept a job offer (Hausknecht
et al., 2004).

The present study focused on contrasting these perspectives (i.e., using a fantasy vs. a realis-
tic storyline) as well as comparing storified procedures with a traditional non-gamified test (as a
baseline). By doing so, we aimed to gain a better understanding of whether storified assess-
ments lead to better test taker reactions than more traditional procedures and if so, what level
of fantasy should be chosen to improve applicant reactions. Accordingly, we compared various
applicant reaction variables towards three different versions of a cognitive ability test: a non-
storified test, a storified realistic test, and a storified fantasy test. By doing so, we could isolate
the effect of the level of fantasy of a storified assessment on applicant reactions.

Our study contributes to both theory and practice of gamified (storified) assessments. Theo-
retically, based on Gilliland's (1993) fairness model and signaling theory (Spence, 1973), we
enhance understanding of how the level of fantasy affects test takers' reactions. For practi-
tioners, the study highlights whether storified assessments should be used from the perspective
of applicant reactions and, if so, what level of fantasy should be applied. Therefore, our results
may help to guide decisions regarding the choice of the type of fantasy in the development of
storified assessments.

ASSESSMENT STORIFICATION

There is a wide range of possible game elements that can be used within a gamified assessment
(Bedwell et al., 2012; Fetzer et al., 2017), and many gamified assessments employ several differ-
ent game elements (see Georgiou & Nikolaou, 2020, for an example). However, to draw conclu-
sions about the impact of specific game elements on applicant reactions, a specific element
needs to be considered in isolation so that any differences in reactions compared to more tradi-
tional methods can be attributed to a specific re-design process (Lievens & Sackett, 2017). One
such game element used in many playful assessments is a storyline (e.g., Georgiou &
Nikolaou, 2020; Ohlms et al., 2024a). This gamification approach of integrating a traditional
non-gamified test into a storyline is called storification (Akkerman et al., 2009). Hence, the key
feature of storification is that the actual test items are framed in a coherent, stringent, and
engaging storyline, aiming to capture the attention of test takers and to create immersion
(Fetzer et al., 2017; Toda et al., 2019).

Given that not all storylines are the same, assessment developers have wide freedom when
designing a cover story. Thus, generally, any scenario is imaginable to link the different parts of
a test together. A particularly important decision during the storification process is whether to
choose a realistic or a fantasy storyline to connect the different test items with each other. Fan-
tasy describes the creation of a game environment that is detached from the real world and
evokes mental associations that do not actually exist (see Malone, 1981; Malone &
Lepper, 1987, elsewhere, this is also referred to as [game] fiction, e.g., Sailer & Homner, 2020;
Bedwell et al., 2012). For instance, a storified assessment in which the storyline focuses on
relieving a country from its curse (e.g., Ohlms et al., 2024a) or having adventures on an island
(e.g., Georgiou & Nikolaou, 2020) has no relation to the tasks of an office job (i.e., fantasy
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context). Similarly, playing mini-games with a puzzle-like format (Landers et al., 2022) might
appear unrelated to most jobs (i.e., low psychological fidelity). In contrast, a simulation of a fic-
titious organization that applicants have to manage by completing the different test items in a
storified assessment demonstrates job-relatedness for the job activities of a manager
(i.e., realistic context). Thus, the level of fantasy can differ fundamentally between different
storylines.

It is important to note that in addition to the decision about the level of fantasy of a
storyline, there are other design decisions in storyline construction that can affect the quality of
the resulting assessment and the applicants' reaction to it. For example, a decision must be
made about the contingency of the storyline, that is, whether the storyline will always continue
in the same way or whether it will be based on an applicant's performance (see also Reddock
et al., 2020, for a detailed discussion). In our study, we chose to focus on the level of fantasy,
holding other storyline design decisions constant.

RESEARCH ON APPLICANT REACTIONS TO STORIFIED
ASSESSMENTS

To the best of our knowledge, few published studies have so far focused on applicant reactions
to gamified assessments involving a storyline (e.g., Georgiou & Nikolaou, 2020; Harman &
Brown, 2022). In fact, only two published studies in the context of selection and assessment
have examined the effects of storification on applicant reactions in isolation. First, Harman and
Brown (2022) revised and used a storified test developed by McCord et al. (2019). In their study,
a traditional personality test was embedded in a storyline in which the protagonist woke up in
a cave with no memory and had to complete various tasks in a fantasy world. Harman and
Brown found that participants rated the storified test significantly higher on enjoyment
and ease of use and significantly lower on perceived effort than the traditional non-storified per-
sonality assessment.

Secondly, Landers and Collmus (2022) examined whether the storification of a traditional
openness and conscientiousness measure might improve applicant reactions towards it. To
storify the non-storified test, a narrative was used in which participants adopted the role of a
college student and experienced a day in this student's everyday life. Landers and Collmus
found small positive effects for their storified assessment on perceived predictive validity and
fairness but no difference from the traditional assessment in terms of face validity.

Taken together, the limited available evidence on applicant reactions towards storification
in personnel selection suggests that storified assessments may potentially improve reactions rel-
ative to more traditional instruments (cf. Harman & Brown, 2022; Landers & Collmus, 2022).
Yet previous research has not examined the important issue of whether the level of fantasy of
the storyline of an assessment impacts reactions towards it.

Although there are no studies in the context of personnel selection on whether a fantasy
vs. realistic storyline influences applicant reactions, there is research in the educational field on
the relevance of the level of fantasy on crucial outcomes such as learning (e.g., Aldemir
et al., 2018; Bai et al., 2022; Parker & Lepper, 1992; Sailer & Homner, 2020). For example, Bai
et al. (2022) found that integrating a fantasy storyline (i.e., saving a princess from a dragon) into
an online course led to increased peer interaction, learning experience, and learning perfor-
mance compared to an online course without such a fantasy storyline. Furthermore, a qualita-
tive study by Aldemir et al. (2018) showed that while some participants enjoyed a fantasy
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storyline in a gamified course (i.e., the storyline was inspired by the Harry Potter series), other
participants stated that the storyline should have some relevance to the real world.

However, it is unclear to what extent the findings from the educational field on the applica-
tion of fantasy game elements can be generalized to the context of personnel selection. For
instance, the populations of interest in educational research are typically children or students,
whereas personnel selection research aims to draw conclusions about applicants. Furthermore,
while fantasy elements may increase learner engagement and learning outcomes in educational
contexts (Sailer & Homner, 2020), fantasy elements may undermine the perceived seriousness
of the selection process. Accordingly, job applicants may perceive a fantasy storyline of an
assessment as less professional or relevant to the actual job, leading to skepticism about the
validity and reliability of the selection test. Thus, to draw sound theoretical and practical con-
clusions, it is important to examine the effects of a fantasy vs. realistic storyline in a personnel
selection context.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND DEVELOPMENT OF
HYPOTHESES

Perceived job-relatedness addresses the degree to which an assessment either seems to capture
content related to a specific work task or seems to be valid (Gilliland, 1993). The appearance of
validity can refer to applicants either perceiving the test content to be related to the content
of the work tasks (i.e., content validity) or believing that their test performance is predictive of
their later task performance (i.e., criterion-related validity, Gilliland, 1993). As noted above,
depending on the specific appearance of a test, the perceived job-relatedness of a storified
assessment to the actual tasks of a vacant position may also differ substantially between differ-
ent storified tests.

Storification of a traditional cognitive ability test by embedding it in an activity-related real-
istic storyline, such as assisting potential colleagues in solving work problems, might improve
applicants' perceived job-relatedness. This is because gamification by means of a realistic
storyline may help to increase the relation between the test content and the actual job activity
(Gilliland, 1993). In contrast, if a traditional cognitive ability test is embedded in a storyline
about fighting aliens, for example, this storyline is completely unrelated to the actual job so that
applicants might ask themselves why they must complete such a test in order to be offered a
job. Since successfully fighting aliens is not relevant to most occupations, applicants may see
poor job-relatedness in such a fantasy storification. Along these lines, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 1. Perceived job-relatedness is higher for a storified realistic test than
for a storified fantasy test.1

Hypothesis 2. Perceived job-relatedness is lower for a non-storified test than for a
storified realistic test, but higher than for a storified fantasy test.

According to Gilliland (1993), perceived job-relatedness is the most influential predictor of
perceived general procedural fairness. Additionally, meta-analytic evidence supports the strong
positive influence of perceived job-relatedness on applicant fairness perceptions of various selec-
tion instruments (Hausknecht et al., 2004). Furthermore, perceived job-relatedness is linked to
more favorable perceptions of the organization as well as to a higher willingness to accept a job
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offer and to recommend the organization to others (see the meta-analytic results from Chapman
et al., 2005; and from Hausknecht et al., 2004). Thus, perceived job-relatedness is among the key
factors affecting perceptions of general fairness, organizational attractiveness, and behavioral
intentions (Chapman et al., 2005; Hausknecht et al., 2004). In light of these findings, the level of
fantasy of the storyline of an assessment test may also affect other variables of Gilliland's fairness
model. Furthermore, it is reasonable to assume that a fantasy storification approach, in which test
takers do not perceive any association between test tasks and future job activities, might nega-
tively affect attitudes toward the organization as well as behavioral intentions (i.e., acceptance of
a job offer, recommendation intention). Furthermore, initial findings on applicant reactions to
gamified assessments suggest that the perception of job-relatedness is a more relevant factor for
general fairness perceptions and attitudes towards the organization than the perceived enjoyment
or modernity of the assessment (Ohlms et al., 2023). Drawing on the extensive findings on the
perceived job-relatedness of selection instruments, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 3. (a) Procedural fairness, (b) organizational attractiveness, and
(c) behavioral intentions are higher for a storified realistic test than for a storified
fantasy test.

Hypothesis 4. (a) Procedural fairness, (b) organizational attractiveness, and
(c) behavioral intentions are lower for a non-storified test than for a storified realis-
tic test, but higher than for a storified fantasy test.

Although the focus of the expected benefits of gamification lies in improving applicant reac-
tions, the storification approach may offer further advantages beyond simply increasing test-
takers' attitudes. For instance, Ohlms et al. (2023) found that the gamification approach can
also be used to convey information about the organization and the job during an assessment.
To be more specific, in their study, among other game elements, Ohlms et al. embedded a tradi-
tional test in a job-related storyline in which avatars acted as potential colleagues and guided
participants through the gamified ability test while providing applicants with information about
the job and the organization. Through this specific gamification (i.e., simulation of a workday
at the company), participants experienced significantly greater clarity about what to expect in
the workplace compared to the non-gamified counterpart. Accordingly, a storified realistic test
may offer the potential to improve participants' clarity about what to expect in a job by provid-
ing insights into the organizational culture, employees, or job tasks within the storified assess-
ment. In this way, storification might also be used as a (realistic) job preview to reduce false
expectations of applicants (Wanous, 1989). In contrast, a storified assessment that lacks job rele-
vance and a traditional test that consists of abstract problem-solving tasks scarcely provide any
reference point for participants about the job tasks and the organization. Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 5. Clarity of work activity is higher for a storified realistic test than for
a storified fantasy test and a non-storified test.

For applicants, the selection process is often their first encounter with an organization.
Thus, in the early stages of a selection process, applicants usually have limited information
about the organization, apart from the information they gather during the selection process
(Turban, 2001). A theoretical framework that can be used to explain how applicants interpret
information in situations where they have incomplete knowledge is signaling theory
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(Spence, 1973). According to this theory, a signaling system comprises a sender, a receiver, and
a message that is associated with unobservable attributes of the sender. When the sender
and the receiver (i.e., recruiter and applicant) exchange information, the signaling system helps
them to identify which information is valid for making decisions related to the job (Bangerter
et al., 2012; Spence, 1973). In personnel selection research, signaling theory has been used to
examine what conclusions applicants draw about unobservable symbolic attributes
(e.g., modernity, innovativeness, competence, cf. Lievens & Highhouse, 2003) of an organiza-
tion during the hiring process on the basis of observable attributes, such as selection instru-
ments (e.g., Ehrhart & Ziegert, 2005; Wilhelmy et al., 2019). Specifically, in such situations,
they might possibly interpret the information gathered as signals for organizational characteris-
tics and working conditions. Consequently, using innovative storified assessments might signal
to applicants that the organization itself is modern and cares about innovations (Georgiou &
Lievens, 2022) whereas applicants might interpret the use of more traditional selection tools as
signals of a more conservative culture (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003).

In contrast to fairness perceptions, the level of fantasy of a storified assessment may not
impact the perceived modernity of the organization and enjoyment of the assessment. In fact,
we posit that both a storified assessment requiring fighting aliens (i.e., storified fantasy assess-
ment) and an assessment involving the management of an organization (i.e., storified realistic
assessment) appear to be more modern and fun compared to a traditional computer-based abil-
ity test. In line with this, initial studies indicate that gamified assessments are perceived as more
modern and fun than computer-based tests (Georgiou & Lievens, 2022; Harman &
Brown, 2022; Ohlms et al., 2024b). Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 6. (a) Modernity and (b) enjoyment are rated higher for both types of
storified tests than for a non-storified test.

METHOD

Sample

We conducted a priori power analyses to determine the required sample size to test our hypothe-
ses with a power of .80. The assumed effect sizes were based on previous storification research
(e.g., Harman & Brown, 2022). Hypotheses 1, 2, and 5 required a sample size of N = 159 for a
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with three groups to detect a medium-sized effect of
f = .25 (corresponding to a d of .50). Additionally, for the power analyses for the multivariate ana-
lyses of variance (MANOVAs) related to Hypotheses 3, 4 and 6, we assumed an effect size of
f2 = .0625 (also corresponding to a d of .50). Power analyses revealed a sample size of N = 114 for
the overall multivariate test of Hypotheses 3 and 4 (three dependent variables) and of N = 99 for
Hypothesis 6 (two dependent variables) but the follow-up one-way ANOVAs for the separate
dependent variables again required an N of 159 with three groups to detect a medium-sized effect
of f = .25. Accordingly, we aimed at collecting data from at least 159 participants.

We aimed to collect data from a heterogeneous participant pool that was more representa-
tive than purely student samples. Therefore, in Germany, participants were recruited using
multiple recruitment methods. First, we gathered participants via different social media plat-
forms (e.g., LinkedIn) and direct contact (e.g., direct e-mail inventions and personal networks),
encouraging a diverse group of individuals to participate. Furthermore, psychology students
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were able to register for the study and to receive course credit for their participation when they
were members of the departmental participant pool at the first authors' university. In addition,
participants were recruited through Survey Cycle (www.surveycircle.com), an online panel that
allowed us to reach a broader audience beyond the university participant pool, social media,
and direct contacts.

The initial sample consisted of 227 participants. However, prior to data analyses, 32 partici-
pants were excluded as they failed the attention check (six participants) and/or had an unrealis-
tically short completion time, indicative of careless responding to the survey (28 participants).
This led to a final sample of N = 195 participants. Of these, 53.8% identified as female, 45.6% as
male, and 0.5% as diverse. Their age ranged from 17 to 66 with a mean of 34.62 years
(SD = 14.31). For the highest educational degree, 5.1% reported an intermediate school-leaving
certificate, 46.2% a general qualification for university entrance, 20.5% a bachelor's degree,
22.6% a master's degree, and 5.6% a PhD.

Procedure

The study was conducted as an online experiment using a between-subjects design. After giving
their consent, all participants were presented with the same cover story: They were instructed
to imagine that they had applied for a trainee program in process and quality management of
renewable energies at the fictious organization CYQADELIC and had now been invited to take
an online assessment. Subsequently, participants were randomly assigned to one of the three
experimental groups—non-storified test, storified realistic test, or storified fantasy test (see
below)—and were shown the respective tests.

Participants accessed the test corresponding to their experimental condition via a link in the
survey that directed them to a website showing an excerpt from the respective online test. Thus,
participants did not complete a full cognitive ability test, but took an excerpt from the assess-
ment. This procedure aimed to allow participants to experience the actual selection test. Thus,
participants completed five items from one subtest in which diagrams had to be analyzed, after
which the instructions “In a real online test, 9 to 12 test items would follow now, with more
time available for completion” were shown and “In a real test, there would be more than one
test module. Another 3 to 6 test modules would follow here.” After completing the excerpt of
their respective test, participants answered items concerning different applicant reaction vari-
ables as well as demographic questions.2

Regarding the tests, the design of the website and the company logo was the same for all
experimental conditions. Additionally, the excerpt from the actual cognitive ability test (i.e., the
five items participants had to complete, which were diagram analysis tasks requiring partici-
pants to indicate whether a specific statement about the diagram was true, false, or indetermi-
nate; see Figure 1(a)) was identical for all conditions. Thus, the three tests differed only
regarding their storification. In particular, the non-storified test contained only the instructions
(i.e., a welcome, as well as an explanation of test rules and control buttons) and the actual cog-
nitive ability test (Figure 1(b)). In contrast, in the storified realistic test, the participants were
guided through the assessment by potential colleagues (i.e., trainees; Figure 1(c)). These
trainees told the participants that they already worked for the organization and asked the par-
ticipants to support them with some tasks (i.e., the actual test). And in the storified fantasy test,
participants were instructed that the company's headquarters had been taken over by aliens
and were asked to help reconquer the office by completing the actual test (Figure 1(d)).

8 OHLMS ET AL.

 14640597, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://iaap-journals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/apps.12569, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [02/09/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

http://www.surveycircle.com


To ensure that the non-storified test, which did not comprise a storyline, was as long as the
storified assessments, the welcome, instruction, and farewell of the test were stretched over mul-
tiple pages. By doing so, we aimed to prevent the length of the test from influencing the results
regarding applicants' reactions (Hausknecht et al., 2004; Ryan & Ployhart, 2000). Thus, we
manipulated only the storyline, but kept the section of the cognitive ability test that participants
completed constant across conditions. Accordingly, we aimed to hold all potential influencing
factors (e.g., the actual test items, company logo, graphics) constant to ensure that any differ-
ences in applicant reactions could be attributed to the storyline itself (Lievens & Sackett, 2017).

Measures

Applicant reactions

The different applicant reaction variables were measured using established scales. Unless other-
wise indicated, all items were rated on 5-point Likert scales ranging from 1 = strongly disagree

FIGURE 1 Examples of the different tests: example item of the actual cognitive ability test included in all

tests (a), non-storified test (b), storified realistic test (c), and storified fantasy test (d). Note: The online assessment

was presented to the participants in German. Copyright 2023 by CYQUEST GmbH. Adapted with permission.
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to 5 = strongly agree. The Appendix shows all items for the different applicant reaction vari-
ables and the respective item sources.

To assess perceived job-relatedness (two items; α = .91), and procedural fairness (three
items; α = .89), we used two subscales of the Selection Procedural Justice Scale (Bauer
et al., 2001). Organizational attractiveness (α = .91) and behavioral intentions (α = .93) were
assessed using five items each from Highhouse et al. (2003). Clarity of work activity was
measured using a three-item scale from Ohlms et al. (2023; α = .91). Finally, the modernity
of the organization was assessed using a semantic differential with two adjective pairs on a
5-point scale (conservative–innovative, traditional–modern; α = .88) from Kanning et al.
(2019) and enjoyment of the test (α = .86) was measured with three items from Wilde
et al. (2009).

We conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with seven correlated factors to examine
whether the different applicant reaction variables indeed represented separable constructs. This
CFA fitted adequately, χ2(209) = 407.41, p < .001; CFI = .95; SRMR = .05; RMSEA = .07. In
contrast, a single-factor model had a poor fit, χ2(230) = 1344.82, p < .001; CFI = .69,
SRMR = .10, RMSEA = .16, and fitted significantly worse than the 7-factor model, Δχ2(21)
= 937.40, p < .001. Moreover, we conducted a CFA with six correlated factors in which both
fairness facets (i.e., perceived job-relatedness, procedural fairness) loaded on one factor, χ2(215)
= 584.52, p < .001; CFI = .90, SRMR = .06, RMSEA = .10. This model fitted significantly worse
than the 7-factor model, Δχ2(6) = 177.10, p < .001. However, owing to a rather high correlation
between organizational attractiveness and behavioral intentions in the 7-factor model (r = .91,
p < .001), we further tested a model with six correlated factors that defined organizational
attractiveness and behavioral intentions as one factor, χ2(215) = 412.53, p < .001; CFI = .95,
SRMR = .05, RMSEA = .07. This 6-factor model had adequate fit and did not differ significantly
from the 7-factor model, Δχ2(6) = 5.11, p = .53. Consequently, we merged organizational
attractiveness and behavioral intentions into the superordinate scale organizational attractive-
ness for all further analyses (α = .96).3

Attention check

We included a code word at the end of each of the three test descriptions that participants had
to enter before answering questions concerning their reactions to the test. This was to ensure
that participants worked through to the end of the test excerpt and did not simply answer the
applicant reactions items without going through the entire test excerpt. Participants who
entered a wrong code word were removed from the data set.

RESULTS4

Table 1 presents means, standard deviations, intercorrelations, and reliabilities for the study
variables. Across all groups, there was a negative correlation between age and gender (r = �.16,
p = .02). Furthermore, before testing our hypotheses, we evaluated whether the three experi-
mental groups differed regarding gender and age. A χ2-test indicated no significant difference
for gender, χ2(2) = 0.87, p = .65, and an ANOVA revealed no significant differences for age
between the three groups, F(2, 191) = 2.47, p = .09.

10 OHLMS ET AL.
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Testing of hypotheses

Hypothesis 1 posited that perceived job-relatedness is higher for the storified realistic test than
for the storified fantasy test, and Hypothesis 2 predicted that perceived job-relatedness is lower
for the non-storified test than for the storified realistic test, but higher than for the storified fan-
tasy test. The means followed the predicted pattern, and the one-way ANOVA conducted to test
these hypotheses was also significant, F(2, 192) = 11.90, p < .001, η2 = .11 (see Table 2 and
Figure 2). Furthermore, results for post-hoc tests using the Scheffé-procedure confirmed that
the storified realistic test was rated significantly higher on perceived job-relatedness than the
storified fantasy test (d = 0.80, p < .001) as well as the non-storified test (d = 0.56, p = .007).
However, there was no significant difference between the non-storified and storified fantasy test
(d = 0.25, p = .38). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported, whereas Hypothesis 2 was partly
supported by these results.

The descriptive pattern was also in line with Hypothesis 3, predicting that (a) procedural
fairness and (b) organizational attractiveness are higher for the storified realistic test than for
the storified fantasy test as well as with Hypothesis 4, postulating that (a) procedural fairness
and (b) organizational attractiveness are lower for the non-storified test than for the storified
realistic test, but higher than for the storified fantasy test. To test these hypotheses, we con-
ducted a one-way MANOVA. Results revealed a significant multivariate effect, Wilks' λ = 0.82,
F(4, 382) = 10.27, p < .001, η2 = .10. As shown in Table 2, separate one-way ANOVAs also rev-
ealed significant effects for the two applicant reaction variables, both Fs > 11.73, both ps <
.001. Subsequent post-hoc tests using the Scheffé-procedure showed support for Hypotheses
3. More precisely, the storified realistic test was perceived more positively regarding procedural
fairness (d = 0.81, p < .001), and organizational attractiveness (d = 0.80, p < .001). Further-
more, Hypothesis 4 was partly supported by these analyses. Specifically, there was a large posi-
tive difference for organizational attractiveness (d = 0.92, p < .001) between the storified
fantasy test vs. the non-storified test, but no significant differences regarding these two assess-
ments for procedural fairness (d = 0.37, p = .14). Additionally, procedural fairness (d = 0.46,
p = .03) was higher for the non-storified test than for the storified fantasy test, but there was no
significant difference regarding organizational attractiveness (d < 0.01, p = 1.00).

TABLE 1 Descriptive information and correlations for the study variables.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Agea 34.62 14.31 (�)

2. Gendera 0.54 0.50 �.16* (�)

3. Perceived job-relatedness 2.66 1.22 �.18* .08 (.91)

4. Procedural fairness 3.09 1.05 �.27*** .14* .51*** (.89)

5. Organizational
attractiveness

3.24 0.97 �.17* .13 .55*** .63*** (.91)

6. Clarity of work activity 2.02 1.02 �.14 .14* .56*** .52*** .58*** (.91)

7. Modernity 3.91 0.91 �.17* .15* .15* .14* .37*** .32*** (.88)

8. Enjoyment 3.59 0.95 �.14* .18* .26*** .36*** .50*** .29*** .33*** (.86)

Note: N = 195. Reliabilities (internal consistencies) are shown in the diagonal. Gender is coded 0 = male, 1 = female. an = 194.
*p < .05, and ***p < .001. All correlations were tested two-tailed.

Abbreviation: SD, standard deviation.
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A potential shortcoming of the different (M)ANOVAs and the corresponding post-hoc tests
that we conducted to evaluate Hypotheses 1 to 4 is that they represent nondirectional tests.
Therefore, we decided also to test our hypotheses regarding the fairness variables from
Gilliland's (1993) fairness model (i.e., perceived job-relatedness, procedural fairness) with more
powerful contrast tests (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1985). Accordingly, we used contrast weights of
+1, 0, and �1 for the storified realist test, the non-storified test, and storified fantasy test to rep-
resent the predicted (and preregistered order) of the means. In line with the descriptive pattern
across the three experimental groups (see Table 2), the results from the contrast tests for per-
ceived job-relatedness and procedural fairness, unequivocally confirmed the predicted pattern,
both ts > 11.73, both ps < .001. Thus, with this more powerful statistical approach, Hypotheses
1 to 4 were all supported.

Hypothesis 5 assumed that clarity regarding work activity is higher for the storified realistic
test than for the other two assessments. To test this assumption, we used a one-way ANOVA
and found a significant effect, F(2, 192) = 22.58, p < .001, η2 = .11. In line with Hypothesis 5,
the post-hoc test using the Scheffé-procedure found large positive effects for the perceived clar-
ity of work activity of the storified realistic test in comparison the storified fantasy test
(d = 0.96) as well as the non-storified assessment (d = 0.94, both ps < .001; see Table 2).

Finally, to examine Hypothesis 6, postulating that (a) modernity and (b) enjoyment are
rated higher for both of the storified tests than for the non-storified test, we conducted a MAN-
OVA. Results showed a significant multivariate effect, Wilks' λ = 0.66, F(4, 382) = 22.33,
p < .001, η2 = .19, as well as significant effects for the separate one-way ANOVAs, both
Fs > 3.80, both ps < .02. In line with Hypothesis 6a, post-hoc tests using the Scheffé-procedure
revealed that both storified assessments were rated higher on modernity than the non-storified
test (both ds > 1.40, p < .001; see Table 2). Furthermore, there was partial support for Hypothe-
sis 6b. Specifically, consistent with our assumption, enjoyment was rated higher for the storified

FIGURE 2 Results for the different applicant reaction variables as dependent variables and the selection

instrument as the independent variable. Note: Error bars represent standard errors of the mean. Significance

levels refer to results from Schéffe post-hoc tests. nstorified realistic = 72, nnon-storified = 59, and nstorified fantasy = 64.

*p < .05, **p < .01, and ***p < .001.
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fantasy test than for the non-storified test (d = 0.49, p = .03), but there was no significant differ-
ence between the storified realistic test and the non-storified test (d = 0.33, p = .17).

DISCUSSION

Although technology-based selection instruments such as storified assessments involve many
design choices, there is a surprising lack of agreement and recommendations regarding the
impact of these design features. The present study focused on one specific design consideration,
namely, a storyline and its level of fantasy as well as its effect on applicant reactions. There are
opposing views as to whether the storyline should reflect actual work activities or not. One per-
spective argues that fantasy storylines, such as the task of fighting aliens, more closely match
modern commercially available games and should therefore be more enjoyable for applicants,
thus possibly creating a sense of immersion in the game. As a flip side, storylines that are totally
unrelated to the job in question might lead applicants to wonder why they must take such a test
to get a job offer, which could negatively impact their reactions. Therefore, we suggested that a
realistic storyline in a game, in addition to having a playful element, also provides a preview of
the job and of the organization during the assessment.

The present study compared these two perspectives by developing and examining hypothe-
ses that build on Gilliland's (1993) fairness model and on signaling theory (Spence, 1973),
suggesting that the type of fantasy in a storyline within a storified assessment influences appli-
cant reactions. To test our hypotheses, we compared reactions to a realistic storified, a fantasy
storified, and a non-storified test. There was general support for our hypotheses. Thus, the level
of fantasy in a storyline within a storified assessment plays an important role for applicant reac-
tion variables, whereby the storified realistic test was rated most favorably, followed by the
non-storified test, and finally the storified fantasy assessment.

Specifically, the storified realistic test was perceived more positively than the storified fan-
tasy assessment on job-relatedness, procedural fairness, organizational attractiveness, and
perceived clarity of job activity. Secondly, the storified fantasy test led to applicants' perceiv-
ing the assessment as more enjoyable and the organization as more modern compared to its
non-storified counterpart, but the storified fantasy test did not positively affect organizational
attractiveness. In fact, the storified fantasy test negatively influenced the perceived procedural
fairness compared to a non-storified test. In contrast, we found a large positive effect of the
storified realistic assessment on organizational attractiveness, clarity of work activity, and
perceived modernity of the organization as well as a medium-sized effect on perceived job-
relatedness relative to the non-storified test. Below, we discuss the implications of our find-
ings for research and practice.

Implications for gamification research and theory

One implication for gamification research lies in the fact that previous studies on gamified
assessments have yielded mixed results to date, suggesting that the gamification of a traditional
test may not automatically result in improved applicant reactions (see Ramos-Villagrasa
et al., 2022, for a review). A potential explanation for the divergent findings concerning appli-
cant reactions is the variety of manifestations that gamified assessments can take on depending
on their specific design. However, given that the gamified assessments in previous studies have

14 OHLMS ET AL.

 14640597, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://iaap-journals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/apps.12569, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [02/09/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



tended to conflate various game elements (Georgiou & Nikolaou, 2020; Landers et al., 2022), we
do not know which of these elements have a particularly positive or negative effect. Hence,
there has been a recent call for research on determinants that might substantially positively or
negatively impact applicant reactions to gamified procedures (Ramos-Villagrasa et al., 2022).

In this context, our results extend our knowledge of the use of storylines, more precisely,
the level of fantasy of a storyline as one specific gamification element. Specifically, we isolated
the effect of the type of fantasy of a storyline as a method factor (Lievens & Sackett, 2017), hold-
ing other potential influencing factors constant (e.g., the actual assessment, company logo,
graphics). By doing so, our results provide important insights for research on this gamification
element (i.e., the level of fantasy of a storyline). Accordingly, we found that the level of fantasy is
an important aspect in the design of a gamified assessment, through which applicant reactions
might be affected considerably. Thus, our results align with the findings of previous research,
which has shown that selection instruments that simulate everyday working life, such as work
samples or situational interviews, or that embed test items in a business context (i.e., that all have
a clear job-relatedness) are generally associated with more positive applicant reactions than selec-
tion instruments with lower job-relatedness (e.g., noncontextualized personality tests or cognitive
ability tests; Bauer et al., 2001; Hausknecht et al., 2004; Rynes & Connerley, 1993). However, in
contrast to a work sample, the actual test items used in our test did not reflect real work tasks.
Thus, only the storyline of the storified realistic test itself was intended to reflect an actual work
situation. As a result, the storified realistic test used in our study may differ from a work sample
since the test items do not contain content that is sampled from work. Instead, the storified realis-
tic test was just dressed up like a work sample, whereas a real work sample contains actual work
tasks. Furthermore, it may be interesting to examine whether applicants' long-term reactions dif-
fer when they later discover that the actual job does not involve solving such problems as those
presented in the actual test items in our storified realistic test.

Another significant finding was that a job-related or realistic storification, in comparison to
a storified fantasy and non-storified test, also provides the opportunity to convey some kind of
job preview of the actual work activity and the organization during the assessment
(Wanous, 1989). This is important given that previous research on gamified assessments has so
far primarily focused on the variables from Gilliland's (1993) fairness model as well as on atti-
tudes towards the organization (e.g., Ellison et al., 2020; Georgiou & Nikolaou, 2020; Ohlms
et al., 2024a). However, little attention has been paid to whether the gamification or
storification approach might also provide other benefits beyond the enhancement of fairness
perceptions. Accordingly, in line with the results of Ohlms et al. (2023), our findings show that
the storification approach, specifically the use of a realistic storyline, may also be used to pre-
sent a job preview during the assessment.

Implications for practice

For practice, our results also suggest several recommendations. First, the present study
indicates that storification and/or gamification per se does not automatically lead to improved
applicant reactions in comparison with a traditional computer-based test. Instead, our results
highlight that the storyline's level of fantasy can substantially influence various applicant
reactions and thus should be considered (in addition to other outcome variables such as validity
or reliability) when developing a storified assessment or when buying such an assessment from
a provider.

IT'S JUST A GAME! EFFECTS OF FANTASY IN A STORIFIED TEST ON
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Secondly, our findings offer advice to practitioners and researchers who are facing difficul-
ties in deciding which type of storyline to choose—a fantasy or a realistic storyline—when
designing or buying a storified/gamified assessment. Although both a fantasy and a realistic
storification may improve the perceived modernity of the organization relative to a non-
storified assessment, a fantasy storyline will probably not lead to applicants perceiving the orga-
nization to be more attractive and being more willing to accept a job offer. In fact, a fantasy
storyline may even reduce the perceived fairness of the assessment compared to a traditional
test. In contrast, a realistic storyline offers the opportunity both to improve the perceived job-
relatedness of a test and to enhance applicants' attitudes towards the organization.

Consequently, our findings suggest that organizations aiming to ensure that their assess-
ment is perceived as fun and their organization as modern may rely on both fantasy and realis-
tic storylines within a storified assessment. However, when simultaneously seeking to improve
the perceived fairness of an assessment, as well as organizational attractiveness and applicants'
intentions to accept a job offer, compared to a traditional test, we recommend the choice of a
realistic storyline when both assessments have comparable psychometric properties
(i.e., validity and reliability).

Limitations and directions for future research

One limitation concerns the fact that we compared only two potential levels of fantasy of a
storified assessment, that means, high fantasy and no fantasy, with a non-storified assessment.
However, when designing a storified assessment, a wide variety of different degrees of fantasy
in the storyline could be used. Accordingly, it would be interesting to further examine what
degree of fantasy leads to the most positive applicant reactions.

Secondly, and related to the previous limitation, we focused on the effect of storification on
applicant reactions to cognitive ability tests, manipulating only the level of fantasy of the
storified assessment but not the degree of storification itself. Thereby, we chose a mild degree of
storification by only embedding a traditional non-gamified cognitive ability test into a storyline
without storifying the actual test items. In general, gamified assessments can vary considerably
in their degree of gamification. At one end of the continuum, “an existing cognitive ability test
might be gamified by simply presenting it as if it were a game, a shallow type of gamification
called framification or game-framing” (Landers & Sanchez, 2022, p. 2). At the other end of the
continuum, there are gamified assessments such as Owiwi (see Georgiou et al., 2019), which
use various game elements such as a storyline, avatars, and a visual progression bar. Thus, we
chose one of many possible degrees of storification with our low to medium degree of
storification. Nonetheless, this exerted significant effects on applicant reactions with moderate
to large effects sizes for most comparisons. Future research should examine how different
degrees of storification (e.g., storifying the actual test items vs. only embedding the test items in
a storyline) affect applicant reactions and performance.

As a third limitation, we focused on the effect of the game element storification on applicant
reactions; however, there are many other game elements, such as points, leaderboards, or levels
that may also influence applicant reactions. Therefore, more research is needed on the effects of
other specific game elements. Future research should also examine the effects of specific game
elements (e.g., for levels), in isolation in the context of personnel selection to assess how such
game elements affect applicant reactions.
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Furthermore, we examined only how the level of fantasy of a storified test affects applicant
reactions. However, gains in applicant reactions are only worthwhile if the psychometric prop-
erties (i.e., reliability and validity) of the test do not suffer from the changes at the same time.
Thus, further research should investigate whether the level of fantasy of a storyline also influ-
ences the validity of the assessment, or whether different applicant groups are targeted more or
less effectively depending on the level of fantasy. In general, more research is needed con-
cerning the validity, usefulness, and potential subgroup differences in performance and accep-
tance of specific game elements (Ramos-Villagrasa et al., 2022).

A final limitation of our study is that the participants did not take the entire test. We do not
know how the effects of the storyline develop over a longer period of time. In other contexts
(e.g., education), some studies suggest that the positive effects of gamification may be due only
to the novelty effect, which may decrease after a certain period of time (e.g., Hamari
et al., 2014; Rodrigues et al., 2022). However, participants had to complete an excerpt of the test
and thus had the chance to experience it. Furthermore, our study was not conducted in a high-
stakes situation. Instead, people had to imagine applying for an attractive job, which is a com-
mon approach in applicant reaction research (e.g., Georgiou & Nikolaou, 2020; Landers
et al., 2022). Accordingly, it would be interesting for future research to re-examine the effects of
fantasy vs. realistic storylines by having actual applicants complete the entire storified test and
to see whether the effects of the storyline become weaker when applicants complete more than
a few items.

CONCLUSION

This study has extended our knowledge of the use of storylines as one specific gamification ele-
ment by isolating the effect of the level of fantasy of a storified assessment on reactions towards
it. We found that the level of fantasy of a storified test considerably affects test taker reactions.
Contrary to propositions from some providers of gamified tests as well as to suggestions in the
literature (e.g., see Bhatia & Ryan, 2018; Fetzer et al., 2017), storification of a traditional, non-
storified test does not automatically lead to improved perceptions of fairness, organizational
attractiveness, and intentions to accept a job offer among potential applicants. Concerning the
question of whether a fantasy or a realistic storyline within a storified assessment should be
chosen in preference to a traditional assessment in order to positively influence applicant reac-
tions, we found that a realistic storification is to be preferred when the assessment has compara-
ble psychometric properties (i.e., validity and reliability). Furthermore, in addition to improving
fairness perceptions and attitudes towards the organization compared to a storified fantasy test,
another advantage of a realistic storyline is the opportunity to convey a job preview of the
actual work activity as well as the organization during the assessment.
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ENDNOTES
1 This study was pre-registered at: https://aspredicted.org/TJG_6QP. However, note that in comparison to the
pre-registration, some of the labels changed during the revision process.

2 In addition, we gathered information on participants' video game experience, computer self-efficacy, and open-
ness to experience. However, we decided not to report these variables below as they were not the focus of inter-
est for the present study.

3 We also conducted the subsequent analyses related to organizational attractiveness and behavioral intentions
without combining these two scales into one. The results for analyzing organizational attractiveness and behav-
ioral intentions separately vs. combined into one scale did not change the results meaningfully and led to iden-
tical conclusions.

4 Results in this section can be reproduced using the data set and code that can be found at https://osf.io/x2mgy/.
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APPENDIX

Items used to measure applicant reactions to the different tests.

Scale Items used in the current study Source

Perceived job-
relatednessb

It would be clear to anyone that this test is related to the job as a trainee.
The content of the test was clearly related to the job as a trainee.

Bauer et al.
(2001)

General
procedural
fairnessb

I think that this test is a fair way to select people for the job as a trainee.
I think that the test itself is fair.
Overall, the method used was fair.

Bauer et al.
(2001)

Organizational
attractivenessb

For me, this company would be a good place to work.
I would not be interested in this company except as a last resort.a

This company is attractive to me as a place for employment.
I am interested in learning more about this company.
A job at this company is very appealing to me.

Highhouse
et al. (2003)

Behavioral
Intentionsb

I would accept a job offer from this company.
I would make this company one of my first choices as an employer.
If this company invited me for another job interview after this
procedure, I would go.
I would exert a great deal of effort to work for this company.
I would recommend this company to a friend looking for a job.

Highhouse
et al. (2003)

Clarity of work
activityb

I have a clear idea of what it is like to work at the company
CYQADELIC.
I know which work tasks would be expected of me in the job as a
trainee.
I have a clear idea of what the daily work routine at the company
CYQADELIC would be like.

Ohlms et al.
(2023)

Modernityc Conservative–innovative
Traditional–modern

Kanning
et al. (2019)

Enjoymentb I enjoyed this test.
I find this test to be very interesting.
I find this test to be entertaining

Wilde et al.
(2009)

Note: aReverse coded. bItems were presented using a 5-point rating scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). cItems
were captured using a semantic differential with two adjective pairs on a 5-point rating scale. All items were presented in
German.
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