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Abstract 
People with invisible stigma often feel pressure 

about whether to disclose their invisible stigma or try 
to keep it hidden from their employer. While the 
decision to disclose or conceal stigma has been 
considered relatively straightforward, the ease of 
access to online personal information has made the 
decision process more uncontrollable and uncertain, 
as invisible stigma can now be discovered without the 
stigma holder's choice to reveal it to employers. This 
possibility of stigma discovery is troubling for job 
applicants, as hiring managers routinely review social 
media accounts as part of the hiring process through 
which hiring managers may unknowingly discover 
applicants' invisible stigmas and make a biased hiring 
decision. Against this background, we investigate 
whether job applicants should disclose their stigma 
when there is a risk of it being discovered online. To 
this end, we conducted an experiment in which 
subjects viewed job applicants’ cover letters (stigma 
disclosure) and social media (stigma discovery). Our 
findings indicate that when stigma disclosure alone 
happens, it is generally beneficial for job applicants, 
whereas stigma disclosure accompanied with 
discovery does not weaken stigma’s adverse effects on 
hiring outcomes. 

 
Keywords: disclosure, discovery, social media, 
invisible stigma, hiring. 

1. Introduction  

Social media is ingrained in our lives today. 
Individuals share information that details aspects of 
their lives and view this same information of others on 
social media. They stay connected with friends, 
colleagues, family members, and unknowingly an 
anonymous audience (Lauriano & Coacci, 2021). 
While disclosing about oneself and communicating 
with others on social media carries benefits such as 
well-being or broadened social networks, this drastic 

change in how we share intimate details of our lives 
can also come at a cost. Personal information online is 
no longer private (Viswamitra et al. 2017). If one’s 
general information, such as name, location, or college, 
is given, their profile pages on social media (e.g., 
Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn) are easily 
discoverable. 

Organizations have capitalized on this availability 
of personal information on social media as a 
(perceived) safeguard against poor hiring. The widely 
adopted practice of social media assessments 
(CareerBuilder, 2017; Van Iddekinge et al., 2016), in 
which hiring managers view job applicants’ social 
media to screen and assess them in an early phase of 
the job application process (Van Iddekinge et al., 
2016), is one of such ways. During this hiring process, 
what job applicants post about themselves on their 
social media may lead to hiring managers’ discovery 
of that information. Of particular note is that online 
personal information discoverable in the process is not 
confined to being work-related. Instead, a significant 
portion does not pertain to job applicants’ work 
performance (Zhang et al., 2020), raising concerns 
about potential discriminatory hiring outcomes 
(Maurer, 2018). Organizational researchers have 
recently started to pay attention to this potential 
downside of discovering personal information online. 
Recent studies show that job applicant evaluation can 
be adversely affected by discovery of sensitive 
personal information on social media, such as disliked 
religious beliefs (Acquisti & Fong, 2020), politically-
opposite affiliation (Wade et al., 2020) and post-
traumatic stress disorder (Pu et al., 2022). 

The popularization of social media assessments is 
worrisome particularly to job applicants with invisible 
stigmas such as disability or mental illness. Invisible 
stigma holders are constantly under pressure to 
disclose their stigma or attempt to keep it secret 
(Goffman, 1963). They are wary of revealing their 
stigma-related conditions because of potential 
negative reactions toward them, but at the same time, 
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sometimes feel expected to disclose them with proper 
timing to receive support and build trust (Turner et al., 
2007). A key underlying assumption for those with an 
invisible stigma in making this decision in the past is 
that invisible stigma is generally concealable until job 
applicants disclose it themselves. That is, the odds, and 
associated risk, of some forms of involuntary 
discovery are considered to be comparatively low 
unless stigma holders signal/reveal invisible stigma or 
are outed by others (Clair et al., 2005; Jones & King, 
2014; Ragins, 2008). As such, job applicants with 
invisible stigma often prefer not to disclose their 
stigma during the hiring process (Goffman, 1963; 
Griffith & Hebl, 2002).  

Yet this may pose a risk to the job applicant today, 
since the wide availability of personal information 
online has opened up the possibility that during job 
application, even invisible stigmas are no longer 
concealable but involuntarily discovered online 
without face-to-face interaction (Lauriano & Coacci, 
2021). Job applicants with invisible stigmas now need 
to consider the possibility of involuntary discovery 
online and decide whether to proactively disclose their 
stigmatized conditions during the job application 
process. This is especially concerning if hiring 
managers are expected to perceive their stigma as 
pertinent to their future work performance (Chaudoir 
& Fisher, 2010). If they disclose their stigmas early in 
their job application, they might be worried about 
negative evaluation but feel less psychological strain 
(Clair et al., 2005) and make raters’ expectations of 
them clear. Otherwise, their stigma might be 
discovered through their social media, resulting in 
adverse hiring outcomes such as suspicion and low 
hireability (Pu et al., 2022). Taken together, the 
growing risk of involuntary discovery through social 
media assessments raises theoretically and practically 
important questions that remain unanswered: How 
difference would invisible stigma disclosure be from 
invisible stigma discovery? Should job applicants be 
upfront about their invisible stigma? 

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses 

A major characteristic of invisible stigma is 
concealability (Jones et al., 1984). Due to 
concealability, invisible stigma holders are put in a 
place where they constantly consider whether to 
disclose or hide it from their family members, friends, 
and coworkers. Besides, if they decide to disclose it, 
when, how, and to whom should it be considered? The 
complex nature of invisible stigma has inspired 
researchers to delve into antecedents, outcomes, and 
contextual factors of disclosure decisions and stigma 
management that individuals with invisible stigma 

have to address in their personal and professional 
domains (Chaudoir & Fisher, 2010; Clair et al., 2005; 
Jones & King, 2014; Ragins, 2008).  

In a hiring context, past studies address two forms 
of explicitly managing stigmas: disclosure and 
acknowledgment. Both involve explicit discussion of 
stigma in cover letters or during interviews. Hebl and 
Skorinko (2005) suggest that disclosure addresses 
invisible stigma and, in contrast, acknowledgment 
often pertains to visible stigma. Whereas 
acknowledgment can be an effective remedy strategy 
for stigmas in job application (e.g., Singletary & Hebl, 
2009), current literature suggests invisible stigma 
holders might be well-served not to disclose their 
stigma in their job applications (Ameri et al., 2018; 
Goffman, 1963; Griffith & Hebl, 2002). That said, the 
nature of invisible stigma and its pertinent outcomes 
determine consideration of disclosure (Chaudoir & 
Fisher, 2010). For example, those with HIV would 
have little incentive to disclose their invisible stigma 
in job applications or during interviews as their stigma 
is likely perceived as irrelevant to future work 
performance but only induces negative reactions to 
hiring managers. On the contrary, invisible stigma 
such as disability and mental illness (e.g., Asperger’s 
Syndrome) is likely perceived to impair productivity, 
need accommodation, or affect the workplace, 
regardless of its actual influence on their performance 
and workplace (Ameri et al., 2018). Furthermore, 
stigma disclosure provides psychological benefits by 
eliminating a threat of discovery (Pachankis, 2007). 
Thus, invisible stigma holders consider disclosure of 
their invisible stigma to potential employers (Wang, 
2019) at an appropriate time (Follmer et al., 2020) and 
manner (Lyons et al., 2017). 

A limitation in the extant literature is that it has 
implicitly assumed that invisible stigma is generally 
concealable in a face-to-face interaction between 
individuals before social media private personal 
information remained relatively unobtainable. As such, 
invisible stigma holders normally had control over 
how to manage their stigma. Accordingly, previous 
stigma literature tends to focus on disclosure rather 
than discovery and has not focused on the tension 
between disclosure and discovery. In recent years, 
however, stigma researchers have started to pay 
attention to the significantly growing risks of stigma 
discovery on social media. Of particular relevance to 
this study is Lauriano and Coacci (2021). They address 
how employees with invisible stigma (homosexuality) 
manage their online personal spaces in relation to their 
professional realms. They found that even though 
most stigma holders attempt to conceal their stigma by 
aligning the extent of their disclosure face-to-face with 
online (i.e., mirroring), the openness of social media 
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makes their attempt to conceal stigma elusive. For 
example, their stigma can be outed by their friends 
online, their engagement with online content (e.g., 
shares and likes), or mistakes in privacy 
configurations, all increasing the likelihood that 
previously concealed invisible stigma is discovered 
without the stigma holders’ intention to disclose it. 
That is, a disclosure process of stigma becomes 
outside the stigma holders’ control with the dynamic 
of social media.  

Literature on social media assessment (Van 
Iddekinge et al., 2016) extends Lauriano & Coacci’s 
(2021) perspective on the role of social media in 
invisible stigma management. The first strand of 
research presents availability of stigma on job 
applicants’ social media. Zhang et al. (2020) conduct 
a content analysis of job applicants’ Facebook to 
explore types of information during social media 
assessment. On Facebook profiles, sources of stigma 
such as pregnancy, sexual orientation, and disability 
are publicly accessible. The second stream shows the 
consequences of one’s stigma or negative 
characteristics becoming available online in a hiring 
context. It suggests vetting job applicants’ social 
media as part of hiring processes leads to inadvertent 
stigma discovery and undermines organizational 
hiring processes. Through this business practice, 
hiring managers find job applicants to be dissimilar to 
them or possess negative characteristics (Roth et al., 
2020; Wade et al., 2020) and perceive them as posing 
a potential threat to their organization (Pu et al., 2022), 
resulting in hiring discrimination (Acquisti & Fong 
2020).  

Despite the growing risk of stigma discovery 
becoming possible, previous literature on stigma 
disclosure and discovery is fragmented. While a 
disclosure process has become much less controllable, 
the literature provides little guidance about whether 
job applicants should disclose their invisible stigma 
before being discovered. As such, we propose that 
previous models explaining costs and benefits of job 
applicants’ stigma disclosure should be revisited in 
relation to discovery. We extend the literature by 
comparing the influence of disclosure and discovery 
of invisible stigma and examining their implications 
for hiring outcomes. To this end, drawing upon social 
penetration theory (Altman & Taylor 1973) and the 
dual-process model of responses to perceived stigma 
(Pryor et al. 2004), we hypothesize implications of 
stigma discovery and disclosure for hiring managers’ 
assessment of stigmatized job applicants. We present 
the research model in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Research model. 
Social penetration theory elucidates a process 

through which interpersonal relationships develop 
with an exchange of personal information. The theory 
posits that self-disclosure, or a deliberate action of 
revealing information about oneself, is fundamental to 
impression formation and relationship development. 
Individuals have multiple layers of personal 
information, the outer of which is superficial and the 
inner is intimate. The breadth (the number of disclosed 
topics) and depth (the intimacy of disclosed 
information) in self-disclosure guide social 
(de)penetration in the course of interpersonal 
relationships. In particular, disclosure of information 
contained in inner layers accompanies benefits and 
costs. Intimate self-disclosure with great depth reveals 
deeper personal information, such as feelings, beliefs, 
and opinions. It could strengthen relationships but, at 
the same time, expose the vulnerable core self, which 
could backfire. 

Originally developed to explain romantic 
relationships (Taylor & Altman 1975, 1987), the 
theory has been applied to explain the role of self-
disclosure in multiple contexts such as computer-
mediated communication (Cho 2007; Dietz-Uhler & 
Hishop-Clark 2005), hiring (Johns et al. 2016), 
marketing (Fennis & Storebe 2014; Kim & Song 2016; 
Leite et al. 2022), social media (Sheldon 2009; Tang 
& Wang 2012; Zhang & Lu 2022). One tenet of social 
penetration theory is that self-disclosure with high 
depth induces a favorable social judgment in the early 
phase of relationships by facilitating trustworthiness 
perception and liking (Collins & Miller 1994; Ma et al. 
2017; Sheldon 2009; Zhang & Lu 2022). We 
hypothesize the implications of disclosure and 
discovery of stigma for them below. 

When job applicants deliberately disclose their 
invisible stigma, they first take action and divulge the 
vulnerable part of their core self. Even though 
disclosure of stigma reveals negative information, 
such an action can form an impression of being honest 
and well-intentioned. If appropriate (Caltabiano & 
Smithson 1983), self-disclosure can shape perceived 
trustworthiness and build interpersonal trust (Chaudoi 
& Fisher 2010; Korsgaard et al. 2002; Turner et al. 
2007; Sheldon 2009). On the contrary, discovery of 
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stigma would dampen hiring managers’ perceived 
trustworthiness of job applicants. Especially when job 
applicants’ invisible stigma is perceived to influence 
their future performance, discovery of stigma will 
make hiring managers suspect that job applicants do 
not reveal important information. Hiring managers 
would believe that those job applicants act in a self-
serving manner, questioning their benevolence (Mayer 
et al. 1995) and feeling suspicious about those 
applicants (Ragins 2004; Pu et al. 2022). Indeed, John 
et al. (2016) compare disclosure and withholding of 
negative information. They find that job applicants 
who divulge negative information (e.g., low grades) 
appear trustworthy, whereas those who withhold it are 
perceived as untrustworthy. In sum, we predict that 
compared to job applicants without stigma, only 
discovery of stigma lowers raters’ perceived 
trustworthiness of job applicants.  

Hypothesis 1: Discovery of invisible stigma would 
lower raters’ perceived trustworthiness of job 
applicants.  

Note that compared to job applicants without 
stigma, those who disclose stigma would not 
necessarily be perceived as more trustworthy. Being 
perceived as trustworthy is more difficult than being 
untrustworthy (e.g., the fragility of trust; Kramer 
1999). It takes time and entails multiple interactions 
between individuals (Mayer et al. 1995). Whereas job 
applicants can be seen as untrustworthy even with a bit 
of negative information, like in the discovery scenario, 
they need a great deal of positive information over 
time to be perceived as highly trustworthy (Slovic, 
1993). Before an interview, hiring managers assess job 
applicants majorly through their application materials 
almost without further interaction. Thus, it would be 
unrealistic to stipulate that they would perceive job 
applicants who reveal their stigma as being more 
trustworthy than their nonstigmatized counterparts. 

Although social penetration theory suggests that 
self-disclosure generally increases intimacy and 
induces liking, disclosing information contained in 
inner layers of oneself comes at a cost (Altman & 
Taylor 1975). The positive relationship between self-
disclosure and liking depends on multiple factors, one 
of which is the content of information in disclosure 
(Collins & Miller 1994). If one voluntarily discloses 
their criminal record, would they still be liked? 
Related to this nuance, the dual-process model of 
reactions to perceived stigma (Pryor et al. 2004) offers 
helpful guidance to our study. The model proposes that 
stigma draws attention from hiring managers and 
induces automatic and impulsive reactions to job 
applicants’ stigma. Particularly in the initial stage of 
job applicant evaluation, this automatic process 
dominates the conscious counterpart, which becomes 

prominent later in the hiring process. The result of 
such an immediate reaction takes multiple forms, 
arguably the most prevalent one of which is negative 
feelings toward stigmatized job applicants.  

Drawing upon the dual-process model (Pryor et al. 
2004), we predict that hiring managers would dislike 
job applicants with invisible stigma, regardless of how 
invisible stigma is revealed. Stigma literature 
extensively documents that hiring managers display 
negativity toward stigmatized job applicants when 
finding out they are overweight, homosexual, or 
smokers (Hebl & Kleck 2002; Roulin & Bhatnagar 
2018; Singletary & Hebl 2009). First, following this 
strand of literature, we expect that discovery of 
invisible stigma would elicit hiring managers’ 
disliking of job applicants. When hiring managers find 
cues about invisible stigma on job applicants’ social 
media, they would immediately respond emotionally 
to it (e.g., Roth et al. 2020; Wade et al. 2020). Second, 
we also expect that the adverse effects of invisible 
stigma on liking would still hold even when it is 
disclosed. Research suggests that the positive 
relationship between disclosure and liking 
significantly weakens if disclosed information is 
negative (Dalto et al. 1979; Qin et al. 2021). In other 
words, unlike perceived trustworthiness, disclosure of 
invisible stigma would backfire and provoke negative 
emotions from hiring managers. Thus, we hypothesize 
as follows: 

Hypothesis 2a: Disclosure of invisible stigma 
would lower raters’ liking of job applicants. 

Hypothesis 2b: Discovery of invisible stigma 
would lower raters’ liking of job applicants. 

We examine the relationship between disclosure, 
discovery, and hireability. Following the previous 
hiring literature (Roth et al. 2020; Pu et al. 2022), 
intention to interview and overall ratings (expected 
task performance and expected OCB) are adopted as 
hireability. Social penetration theory suggests that 
disclosure of invisible stigma would form a more 
favorable impression than discovery of invisible 
stigma (Fennis & Storebe 2014; John et al. 2016). 
Though disclosure of stigma incurs damage to job 
applicants such as dislikes, they can gain trust. This 
prediction resonates with the stigma literature. Early 
communication about one’s stigma effectively reduces 
negative evaluations of job applicants (Hebl & 
Skorinko 2005; Singletary & Hebl 2009).  

On the contrary, discovery of invisible stigma 
induces the perception of untrustworthiness. Hiring 
new employees entails a substantial level of 
uncertainty. They would avoid taking a risk of hiring 
job applicants with discovery who look untrustworthy 
(Coloquitt et al. 2007; Mayer et al. 1995). Similar 
findings have been reported in the stigma literature. 
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When individuals are involuntarily found out that they 
have stigma (Adams & Webster 2017; Pu et al. 2022), 
their evaluation is compromised. Thus, we predict that 
job applicants who disclose their stigma would be 
evaluated more positively than those who are 
discovered of it or who do not have stigma.  

Hypothesis 3: Discovery of invisible stigma would 
result in hireability of job applicants lower than 
disclosure of invisible stigma. 

Hypothesis 4: Discovery of invisible stigma would 
result in hireability of job applicants lower than the 
control condition. 

However, we do not expect that disclosure of 
invisible stigma would result in as high hireability as 
when job applicants do not possess stigma. Despite the 
benefit of disclosure, job applicants who disclose their 
stigma would still be less liked, thus biasing raters’ 
evaluation of them. It is well reported that raters’ 
negative emotions elicited by stigma bias their 
assessment of job applicants (e.g., Wade et al. 2020; 
Lyons et al. 2017). As such, we hypothesize as follows. 

Hypothesis 5: Disclosure of invisible stigma 
would result in hireability lower than the control 
condition. 

We explore the role of perceived trustworthiness 
and liking in mediating the relationship between 
disclosure/discovery of invisible stigma and 
hireability. Social penetration theory suggests that 
perceived trustworthiness and liking mediate the 
relationship between self-disclosure and social 
judgment, including impression and evaluation (John 
et al. 2016; Zhang & Lu 2022). Disclosure and 
discovery of stigma would lower hireability to the 
extent that they influence perceived trustworthiness 
and liking. In a similar vein, stigma literature identifies 
both perceived trustworthiness and liking as important 
mediators between stigma and hireability ratings of 
stigmatized job applicants (McElroy et al. 2014; Pu et 
al. 2022; Roth et al. 2020). Following the literature, we 
anticipate the mediating role of perceived 
trustworthiness and liking. 

Hypothesis 6: Perceived trustworthiness would 
mediate the relationship between disclosure of stigma 
and hireability. 

Hypothesis 7: Liking would mediate the 
relationship between disclosure of stigma and 
hireability. 

Hypothesis 8: Perceived trustworthiness would 
mediate the relationship between discovery of stigma 
and hireability. 

Hypothesis 9: Liking would mediate the 
relationship between discovery of stigma and 
hireability. 

Previous hypotheses examine the assessment of 
job applicants when their invisible stigma is disclosed 

or discovered. However, disclosure and discovery may 
simultaneously happen in the hiring process. Hiring 
contexts make such a case possible as job applicants 
are comprehensively evaluated with multiple channels 
(such as resumes, social media, and background 
checks) at the same time. That means job applicants 
might disclose their stigma without knowing that 
hiring managers would also discover it on social media. 

While we expect that job applicants with 
disclosure and discovery would be disliked as 
discovery or disclosure, there can be two different 
plausible results regarding perceived trustworthiness 
and hireability. On the one hand, disclosure of stigma 
would overshadow a strong negative effect of stigma 
discovery on job applicant assessment. Even though 
raters view stigma on job applicants’ social media, 
raters do not perceive those job applicants as 
untrustworthy because they are voluntarily upfront 
about their stigma. That is, what is discovery when 
disclosure does not happen is no longer discovery. 
Rather, hiring managers (not discover) merely view 
invisible stigma on job applicants’ social media, which 
they have already learned from disclosure. This would 
raise perceived trustworthiness and hiring outcomes 
than when only discovery happens.  

On the other hand, the benefit from disclosure 
might disappear as stigma identity is too strongly 
signaled multiple times. When both disclosure and 
discovery take place, stigma would become salient 
(Pachankis, 2007) in hiring managers’ minds. In 
support of this reasoning, stigmatized individuals 
sometimes manage their stigma through a tactic called 
covering (Goffman 1963). In covering, they do not 
conceal their stigma but instead downplay their stigma, 
for example, by codeswitching (e.g., McCluney et al. 
2021). Downplaying the salience of stigma identity is 
often effective enough to reduce its negative impact on 
hiring outcomes (Kang et al. 2016). Thus, according to 
this view, disclosure and discovery would make 
stigma identity salient and activate stigmatization 
process. This, in turn, would dampen perceived 
trustworthiness and evaluation of such job applicants 
(McAllister, 1995; McElroy et al., 2014; Singh et al., 
2015).  

Given the forementioned two streams of the 
literature, we establish competing hypotheses, as 
follows. 

Hypothesis 10a: When disclosure and discovery 
of invisible stigma occur together, job applicants 
would be rated lower in perceived trustworthiness and 
hireability than those in the control condition. 

Hypothesis 10b: When disclosure and discovery 
of invisible stigma occur together, job applicants 
would not be rated lower in perceived trustworthiness 
and hireability than those in the control condition. 
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In this research, we choose the unvaccinated 
status against Covid-19 as a source of invisible stigma 
to study disclosure and discovery of invisible stigma. 
Diseases and pandemics are arguably one of the most 
popular sources of stigma (Crawford, 1996). One of 
the main reasons for the strong association between 
disease and stigma is a physical threat of infection 
(Jones et al., 1984).  

The unvaccinated against Covid-19 have been 
stigmatized for multiple reasons. First, as in previous 
cases of diseases, the unvaccinated have been more 
likely to be infected with Covid-19 (Fisman et al., 
2022). This has made the vaccinated feel 
uncomfortable, for example, staying together in 
offices or having offline meetings. Second, and more 
importantly, their refusal to get vaccinated has 
provoked angry responses against them (Collins, 
2021). As the Covid-19 pandemic has been a 
significant threat to value systems and structures of 
society by almost eliminating face-to-face social 
interaction (Kachanoff et al., 2021), many social 
groups have been stigmatized during the pandemic. 
The unvaccinated against Covid-19 were one of those 
groups. It has been thought that the situations around 
COVID-19 would have been better or avoidable if the 
unvaccinated had been vaccinated (Karkowsky, 2021). 
Thus, the unvaccinated have been blamed for the long-
standing pandemic, especially in the United States. 
Anecdotal evidence of people displaying resentment 
(Ortiz, 2021), and prejudice (Bor et al., 2022) toward 
the unvaccinated suggests stigmatization of the 
unvaccinated.  

3. Method 

We test our hypotheses by conducting an 
experiment in which raters with hiring experience are 
presented with application material and social media 
of a male job applicant and asked to evaluate him. The 
experiment is a 2X2 design with disclosure (yes/no) 
and discovery (yes/no) conditions. There were four 
experiment conditions: (a) control (no disclosure and 
no discovery), (b) disclosure (no discovery), (c) 
discovery (no disclosure), and (d) disclosure and 
discovery together (hereafter, disclosure/discovery). 
Raters were asked to evaluate all three application 
materials (i.e., a resume, a cover letter, and social 
media profile). To manipulate disclosure and 
discovery, we follow the previous hiring literature. In 
disclosure and disclosure/discovery conditions, cover 
letters contain the job applicant’s disclosure of 
unvaccinated status (e.g., Ameri et al., 2018; Lyons et 
al., 2018). In discovery and disclosure/discovery 
conditions, the job applicant’s social media profiles 
present posts that were carefully designed so raters 

would perceive the applicant to be unvaccinated (e.g., 
Roth et al., 2020; Wade et al., 2020). Lastly, the 
experiment was approved by a university’s 
Institutional Review Board. 

The sample was obtained from Amazon’s 
Mechanical Turk (MTurk). The subjects were first 
asked to pass a short screener with the following 
criteria: (1) full-time employment status, (2) US 
citizenship, (3) fluency in English, and (4) hiring 
experience. Of 532 participants who passed the 
screener, we use 317 participants who passed attention 
and manipulation checks. Note that 77.0% of our final 
sample received at least one dose of Covid-19 
vaccines at the time of their responses. In addition, we 
asked if they believe it is morally unacceptable not to 
get vaccinated. On a scale of 1 (strongly acceptable) to 
7 (strongly unacceptable), subjects responded 4.3. We 
also asked if employers should mandate vaccination to 
their employees. On a scale of 1 (Strongly disagree) to 
7 (Strongly agree), subjects responded 4.85. In sum, 
our subjects generally believe that it is not unmoral to 
stay unvaccinated but feel the necessity of vaccination 
mandate. Finally, it is important to note the timing of 
data collection since the stigmatization against the 
unvaccinated has been a dynamic process throughout 
the pandemic. We collected our data between Fall 
2021, when the rate of getting vaccination against 
Covid-19 started to stagger and the unvaccinated were 
blamed for the spread of unceasing pandemic (Ortiz 
2021). As they have been so particularly in the United 
States, we limited our subjects to US citizens.   

The experimental procedure is as follows. First, 
participants were asked to put themselves in the role 
of a hiring manager at a retail company that is seeking 
to hire an individual for their workgroup (a sales team). 
Then, a job description for a position (i.e., entry-level 
account executive) was shown to them. Second, 
participants were randomly assigned to one of the four 
conditions and were shown the corresponding 
manipulation including a resume, a cover letter, and 
two social media pages of our mock job applicant 
(profile and activity pages on LinkedIn). Third, raters 
were asked to evaluate the job applicant.  

To manipulate disclosure, we followed previous 
literature on stigma disclosure in a job application 
(Ameri et al., 2018; Kreisberg & Wilmers, 2021). 
Specifically, a cover letter for the disclosure and 
disclosure/discovery conditions has two more 
sentences: “Please be advised that I am not vaccinated 
for COVID-19 and do not have a plan to get 
vaccinated, as of now. I would be happy to answer any 
questions that you may have regarding this matter.”  

We also built LinkedIn profiles and activity pages. 
To manipulate discovery, we added posts on LinkedIn 
activity that signal the applicant’s unvaccinated status. 
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We carefully designed posts for the discovery 
manipulation that would not imply the political 
affiliation of the job applicant so raters would not 
evaluate the hypothesized applicant based on political 
similarity (Roth et al., 2020; Wade et al., 2020). The 
posts shared news articles about 1) a university 
mandating COVID-19 vaccination, 2) a reporter 
leaving a firm over COVID-19 vaccination mandate, 
and 3) New York City mandating COVID-19 
vaccination for indoor dining. Together with the news 
articles, the fictitious applicant displayed their worries 
with the articles (see Figure 2 for an example of 
manipulation).  

 

 
Figure 2. An example of manipulation. 

 
There are a total of 10 posts on LinkedIn activity 

pages. For the discovery and disclosure/discovery 
conditions, the three posts noted above are for 
manipulation of discovery. The other seven posts are 
white noise for external validity. They pertain to 
popular posts on social media such as friends, 
universities, memes, online magazine articles, and 
donations, all of which are unrelated to vaccination 
status. For the control and disclosure conditions, three 
additional noise posts are included in lieu of the posts 
for manipulation of discovery to keep the page length 
and information symmetrical across the conditions. 

We used three measures for hireability. First, we 
measured intention to interview with a single item, 
“Given all information you read about this applicant, 
how likely is it that you would invite this applicant for 
a job interview?” We adopted expected task 
performance and expected OCB from Williams and 
Anderson (1991). A sample item of expected task 
performance is "The applicant can be expected to 
adequately complete assigned duties." That of 
expected OCB is "The applicant can be expected to 
help others who have heavy workloads." Composite 
reliability of expected task performance and expected 
OCB are .94 and .95, respectively. We used four items 
of perceived trustworthiness by Mayer et al. (1995). A 

sample item is "To me, the applicant is reliable." 
Composite reliability is .95. We adopted a liking for 
subordinate scale by Wayne and Ferris (1990) to 
measure raters’ liking of job applicants. We modified 
the word in the measure, subordinate, to job applicant. 
The measure consists of four items. A sample item is 
"I would likely get along well with this job applicant." 
Composite reliability is .96. 

4. Results 

To test Hypotheses 1 and 2, we conducted 2 
(disclosure: presence/absence) by 2 (discovery: 
presence/absence) ANCOVAs using participants’ (i.e., 
those making hiring ratings) vaccination status against 
Covid-19 as a covariate. Hypothesis 1 predicts that job 
applicants in the discovery condition would result in 
perceived trustworthiness lower than the control 
condition. We find that discovery of the unvaccinated 
status is negatively related to perceived 
trustworthiness, F (1,312) = 21.05, p < .001, partial h2 
= .06. As perceived trustworthiness in the control 
condition (M = 5.80) is higher than the discovery 
condition (M = 5.08), Hypothesis 1 is supported. 

Hypotheses 2a and 2b predict that job applicants 
in the disclosure and discovery conditions would be 
liked less than those in the control condition. 
Disclosure of the unvaccinated status is negatively 
related to liking, F(1,312) = 4.92, p = .03, partial h2 
= .02. As job applicants with disclosure (M = 4.59) are 
liked less than those without stigma (M = 5.05), 
Hypothesis 2a is supported. A similar pattern emerges 
with the discovery condition. The relationship 
between discovery and liking is significant, F (1,312) 
= 22.67, p < .001, partial h2 = .07. Hypotheses 2b is 
supported, as liking in the control condition (M = 5.30) 
is higher than the discovery condition (M = 4.41). 

Hypothesis 3 compares the disclosure and 
discovery conditions. Following Gelman and Stern’s 
(2006) recommendation, we compare regression 
coefficients of the disclosure and discovery conditions 
using a z-test. First, we ran regressions of the three 
hireability ratings (intention to interview, expected 
task performance, and expected OCB) on the 
disclosure condition, the discovery condition, and 
vaccinated status (a covariate). Second, we tested 
whether the coefficient of discovery on hireability 
ratings is higher than that of disclosure by computing 
z-values.  

We find support for Hypotheses 3a-3c. 
Applications with disclosure of unvaccinated status 
are evaluated higher than discovery for intention to 
interview (H3a; z = 2.19; p < .05), expected task 
performance (H3b; z = 3.32; p < .001), and expected 
OCB (H3c; z = 2.39; p < .01). 
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Next, we test Hypotheses 4 and 5, which compare 
the effects of discovery and disclosure on hireability 
ratings. First, job applicants with discovery (M = 4.43; 
SD = 2.12) are evaluated significantly lower in 
intention to interview than those without discovery (M 
= 5.68; SD = 1.54), F(1, 312) = 30.85, p < .001, partial 
h2 = .09. Their expected task performance (M = 5.43; 
SD = 1.41) is also significantly lower than that of job 
applicants without discovery (M = 6.06; SD = .91), F(1, 
312) = 21.71, p < .001, partial h2 = .07. Finally, the 
same pattern emerges for expected OCB. Discovery 
(M = 4.94; SD = 1.46) shows significantly lower 
expected OCB than without discovery (M = 5.59; SD 
= 1.07), F(1, 312) = 17.94, p < .001, partial h2 = .05. 
Thus, Hypothesis 4 is supported.  

Next, we examine the effects of disclosure of 
invisible stigma on hireability ratings. Compared to 
the condition without the disclosure (M = 5.34; SD = 
1.74), the negative effect of disclosure (M = 4.69; SD 
= 2.13) on intention to interview is significant, F(1, 
312) = .6.26, p = .01, partial h2 = .02. Surprisingly, 
however, disclosure does not have significant 
relationships with expected task performance (F(1, 
312) = .00, p = .97, partial h2 = .00) and expected OCB 
(F(1, 312) = .94, p = .36, partial h2 = .00). Thus, 
Hypothesis 5 is partially supported only for intention 
to interview.  

We test Hypotheses 6-9 using Hayes (2017)’s 
PROCESS macro for SPSS (Model 4) with perceived 
trustworthiness and liking included as mediators and 
each of hireability ratings (intention to interview, 
expected task performance, and expected OCB 
included as a dependent variable). To test the 
hypothesized mediation relationships, we report 
unstandardized estimates of indirect effects (using 
5,000 bootstrapped samples). Note that we include 
vaccination status of participants as a covariate. 
Further, we controlled for the disclosure (discovery) 
condition in testing mediators of the discovery 
(disclosure) condition. 

First, we report the mediation tests for disclosure-
hireability relationships (Hypotheses 6 and 7). 
Perceived trustworthiness does not mediate the 
relationship between disclosure and intention to 
interview (b = -.04; 95% CI [-.15, .07]). Next, we find 
a similar pattern for the relationship between 
disclosure and expected task performance (b = -.05; 95% 
CI [-.22, .11]). Finally, perceived trustworthiness does 
not also mediate the relationship between disclosure 
and expected OCB (b = -.05; 95% CI [-.23, .11]). Thus, 
we do not find support for Hypothesis 6. 

Liking mediates the relationship between 
disclosure and intention to interview (b = -.21; 95% CI 
[-.43, -.01]). Disclosure’s relationship with expected 
task performance is not mediated by liking (b = -.04; 

95% CI [-.11, .01]). Finally, liking mediates the 
relationship between disclosure and expected OCB (b 
= -.08; 95% CI [-.16, -.00]). Thus, Hypothesis 7 is 
partially supported for intention to interview and 
expected OCB.  

Next, we examine if the relationships between 
discovery and the three hireability ratings are mediated 
by perceived trustworthiness (Hypothesis 8) and liking 
(Hypothesis 9). First, both perceived trustworthiness 
(b = -.25; 95% CI [-.43, -.11]) and liking (b = -.49; 95% 
CI [-.78, -.25]) mediate the relationship between 
discovery and intention to interview. Next, regarding 
expected task performance, its relationship with 
discovery is mediated only by perceived 
trustworthiness (b = -.37; 95% CI [-.58, -.19]). Lastly, 
perceived trustworthiness (b = -.38; 95% CI [-.56, 
-.20]) and liking (b = -.18; 95% CI [-.31, -.08]) mediate 
the relationship between discovery and expected OCB. 
In sum, Hypothesis 8 is fully supported, whereas 
Hypothesis 9 is partially supported for intention to 
interview and expected OCB. 

Last, we answer Hypotheses 10a and 10b about 
when disclosure and discovery of the unvaccinated 
status against Covid-19 happens. First, the 2 
(disclosure) by 2 (discovery) ANCOVA result shows 
that there is no significant interaction effect of 
disclosure and discovery on perceived trustworthiness, 
F(1, 312) = .14, p = .71, partial h2 = .00. In addition, 
the mean of perceived trustworthiness in the 
disclosure/discovery condition (M = 5.05) is slightly 
lower than discovery (M = 5.12), supporting 
Hypothesis 10a. In addition, we find a similar pattern 
in the 2 by 2 ANCOVA for the three hireability ratings 
as a dependent variable. That is, no significant 
interaction effects of disclosure and discovery on 
intention to interview (F(1, 312) = 1.11, p = .29, partial 
h2 = .00), expected task performance (F(1, 312) = .76, 
p = .39, partial h2 = .00), and expected OCB (F(1, 312) 
= .00, p = .98, partial h2 = .00) emerges. But the 
disclosure/discovery condition’s hiring ratings 
(𝑀!"#$%&!$'  = 4.27; 𝑀#()*_,$%-  = 5.36; 𝑀./0  = 4.88)  
are slightly lower than the discovery condition 
(𝑀!"#$%&!$'  = 4.61; 𝑀#()*_,$%-  = 5.51; 𝑀./0  = 5.02). 
These results suggest that when disclosure and 
discovery happen together, our argument about 
invisible stigma being salient and more apparent is 
supported rather than the positive effect of disclosure, 
again supporting Hypothesis 10a. 

5. Discussion 

With disclosure processes of invisible stigma 
becoming uncontrollable (Lauriano & Coacci, 2021), 
we revisit the implications of stigma disclosure for 
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hiring outcomes and compare it with stigma discovery, 
which is afforded through social media assessments. 
Our work offers several theoretical merits. It 
contributes to the literature on disclosure of invisible 
stigma. As invisible stigma becomes uncertainly 
concealable with a risk of stigma discovery online, 
there has been a growing need to revisit theoretical 
models explaining disclosure processes of invisible 
stigma in relation to stigma discovery (e.g., Summers 
et al. 2018). To our knowledge, this study is the first 
work to simultaneously compare disclosure and 
(online) discovery of invisible stigma in a hiring 
context, whereas previous research has examined 
disclosure (Lyons et al. 2017), discovery (Pu et al. 
2022), and withholding (John et al. 2016). Our work 
also contributes to a broader literature on the role of 
trustworthiness in hiring (Colquitt et al. 2007; Klotz et 
al. 2013) by highlighting the role of perception of 
trustworthiness in the initial evaluation of job 
applicants.  

This research contributes to the nascent but 
burgeoning literature on the implications of personal 
social media for professional life (Leonardi & Vaast, 
2017; Rothbard et al., 2022) in relation to social media 
assessment (Van Iddekinge et al., 2016). Despite the 
benefits of self-disclosure on social media such as 
psychological well-being (Luo & Hancock, 2020), 
past literature consistently suggests that involuntary 
discovery on social media may backfire and negatively 
influence their professional career (Pu et al., 2022; 
Roth et al., 2020; Wade et al., 2020). The result of this 
study extends this strand of literature by demonstrating 
that discovering the unvaccinated status against 
Covid-19 on job applicants’ social media negatively 
biases their assessment.  

Notwithstanding the contributions, this study 
tested a single invisible stigma. Future researchers 
may wish to demonstrate generalizability of this study 
and resonate with a broader audience using different 
kinds of invisible stigma. For example, one of 
common invisible stigma is Asperger’s Syndrome 
(Ameri et al. 2018). It would be fruitful to replicate 
this study with such stigmas and examine if the same 
results could be found. 

As personal social media and information are 
accessible, they may wish to publicly discuss their 
invisible stigma on social media with due caution. If it 
is discovered by their potential employers, they will 
likely lose an opportunity to secure a job. Hiring 
managers would believe that they did not receive 
important information from stigmatized job applicants. 
Thus, they perceive those applicants as being 
untrustworthy, regardless of the applicants’ intention 
to conceal their stigma. If invisible stigma holders 
want to reveal their stigma during job application, 

openly communicating this concern with them might 
be less harmful and a possible way to mitigate their 
disclosure dilemmas. They would not be liked but be 
perceived as trustworthy, resulting in better hiring 
outcomes than when their stigma is discovered. We 
recommend hiring managers be aware that when they 
discover job applicants’ stigma during their social 
media assessment, job applicants are not intentionally 
trying to hide it. They might plan to discuss their 
stigma during interviews or believe that it does not 
affect their future workplace and performance.  
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