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ABSTRACT

The pressure to find the ‘right’ personalities to strengthen customer service and working teams has 
made staffing decisions critical for organizations. Therefore, recruitment is more often outsourced 
and done so on a global level. By analyzing interviews with recruitment consultants, this article ex-
plores how consultants work in order to find the recruitment candidates with the most potential for 
their clients. It discusses recruitment as a process of affective decision-making where consultants 
use their ‘gut feelings’, that is, their own embodied affects, to secure the optimal ‘organization-
person fit’. Different kinds of details in the candidate’s appearance and micro-movements of the 
body cause ‘good vibrations’ or ‘strange feelings’ in the consultant’s affective body, which guides the 
selection among the candidates. By deconstructing the concept of ‘affect’, the article develops an 
understanding of recruitment as a practice where the embodied histories of consultants them-
selves play a key role in recruitment. The article claims that, as a result of competition in the busi-
ness, the recruitment consultant relies on stereotypical performances of the ideal worker. 
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Introduction

It’s a gut feeling … so I don’t necessarily have to interview so much. I see really quickly 
in the interview what kind of personality the guy has … when he walks in, how he 
behaves, shakes hands and so on. (Timo, a male consultant)

 Together with headhunters, recruitment consultants are gatekeepers for the labor 
market, whose business rests on their ability to deploy ‘fitting’ personalities in specific 
organizational cultures with core aims and values, performance norms, communicational 
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customs, routines, symbols, and emotional etiquettes (cf. Downey et al., 2011; Finlay & 
Coverdill, 2000; Gardner et al., 2012; Tienari et al., 2013). Depending on the contract 
with the client company, consultants either utilize their own databases or announce 
vacancies in a wide range of media to find their potential recruits. After receiving appli-
cations, the final list of potential recruits is assembled by determining which candidates 
fulfill the formal criteria of education, work experience, or other specific skills. Refe-
rences may also be requested and facts on the CVs may be checked. Some clients also 
reveal their prerequisites in terms of the recruited employee’s age, gender, and ethnicity, 
although open discussion of these ‘taboo’ issues is normally avoided (also Koivunen  
et al., 2015).

Many studies have implied that the body has a central role in recruitment criteria 
(e.g., Adkins, 1992; Caven et al., 2013; Meriläinen et al., 2013; Nickson et al., 2003;  
Tipper, 2004). Informal discrimination concerning bodies of different ages, ethnicities, and 
genders, in particular, has been analyzed by several researchers (e.g., Combs et al., 2012; 
Dean, 2005; Kadefors & Hanse, 2012; Loretto & White, 2006; Nilsson, 2011; Tienari et 
al., 2013). However, discussion of recruitment criteria applied in recruitment interviews 
is scarce (Meriläinen et al., 2013). In any event, we know that the employers look for 
labor processes that are based on embodied capacities or attributes possessed by workers 
since managerial strategies aim to maximize customer satisfaction (Nickson et al., 2001, 
p. 170). ‘Looking good’ and ‘sounding right’ not only contribute to the matrix of skills 
demanded by employers but also function to materialize an organization’s style or brand. 
However, too little is still known about how recruitment staff make their judgments of job 
applicants’ embodied capabilities, such as ‘person-to-person’ skills in the new ‘style-labor 
market’ (Nickson et al., 2003). In particular, the existing literature does not say much 
about the embodied labor of recruitment consultants themselves and how it is intertwined 
with their recruitment criteria (Humle, 2014; Meriläinen et al., 2013). 

In order to meet the expectations of their client companies, recruitment agencies 
have developed different evaluation methods to test candidate personality traits, abili-
ties, and competencies (e.g., Downey et al., 2011; Gardner et al., 2012). Nevertheless, 
employees are seldom selected by mere CVs and standardized tests. One consultant said 
that psychological tests can only ‘smell outlines’ of different personalities and should 
only serve as a ‘basis for discussion’. In the second phase of the recruitment process, 
which this article addresses, consultants rely on their ‘(gut) feelings’, ‘intuition’, and ‘first 
impressions’ in assessing the personality of candidates, as the 10 Finnish recruitment 
consultants interviewed for this article described. Consultants clearly talked about the 
affects that different kinds of candidate appearances and behaviors generate in them. 
But how are those affects utilized precisely; what kinds of decisions are made on the 
basis of them? What do consultants actually mean by ‘impression of personality’; what 
kinds of embodied appearances and gestures do they pay attention to? 

This article discusses the employee selection process as a form of organizational 
decision-making activity. Specifically, our purpose is to develop the notion of ‘affec-
tive decision making’ (ADM, e.g., Bracha & Brown, 2009; Daniels, 2008) in the con-
text of assessing the job-seekers’ personality in recruitment interviews. We will address 
how consultants reflect their embodied affects throughout the recruitment process to 
1) understand the expectations and needs of their client companies and 2) select the 
‘best’ employee candidates for them. We argue that ADM helps us to make sense of the 
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way our interviewees characterized their work as relying on ‘gut feeling’ and described 
it as the core of their professional skills (cf. Bailly & Léné, 2013, pp. 88–89; Tienari  
et al., 2013, p. 55). In developing the concept of ADM, we build on and bridge our work 
over organizational theories of decision making (e.g., Dane & Pratt, 2007; Hodgkinson 
& Starbuck, 2008). We further extend our theoretical elaboration to the research of 
affects because these are inter-corporeal and relational (e.g., Seyfert, 2012) and can only 
be understood in their embodied socio-cultural context, as many affect theorists have 
argued (e.g., Ahmed 2004; Wetherell, 2012). Therefore, we suggest that it is inevitable 
that we ask what kinds of bodies encounter each other in the recruitment interview  
(cf. Coole, 2007). 

Before introducing our theoretical approach to affects in decision making, we first 
present our research material and methodology. We will then proceed by discussing con-
sultants’ work as ‘puzzle solving’: matching specific working environments and teams 
with suitable personalities. Next, we will concentrate on the consultants’ descriptions of 
their typical interviews with candidates. We will identify the job applicant’s multisensory, 
bodily ‘messages’ that matter in the recruitment review: which details in appearance and 
bodily gestures cause ‘good vibrations’ or ‘strange feelings’ in the consultants. We will 
conclude by discussing how the recruitment consultants’ decision making is based on 
calculating the satisfaction of clients, which results in a search for ‘risk-free bodies’. 

Research material and methodology 

The article is based on interviews with 10 recruitment consultants representing three 
well-known recruitment companies in Finland; these interviews were conducted in the 
year 2013. The interviewees, whom we call ‘consultants’, bore the job titles Recruitment 
Consultant, Personnel Consultant, or HR Consultant. Three of them occupied manage-
ment positions, working as a team leader, regional manager, or head of the department 
in their respective company, and two of them were specialized in the formal, psychologi-
cal assessment of job seekers. Six of the interviewees were female and four were male, all 
presumably in their 30s or 40s. They are identified by nicknames in the text.

The representativeness of and number of interviewees were carefully designed. We 
looked for interviewees who had done consulting work in the information and communi-
cation technology (ICT) sector.1 Although outsourcing direct recruitment has been most 
common in the ICT sector in Finland (Junnila & Honkaniemi, 2010), the total vo lume 
of the recruitment consulting business is limited in a small country with a downturn 
 in economy. There are no recruitment companies specialized solely in ICT; their client 
organizations cover several employer sectors. In any event, our interviewees had con-
sulted in the ICT field either principally or among other industries from one to several 
years in one or several companies. The discussion in this article thus concerns not only 
the ICT sector but also recruitment consulting practices on a more general level. 

The interviewees were located by first informing the principal chiefs of the com-
panies about our study through e-mail and requesting contact information for poten-
tial interviewees. Subsequently, we called the interviewees and made appointments in 
their offices. Consultant schedules are tight, and usually the interviewees proposed a 
limited time frame for the appointments. The interviews lasted 70 minutes on average, 
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and they all were recorded and transcribed verbatim. We found it suitable to our pur-
poses to limit the number of interviewees to 10. First, finding a large number of inter-
viewees who met our criteria would have been challenging—some of the contacted 
persons had politely declined to participate in the study. After all, our purpose was 
neither to make statistical generalizations nor systematically test differences among 
groups. Instead, we aimed at gaining in-depth knowledge of a specific theme and inter-
preting it in detail in a given theoretical and socio-cultural context (cf. Kvale, 1996,  
pp. 101–103). However, the point of saturation was reached during the interviews, 
that is, we became convinced that additional interviews would not have been of sig-
nificant additional benefit to our study. 

Our theoretical hypothesis was that various kinds of person-to-person skills  
(Nickson et al., 2003) are emphasized even in businesses more traditionally based on 
tangible technical skills, such as ICT. This was explained in our informational letter to 
the companies. The interview questions were sent beforehand to the interviewees. The 
focus of the interviews was to find out how emotional, esthetic, and social competencies 
are embodied, according to the consultants. This theoretical question was operationa-
lized into interview questions examining how consultants decide between different can-
didates: what kind of behaviors, gestures, and appearances they pay attention to in the 
recruitment interview. The interviews began with questions about typical assignments 
and recruitment processes in order to understand the frames and phases of their decision 
making. We also discussed the consultants’ career histories and how they had gained 
their working skills. Of special interest were the practices of their work: how they deter-
mine who the ‘good guy’/‘right guy’ is. 

As we had anticipated, the interviewees found it challenging to concretize their 
working methods and selection criteria. Therefore, our interviews combined structure 
with flexibility and were dialogic by nature. We adopted techniques of ‘active inter-
viewing’ (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997, p. 123) that are typical for in-depth interviews 
(Legard et al., 2003, pp. 138–142) in order to help the consultants to describe their 
ideas, feelings, and reactions in their everyday work (cf. Kinnunen, 2010, p. 260). In 
order to generate new knowledge about a vaguely explored subject and to obtain deep 
understanding of the interviewee’s views, purposeful follow-up questions during the dis-
cussion are very important (Legard et al., 2003, p. 141). The discussions of key themes 
with our interviewees were initiated using open questions; subsequently, hiring scenarios 
were presented which related to applicants’ bodily attributes (e.g., behavior, appearance, 
clothing, etc.) to clarify our tentative ideas about the virtues of the ‘new working body’. 
We also reflected our own experiences and even utilized humor and provocation in order 
to achieve the depth of answers. 

Further, four of the 10 interviews were conducted with two researchers present to 
make sure that all relevant details and hints in the discussions were collected for further 
development of the course of the interview. Regarding the interviewees’ answers, we did 
not note any marked difference between these and those generated by other interviews 
that either of the researchers conducted alone. It must be noted that consultants are pro-
fessional interviewers themselves and trained in conducting discussions with different 
kinds of people in their daily work. Some of the interviewees expressed their suspicion 
that we, as researchers, could be interested in catching their companies practicing dis-
crimination. After ethical research principles—for example, respecting the interview-
ees’ views as such and guaranteeing their anonymity—were discussed, we felt that the 
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atmosphere in all interviews was relaxed and confidential. All interviewees also acted in 
a very friendly manner toward us. 

The analysis of the interviews followed the principles of content analysis, which 
aims to ‘attain a condensed and broad description of the phenomenon, and the outcome 
of the analysis is concepts or categories describing the phenomenon’ (Elo & Köngäs, 
2008, p. 108). Both deductive and inductive—or ‘directed’ and ‘conventional,’ as Hsieh 
and Shannon (2005) call these—analysis methods were conducted. The directed analysis 
concerned the issue of embodiment of the ideal working body in a recruitment inter-
view in particular. The existing research and our theoretical framework guided us to 
start coding the material that in some way dealt with those details of the applicants’ 
appearance and behavior that the consultants assumed indicate the applicants’ social 
skills and personalities. Next, we categorized which of these attributes generate posi-
tive or negative feelings or ‘vibrations’ in the consultants and how they explained them. 
The working methods and competences of the consultants slightly surprised us, which 
led us to read all interview phrases describing them very carefully to discover heuristic 
theoretical concepts that could explain the data. First, we realized that ‘intuition’ and 
‘gut feeling’ can be used both as ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ concepts; we decided to apply them as 
theoretical concepts in our own analysis as well (Headland et al., 1990). The inductive 
(conventional) approach thus permeated this phase of content analysis, finally inspiring 
us to interpret all relevant material once again from the perspective of ADM and affects.  

Theoretical framework: Affects in decision making 

As we claim that the consultants’ judgments of job candidates operate through affec-
tive resonances and meaning-makings in their bodies, it is necessary to note how affects 
have been discussed in the context of intuition and decision making. After that, we will 
develop the concept of ADM by turning to theories pertaining to embodied affects. 

In the theories of decision making, intuition has been viewed as a form of infor-
mation processing that differs from rational, or analytical, processes (e.g., Agor 1989; 
Behling & Eckel, 1991; Khatri & Ng, 2000). However, as researchers (e.g., Burke & 
Miller, 1999; Dane & Pratt, 2007) note, intuition is not a mystical avenue to reasoning 
and judgment but rather nonconscious heuristics. In their conceptual analysis of intu-
ition, Dane and Pratt (2007, p. 36) find four characteristics that make up the core of the 
construct: ‘…intuition is a (1) non-conscious process (2) involving holistic associations 
(3) that are produced rapidly, which (4) result in affectively charged judgments.’ They 
suggest that common to both heuristic and expert decision making is the view that indi-
viduals nonconsciously make holistic associative connections between the stimuli they 
encounter and their underlying cognitive structures in the process of intuiting. In analy-
zing the role of intuition in managerial decision making, they draw a distinction between 
intuitive processes and outcomes. While the outcomes of intuiting, intuitive judgments 
are clearly accessible to conscious thinking, how one arrives at them is not. Dane and 
Pratt further clarify that affects and emotions are an integral component of intuitive 
judgments. In fact, they find synonyms for intuition in ‘gut feelings’ or ‘gut instincts’  
(cf. Hayashi, 2001; Shapiro & Spence, 1997). They come to the conclusion in their con-
ceptual analysis that while promising, research that examines the connection between 
the body and the use of intuition remains scant. 
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A number of authors in organizational decision-making theories have likewise dis-
cussed the importance and influence of emotions and affects in the decision-making 
process (e.g., Daniels, 2008; Lakomski & Evers, 2010; Sadler-Smith & Sparrow, 2008; 
Weick, 1995). In his analysis of the influences of cognition on emotions and moods, 
Daniels (2008) describes affects as having independent negative and positive dimen-
sions; negative affect varies from relaxation to anger, whereas positive affect varies from 
boredom to enthusiasm. In the context of economic theories of decision making, Bracha 
and Brown (2009) have introduced their notion of ADM that refers to an intraper-
sonal game or struggle between deliberate consideration and emotional processing. They 
emphasize that ADM is a theory of choice that posits rational and emotional processes 
as interacting simultaneously and in parallel. 

Although the theories of intuitive and organizational decision making do recognize 
the role of affects in strategic choices and provide useful insights, they lack theoretical 
approaches that elucidate the central role of the body in the process (cf. Dane & Pratt, 
2007). In particular, they do not deconstruct the concept of affect in relation to the lived 
body and its socio-cultural context, although some authors have affirmed that decision 
makers’ beliefs and values are associated with and affected by culture (e.g. Hofstede, 
1997). Our intention is to re-conceptualize ‘affective decision making’ in the context of 
recent multidisciplinary affect theories by defining it as affectively charged judgments 
that arise through preconscious bodily associations and perceptions in a given embodied 
encounter and socio-cultural context. ‘Affects’, in turn, can broadly be defined as subjec-
tive, inter-corporeal and at least partly socially adopted corporeal feelings and sensa-
tions (cf. Blackmann & Venn, 2010). In some accounts, the concept of affect refers to 
unmediated, uncontrolled, and unconscious physical reactions, such as sweating, tears, 
blushing, chills, and goose pumps, while ‘emotion’ is understood more as an individually 
and consciously felt and named, innate and/or culturally constructed, controlled, and 
performed expression (e.g., Gorton, 2007; Probyn, 2004). Several scholars also use these 
concepts in interchangeable ways without making a distinction between the two (e.g., 
Ahmed 2004; Wetherell, 2012). 

In our case, we prefer the term affect for its connotation of embodied reflections, 
inter-corporeal vibrations, and meaning-makings (cf. Seyfert, 2012; Wetherell, 2012). 
Our attempt is to theorize the way consultants described their working and decision 
making: feeling, sensing, and knowing without exact words, using their ‘gut feeling’. We 
assume that although affects are experienced by individual bodies and the human body’s 
capacity to feel them is partly innate, they are not pre-social; rather, the social is already 
embedded in them. Affects are ‘informed’ by cultural discourses of different bodies, such 
as verbal and visual representations of ages, genders, classes, sizes, ethnicities, colors, 
sexualities, and styles, in particular (cf. Kyrölä, 2010, p. 37). Discourses contain socially 
shared values attached to different kinds of bodies and affective responses that they 
‘deserve’, such as attraction or disgust (cf. Ahmed, 2004). We will address how consul-
tants unconsciously and consciously utilize these discourses in their work when sensing 
and being exposed to bodily gestures, rhythms, and atmospheres. 

As recruitment consultants use their own affective bodies as their working instru-
ments, it is worth noting that affects evolve from the bodies’ lived pasts; affects have 
resonance in bodily remembrance and past experiences (Ahmed, 2004). Therefore, con-
sultants’ ADM cannot be separated from their own corporeal histories. It is our inten-
tion to show how consultants explicitly and implicitly reflect their own values, passions, 
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and interests in their affective judgments. We approach the recruitment interview as 
an encounter where different ‘styles of the flesh’ (Coole, 2007) meet, leading to diffe-
rent feelings in the consultants’ bodies. In their final decisions, consultants must also 
rationally process the probable outcomes of their gut feeling, that is, the fit between the 
interviewed candidates and their paying clients, and hence the success of the assignment. 

Results and analysis

Professional puzzle solvers 

Recruitment consulting is all about puzzle solving: determining what kind of person-
alities will fit into different working places and teams. In the end, ‘it’s the chemistry 
between the client and the candidate that matters’, as Seppo explained, and recruitment 
consultants try to anticipate that chemistry by reflecting their own affects when meeting 
the employers and the candidates. A typical recruitment process starts from a careful 
‘specifying’ of the open vacancy in order to figure out the goals of the assignment. This 
includes the consultant’s visit to the client company to ‘feel the atmosphere’, as many 
interviewees expressed it. The working space itself tells the consultant something, for 
example, whether each worker has his/her own room or if there is an open office. The 
spatial design of the organization is a control device for social interaction per se and 
may produce ‘open’ or ‘closed’ scripts for the moving bodies (Hofbauer, 2000). In other 
words, spatial configurations represent the organization’s politics of standardizing the 
working bodies and amplifying certain affective dynamics between them (Blackmann & 
Venn, 2010, p. 20; Halford et al., 1997), which the consultants were clearly aware of. 

The closed/open dichotomy correspondingly characterized the way the consultants 
described coworking cultures and ‘typical’ team personalities. Tanja explained that it is 
relevant to pay attention to whether the workers are ‘bold’ and the working culture is 
‘a bit loose, not so strict’, or if the working environment is ‘very quiet, formal and cor-
rect’. According to Minna, some teams are ‘really rakish and lively and you have to put 
up with their bad humor,’ while others are more ‘conservative’. Kaisa explained that the 
‘style’ of some teams is ‘open with effervescent personalities’, while others’ styles are 
‘just to do your job, go home and be alone’. Different social, spatial, and sensory condi-
tions of work (see Strati, 2010, p. 886) were quite stereotypically associated with certain 
occupations (see Parviainen, 2014). The sales profession usually features ‘open’ working 
teams to consultants, contrary to financial administration, for example. 

We try to ensure that the candidate fits the place … People in financial administration are 
usually more calm and quiet, so we ensure that the recruited fits there. It doesn’t matter 
if you’re talkative, but traits like arrogance don’t fit there; I can’t send a person like that 
there if others are humble workers who like to sit in place and work … You don’t have to 
be similar, but at least something like that. (Timo)

The primacy of person-to-person skills in the labor market (e.g., Bailly & Léné, 2013; 
Nickson et al., 2003) easily leads one to believe in the inevitable triumph of extraver-
sion. However, as our interviewees explained, one can be too social: a ‘piece in a wrong 



12 Feeling the Right Personality. Recruitment Consultants  Taina Kinnunen & Jaana Parviainen

place’, ‘like a fish on dry land’, or a ‘nightmare’, and even ‘get fumigated’ out of the team. 
Solving the puzzle, especially in the case of a new client, may demand several ‘shots in 
the dark, because things aren’t just black and white but nuances’, as Seppo described 
the challenges of his work. And these nuances can only be captured through one’s gut 
feeling after meeting the client often enough and ‘figuring out who their good guy might 
be’. Participating in the interviews the client company arranges with the shortlist can-
didates is sometimes necessary to get to know the customer’s preferences. Occasionally, 
however, the professionalism of consultants emerges so that they ‘have to know better 
than the client firm itself what it needs’, one consultant explained. 

Despite the need to take into account differences in organizational cultures, there is 
one general change that consultants have noticed regarding the ICT sector: ‘even some 
years ago, concrete, hard know-how was looked for but now … you need to be more 
versatile, flexible and adaptable and learn quickly,’ Jukka explained. He added that a 
candidate with ‘poor social skills is sent nowhere’ because all employees have to be 
ready to work in some capacity in customer service. Other interviewees also unhesita-
tingly agreed with our tentative proposal of the importance of personality in the cur-
rent labor market: you have the possibility of reaching the final phase of recruitment if 
you are formally qualified but, in the end, you may lose your chances for employment 
because your personality is not a good fit. The idea was crystallized by Hannele’s pithy 
summarization: ‘Your CV gets you the job, but your personality loses it.’

Good vibrations and strange feelings 

It’s the feeling when you interview someone, how they behave, what kind of personality 
they are, how they go down with you … It’s the impression that you get of the person 
… How they would fit the team, how you could work with them…. Quite often the first 
impression—when you shake hands with them, if something prickles in the back of your 
head because there’s something strange—quite often it’s better to follow that. (Jukka)

For the recruit candidate, performing a good personality with graceful social skills is 
about impression management by verbal and nonverbal means; one is expected to ‘sell’ 
himself/herself as a promising team-worker and a nice character (cf. Nickson et al., 
2003). Our interviewees turned out to stress three major factors in their assessments: the 
candidate’s gestures, appearance, and the authenticity of a personality.

Assessing communication skills by gestures

The consultant expects to sense the ideal personality through multisensory gestures that 
are believed to signal it; having a ‘solid handshake, look in the eye and the ability to 
speak fluently’, as one consultant crystallized it. The majority of the interviewees, as 
above cited Jukka, believed in the first impression’s inescapable importance when they 
encounter candidates. He explained that he can immediately ‘feel’ the candidate’s per-
sonality and co-operation skills, and that he consciously reflected whether the candidate 
managed to make a favorable impression on him. A handshake was mentioned as being 



 Nordic journal of working life studies Volume 6  ❚  Number 3  ❚  September 2016 13

an especially revealing gesture, indicating a certain personality type, and sometimes the 
wrong one. In Western culture, a ‘constant’ and ‘firm’ handshake is strongly associated 
with openness, mental health, and self-confidence, which self-help books on using body 
language to impress eagerly assert (e.g., Eggert, 2010, pp. 84–87). Smiling is also always 
interpreted as a promising sign, and applicants should ‘smile’ with their voice, too (cf. 
Koivunen, 2011). 

Sometimes, a recruit candidate may generate ‘strange feelings’ in the consultant, or 
‘prickling in the back of your head’, as above cited Jukka put it—and this feeling the 
consultants also definitely count on. The feeling was associated with gestures such as 
‘fiddling with a piece of paper’, ‘answering with difficulty’ or ‘sitting hunched over’. The 
‘wrong’ handshake alone does not necessarily matter. Instead, if it is combined with too 
many gestures directed away from the consultant’s body, it makes the consultant feel 
uncomfortable and suspicious about the candidate’s character and social skills. 

I don’t necessarily pay attention to their way of shaking hands unless there’s something 
really strange, for example if they don’t want to shake hands or they reach out their hand 
but so that I do not come into contact with them … Of course it’s the whole being, how 
you are. Once there was an interviewee who sat sideways and hardly looked into my eyes 
during the whole interview. It really leaves a strange feeling with you; what was that? 
(Tanja)

On the other hand, consultants easily interpret gestures such as ‘staring’ or ‘answers 
given too quickly’ as signs of ‘arrogance’, ‘hostility’, and ‘impudence’, although they no 
doubt are gestures directed to the consultant’s body. This also applies to salesmen, who 
nevertheless are required to have ‘big egos’ and perform slightly arrogant gestures. An 
ideal salesman who closes deals has not only the ability to humbly listen to a customer 
but also to know the moment when the customer should be pushed toward purchasing. 

Diane Coole (2007) writes about corporeal structures and styles, which we ‘grasp’ 
when conversing with others. Style is a ‘relatively open, aesthetic unity of parts that has 
existential significance as a particular manner of being-in-the-world’. Style consists of 
nuances of voice, facial expressions, and detailed gestures that are socially learned and 
contain limited possibilities for improvising. Sometimes the styles, with their rhythms, 
match, and sometimes cause friction, generating different affects between the bodies 
(ibid.). It seems that it is a specific rhythm and directions in talk, sight, and movement, 
in particular, which matters in the interview in order to generate favorable affects in the 
consultant. In recruitment interviews, it is always the consultants’ embodied styles and 
rhythms in communication and affective feelings and reactions that matter in the end. 

There are no specific educational requirements for becoming qualified as a recruit-
ment consultant. Rather, as was the case with our interviewees, varying backgrounds 
in education and working life are typical. Many interviewees emphasized their unique 
life histories and personalities as critical factors in their professional skills. Timo, for 
example, had actively been engaged in sports. He explained that his identity has been 
thoroughly built through competitive sports: ‘I’m purely just an athlete … that’s what I 
am, it all comes from there,’ he explained, referring to his ability to ‘smell’ the potential 
recruits even without necessarily talking with the candidate at all. Timo emphasized 
being a ‘very emotional person’ which he accounted for with his sports background, and 
that he feels favorable affects when sensing ‘emotional openness’ in a candidate. He also 
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admitted that if a candidate has played as a team captain, for example, ‘it sure looks 
good on the CV or sounds good in the interview’. 

A few interviewees had also pondered how their own personalities and interests 
influence their judgments of the candidates’ personalities. For Kari, it was evident that 
his former career in military recruitment and experience in interviewing hundreds of 
soldiers clearly affected his selection criteria. 

If I interview some old soldier who has gone to cadet school, I think he’s upright and good 
even though I try not to … Surely your background always influences you; if anyone says 
otherwise, they’re lying. I guess it’s a subconscious thing … It makes you the human being 
you are. 

Other interviewees also said they believe that sports are an excellent ground for learning 
management skills, social co-operation, and losing graciously. Therefore, it is possible 
that if the consultant comes to know that the candidate is active in sports, she/he may 
begin to interpret the interviewee’s gestures as indicating ‘good’ social skills. Or, perhaps, 
if both the candidate and the consultant happen to be athletes or soldiers, for example, 
they simply speak more or less the same body language, which makes the consultant 
feel ‘at home’ with the interviewee. Consultants’ respect for experience in the military 
and (team) sports can be expected to favor male candidates, especially in countries like 
Finland, where national service, meaning mainly military service, is mandatory for men. 
In their study of headhunters, Susan Meriläinen and her colleagues (2013, p. 12) found 
that even the branch of military service matters when recruiting executives: ‘Everybody 
wants that really good guy who has completed officer training in the guerrilla forces,’ 
one male interviewee explained.

In some accounts, however, social skills were feminized. Kari, for example, explained 
that in the male-dominated ICT field, being a woman may be an advantage itself because 
some employers associate femaleness with fluid social skills. This kind of essentializa-
tion of gender (cf. Peterson, 2010) also turned out to permeate the psychological tests 
used in recruitment, which have different scales for male and female candidates in social 
and emotional skills. In client service, Kari believed female workers act as ‘bumpers’ 
who do not get as much ‘mud’ on themselves as male workers. Therefore, he sometimes 
envisages how the female candidates he has picked for the shortlist go and ‘charm’ their 
clients, which we interpret as probable (hetero)sexualization of female employees (e.g., 
Brower, 2013; Caven et al., 2013). 

Making judgments about appearance

Seppo explained that one particularly ‘hygienic’ difference between job applicants is 
appearance, which ‘should basically not matter’. He, like some other consultants, on 
the one hand, denied to put emphasis on appearance, but, on the other hand, admit-
ted that it may matter in the recruitment. In any event, they emphasized that they feel 
confident about a candidate who looks in line with the vacancy to be filled in terms of 
dress, make-up, hair-style, and jewelry (cf. Dean, 2005; Dellinger & Williams, 1997). If 
a blue-collar job applicant is dressed in a suit, or a candidate interested in a white-collar 
job is dressed in a sweatshirt, it puzzles the consultant. ‘Neutrality’ and ‘tidiness’ were 
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always mentioned as positive signs. Employees are in any case the ‘business cards’ and 
‘representatives of the company’s brand’, the interviewees pointed out. 

Consultants spontaneously listed several details that potentially bothered them 
about the candidates’ appearance: visible tattoos, piercings, overweight, bohemian hair-
style, punk style, nose jewelry, boldness, bad skin disease, and ‘general slovenliness’. All 
interviewees agreed with our tentative claim that a female applicant with ‘revealing’ 
clothes would be interpreted as an implausible choice. On the other hand, Timo had 
noted that women tend to dress up for the interview more carefully than men. This is not 
surprising, for women’s investment in their appearance is taken for granted in the labor 
market (Adkins & Lury, 1999; Dean, 2005). 

Our interviewees also valued leisure sport activities regarding the appearance of 
a candidate, which reflects the overall importance of fitness in the current culture. The 
trained, lean body is axiomatically associated with beauty and health, and it gives an 
impression of discipline, capability, strength, and endurance (e.g., Bordo, 1993). Inter-
viewees pointed out that fitness correlates with sick leaves, which they have to keep in 
mind when shortlisting. Particularly, if there are many applicants for a vacancy who in 
fact possess formal competencies, candidates perceived as ‘overweight’ or ‘flabby’ may 
be disqualified. Tuula expressed her awareness of the outlook that sometimes she is 
‘forced to think’ whether the client ‘appreciates a certain kind of appearance’. 

In ICT consulting, the ‘top performer’ is also often associated with a variety of skills 
and attributes that are characterized as somewhat masculine (Joshi &  Kuhn, 2007). 
Regarding the appearance, our interviewees interestingly named the (male-dominated) 
ICT sector as a special case where employees can be ‘more personal’ and ‘more your-
self’, and where they ‘have to overlook a few things’. In ‘distinctive’ and ‘garish’ cases, 
consultants feel better if they ‘warn’ the client beforehand in order to ‘prepare them for 
the first shock’. The consultant may nevertheless feel that the ‘weird’ guy has a superb 
personality and the best know-how for a position.

Testing the authenticity of a personality 

Sometimes, consultants associate a strange feeling with a fictitious personality. Some 
seemed to understand the interview as a test where the candidate’s real know-how and 
personality inescapably become revealed. Seppo said that ‘things aren’t always the way 
people tell us … and our job is to find out what is true by legal means’ (cf. Koivunen et 
al., 2015, p. 10). Kaisa’s strategy is to ‘mill deeper under the surface’ by surprising the 
candidate with extra questions, and if the candidate ‘stiffens’, ‘looks around’, or demon-
strates ‘some other tiny things that are very difficult to explain’, it means they are lying. 
She also tests the genuineness of an applicant’s personality by asking the reception work-
ers of the company about how the candidate behaved when entering the office. Kari 
explained that the façade can be penetrated with questions. Details in the candidate’s 
behavior are observed very carefully to reveal bluffing, as in poker, Timo added. 

However, some consultants, particularly female ones, said they believe that the 
interview situation per se influences the candidate’s performance. Tanja related that 
young candidates, in particular, are sometimes so nervous that they are ‘very serious, 
drops on the forehead, hands sweating’, while men ‘conceal their nervousness by jo king’. 
Therefore, she, like other female consultants, explained that she consciously tries to 
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calm down and support nervous candidates by creating a relaxing atmosphere. Hannele 
described how she tries to avoid a ‘Gestapo-style’ interrogation. Sometimes, consultants 
overlook the peculiar behavior of young interviewees, such as answering a mobile phone 
in the middle of an interview, because they seemingly do not fully understand the pur-
pose of the recruitment interview. On the other hand, some female consultants admitted 
that their gender and age may be a reason why older male candidates, with long work 
experience, sometimes do not take them very seriously, which accordingly can affect an 
assessment of the candidate’s dubious personality. However, both male and female con-
sultants believed that you either have or do not have a good personality. 

You can develop skills and develop experience, but there’s nothing you can do about 
chemistry and personality … You can’t change a person and it is not something that the 
work community is willing to do … In terms of personality, you’re expected to be a com-
pletely finished package. (Hannele)

Consultants tended to believe that they cannot really be ‘cheated’ in the interview 
regarding the candidate’s personality. However, despite the consultant’s careful sensing 
and testing, the puzzle they have completed sometimes breaks down when the candidate, 
to the consultant’s surprise, performs differently in the client company’s interview. ‘For 
God’s sake I can’t always know, although in most cases I can,’ Seppo stated regarding 
the reliability of his gut feeling. We suggest that surprises reflect the fluidity and situ-
ationality of affects depending on the specificity of encountering bodies (Seyfert, 2012) 
and their characteristic styles.

Discussion: Searching for riskless bodies  

This article has discussed how Finnish recruitment consultants work in order to find 
suitable employees for clients who have requested that they select the shortlist candi-
dates in single assignments. The pressure to find the ‘right’ personalities to strengthen 
customer service and working teams has made staffing decisions critical for companies 
and public organizations, and outsourcing of the recruitment process is implemented 
globally to save costs and improve the quality of recruitment (Jamil & Neem, 2013; 
Ordanini & Silvestri, 2008). Our analysis concerned the embodied know-how that the 
recruitment agencies sell to their client companies in order to fulfill their expectations. 
First, we addressed how consultants observed their clients in order to find out their 
specific needs. Of central interest was the recruitment interviews that the consultants 
arrange with the candidates that seem most promising based on their CVs. We described 
how consultants ‘read’ the applicants’ personalities, that is, professional competencies, 
through their behaviors and gestures in the interviews. Although the discussion has been 
slightly focused on the ICT business, it has nevertheless concerned consultants’ work-
ing practices and judgment criteria—which we considered interconnected—on a more 
general level. 

Our theoretical framework was based on organizational decision-making models 
that have already recognized the central role of emotions, moods, and affects in making 
judgments. We applied in particular Dane and Pratt’s (2007) conception of intuition as 
a nonconscious process that involves rapidly produced holistic associations that result 
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in affectively charged judgments. Relying on ‘gut feelings’ and ‘instincts’, the affective 
decision-making of recruitment consulting can be seen as a form of the intuitive work-
ing process. We claimed that the consultants’ judgments about employee candidates’ 
social skills, professional competences or how their personalities might ‘fit’ into diffe-
rent working environments are eventually justified by affective resonances in the con-
sultants’ bodies. To better understand the process of intuition, of which affects are an 
integral part, we suggested that the term ‘affect’ must be considered in its corporeal and 
socio-cultural contexts instead of decision makers’ mental, cognitive, and physiological 
processes. ADM is not co-incidental or solely subjective but inter-corporeal, social, and 
cultural by its nature. 

Recruitment was approached as a profoundly embodied process where body- 
subjects communicate through their own pasts and cultural discourses, making the 
encountering bodies meaningful to each other. We claimed that consultants’ working 
methods are based on strategic feeling and sensing people, places, and atmospheres 
throughout the recruitment process to secure the best ‘organization-person fit’. Our 
study illuminated how consultants map the stimuli they sense when visiting the cli-
ent companies and the affects those stimuli generate. Working teams, places, organiza-
tional cultures, and occupations were categorized as either ‘open and bold’ or ‘closed 
and quiet’, for example, and a new employee’s personality was expected to fit into it. 
Although the consultants emphasized their clients’ individual needs, it was evident that 
nowadays employers search for flexibility, adaptability, and fluent social skills. 

We described how consultants assess an applicant’s personality by paying atten-
tion to bodily gestures and rhythms that are believed to indicate social skills and good 
personality. Candidates’ multisensory bodily gestures and details of their appearance 
generate different kinds of affects, such as ‘good vibrations’ or ‘strange feelings’ in the 
consultants shaping the ground for their decision-making. In the recruitment interviews, 
consultants were engaged in observing job applicants’ micro-movements, and simulta-
neously listening to their bodily responses and affective impulses toward applicants in 
order to secure the ‘authenticity’ of their personalities. By referring to Coole’s (2007, 
pp. 426–427) discussion of an embodied style as ‘forged and sedimented within inter-
subjective life-worlds’, we regarded the interview as an encounter of specific corporeal 
styles and rhythms that are formed through the body’s lived past. We discussed how the 
consultants’ own values and interests may affect their decision-making. Although con-
sultants were conscious of it and experienced it as strength in their work, it is possible 
that they do not fully recognize the outcomes of their subjectivity. It seemed that appli-
cants’ personalities were quite straightforwardly naturalized by their embodied styles of 
speaking, touching, moving, and looking, in particular. 

In making decisions, consultants were sensitive if some bodily attributes of recruit 
candidates contain potential ‘risks’. Recruitment companies usually offer some kind 
of ‘satisfaction guaranteed’ contract, which means that pre-recruitment is performed 
for free or at half-price. This means that risks are not willingly taken, as we claim. 
Rather, recruitment consulting is based on counting on stereotypical performances and 
representations of the ideal working body in order to close the recruitment. There-
fore, consultants feel obliged to calculate and optimize the outcome and value of their 
choices, following patterns traditionally linked more to rational decision-making (e.g.,  
Rubinstein, 1998) rather than ADM (see Bracha & Brown, 2009). However, our study 
indicates how these previously separated decision-making patterns operate in concert 
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and interact contingently. Affects and values are integrated into, rather than separate 
from, our reasoning processes, and vice versa (e.g., Bracha & Brown, 2009; Lakomski 
& Evers, 2010). 

Behind single assignments, it is important to see recruitment consultants as power-
ful agents who also count on their own preferences. Job seekers with minor neurological 
problems, such as persons with Asperger syndrome, or shy people can easily be inter-
preted as ‘suspicious personalities’, since they may have great difficulties in retaining the 
proper eye contact in interview situations. It should also be critically examined how this 
type of ADM in recruitment consulting that looks for the ‘riskless bodies’ excludes bod-
ies of certain ages, genders, ethnicities, and sexualities. Further, it is worth asking what 
kind of new hierarchies in the labor market are developing between different job candi-
dates regarding their ‘personality types’. Working as gatekeepers for the labor market, 
recruitment consultants (and headhunters) do not just follow the expectations of their 
client companies. Their role is more influential and transformative: they also determi-
nate what type of people get through the gate. 
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Note

 1  Here, we report some outcomes from the research project ‘The Working Body in the Post-
industrial Economy’ (WORKBOD) financed by the Academy of Finland in 2011–2014. Our 
interest in ICT workers stemmed from the situation following the fall of Nokia, on which the 
country’s economy had been strongly dependent from the early 1990s until the mid-2010s. 
More and more engineers were soon unemployed; some of them started their own businesses 
or found a new job on their own, while others registered in recruitment companies’ files.
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