Selection Interviews: Some Issues*
Antony Eagle, antony.eagle@adelaide.edu.au

0. Background
The interview is a central tool in our evaluation and selection of candidates for employment
and (particularly at Oxford) admission. It should concern us greatly, therefore, that
psychological research has consistently and repeatedly shown that interviewing is an unreliable
indicator of candidates’ future performance, and is also particularly vivid and influential
compared to other, more reliable, sources of evidence. Involving interviews in the selection
process is, unless carefully managed, nothing more than an expensive source of vivid noise.
Since we don’t intentionally wish to randomise our selection process, it is important that we are
aware of the potential problems with interviews, so that we can take appropriate measures to
avoid them.
I am no expert on this subject, and the literature is much vaster than what I survey here. Yet
those parts of the literature I am aware of have convinced me that there are some pitfalls
concerning interviews, and I hope at least that considering the evidence I offer below might
prompt some reflection of interview practice that will hopefully improve the reliability and
validity of the interview, for both our benefit and the candidates.
We are all diligent and responsible when undertaking interviews, and I certainly do not
question anyone’s professionalism or intend to cause offence. Certainly many of you will have
much more experience in interviewing candidates than I have. I offer these comments in a
constructive spirit: all of us, no matter how experienced, can benefit from reflection on our
own practices, and it is a good idea to make as explicit as possible the principles we employ in
making admissions decisions. For those of us who are less experienced, I hope this can help us
to form good interview habits now.
In section 1, I review some of the psychological evidence. In section 2, I draw out some
consequences for the way we do things that might prompt change in our procedures. In section
3, I give some positive suggestions that we can implement now to improve our current
procedures.

1. The evidence
The most useful evidence for our purposes comes from evaluations of the validity of the
interview process: that is, the correlation between the assessment of the candidate based on the
interview and the true nature and potential of the candidate. In our case, this might be a
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measure of the correlation between interview scores and finals results. We don’t at present
collect such data in any systematic way, but it would be useful evidence for tutors, at least to
give us a firm empirical basis for our judgements of our own reliability.
A fairly recent meta-analysis of studies on the validity of interviews (Marchese and Muchinsky
1993) makes a couple of noteworthy points:
•

•

The overall correlation between interview score and actual performance (in
employment, in their cases) was found to be .274 (variance .023); this is better than
chance, but not much. They report that this “is still below the average validity for
cognitive ability tests and work samples as a method for personnel selection”
(Muchinsky 1986). Even after significant correction of observed validity coefficients,
the resulting validity of the interview was found to be .379 (variance .031). This is still
only a medium positive correlation between interview score and actual performance.
There is a weak negative correlation between length of interview and validity (r = −.29,
p < .10): the longer the interview, the less validity. This may be due to the fact that long
interviews provide a large mass of potentially conflicting information; more
pessimistically, the longer the interview continues, the more opportunity we give the
candidate to rule themselves out without necessarily being indicative of their actual
ability!

I think there is anecdotal support for some scepticism about interviews already. We’re already
aware that we react positively to some people, based on appearance, bearing, and other nonverbal cues. It would be unreasonable to expect that these ‘good first impression’ biases didn’t
occur in interviews. But we can do better than mere anecdote. For example, appearance appears
to play a role (Posthuma et al., 2002, 22–3), with overweight, poorly dressed, or unattractive
applicants disadvantaged.
There is a very large literature on the existence of implicit bias in human judgment. Most people,
even those who sincerely and consciously express a commitment to equality and fairness, are
implicitly biased against historically disempowered groups, such as people from low SES
backgrounds, black people, women, gay people, and so on. (Obviously there is considerable
intersection between these groups; and bias, implicit or explicit, surely plays an role in
explaining why members of some groups are low-SES.) There is research that supports the
natural expectation that implicit biases play a role in selection interviews, as elsewhere.
Common stereotypes ascribed to males and females may affect interviewer’s evaluation of
candidates. One study (Schein 1973) asked 300 male managers to evaluate which of 92
adjectives best described (i) women in general (ii) men in general and (iii) successful middle
managers. They found that the correlation between descriptions of managers and men (r = .62)
was much higher than the correlation between descriptions of managers and women (r = .06).
Other studies found that women interview better than men when applying for traditional
female roles (Arvey et al. 1987). Together this suggests that expectations of traditionally ‘male’
and ‘female’ roles and abilities have significant impact on interviewer’s judgements of the
suitability of candidates. We should worry I think at the sex distribution in admissions by
different subjects.† Worryingly, Harris (1989) finds evidence of interviewer bias in favour of
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applicants of the same sex, and a disconfirmatory bias for applicants of the opposite sex.
(Similar results have been found with applicant’s racial and attitudinal similarities to
interviewers: Posthuma et al. 2002, 5–6). If interviewers tend to favour candidates similar to
themselves, obvious problems of access and the perpetuation of unrepresentative demographics
in the university and discipline will arise. When approaches to interview that minimise the
impact of implicit biases are imposed, significant changes in hiring rates can occur. One famous
study showed that when orchestral auditions were held behind a screen, so that panel members
were ignorant of the gender of applicants, the chances for women musicians to proceed from a
performance round to a subsequent stage increase dramatically when performances are
anonymised (Goldin and Rouse 2000).
People’s tendency to disregard sample size also plays a role in interview validity. Tversky and
Kahneman (1974, p. 1125) showed that people overwhelming neglect differences in sample size
when evaluating representativeness, and thus systematically fail to correct for the fact that small
samples are far more likely to stray from the overall population. In the present context of
interviews, this is evidence that we are prone to take a 30 minute interview to be equally
representative of the candidate’s abilities as is a much longer performance by the candidate (as
reflected, for example, in their letters of recommendation or average performance in school
over many years)—even though the interview is far more likely to give an inaccurate presentation
of the candidates abilities (is more likely to be an outlier from the candidate’s mean
performance).
Interviewers are also subject to the ‘anchoring and adjustment heuristic’ (Tversky & Kahneman
1974), the tendency to make judgements by measuring a given experience against a preset
anchor. If interviewers are given criteria with a high anchor, they tend to evaluate candidates
more highly than had they been given a low anchor (Kataoka et al. 1997). We should expect
that this heuristic is also operative when interviewers are asked to evaluate a candidate’s
performance at interview in light of their prior opinion, where a negative impression formed at
pre-interview can provide a low anchor which in turn correlates with a low score at interview,
thus reinforcing the prior opinion. Of course, the low interview score and low pre-interview
impression may be correlated because the candidate is genuinely poor; but this level of
correlation between interviews and prior measures is problematic if interviews are to provide
another independent source of evidence.
People also seem to give undue weight to their own evaluations. Take a candidate who you rank
highly on the basis of non-interview evidence. If that candidate performs badly at an interview
for which you are present, that could easily rule that candidate out of the running in your
mind. On the other hand, if you merely hear that the candidate has performed badly at another
interview, you are less likely to revise your judgement based on the other evidence. (This
explains something I’m sure you have often observed: the unwillingness of tutors involved in
admissions to take other college’s interview scores as indicative, and the preference to
reinterview candidates recommended by other colleges. We do not explicitly regard our
colleagues as worse than us: if we are rational, we shouldn’t think their interview evaluations
less reliable than our own.)
All these studies and results cast doubt on the validity of interviews, though none is conclusive
in showing there to be no positive benefit at all to interviews. I think the crucial problem comes
from the interview illusion:
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that is, people’s mistaken belief in their ability to predict, based on a brief
conversation with someone, how they will evaluate this person in the future...
The interview illusion persists even though we undoubtedly have many
experiences of gradually changing our opinions of people as we get to know them
better. We may think our reactions to a person after a brief interview predict
how we will feel once we know them better because we simply do not realize that
we no longer feel the way we had at the time of the interview; we believe we have
always felt the way we do now. After many such experiences of mistakenly
recalling our initial reactions to a person as similar to our current ones, we may
come to believe that the reactions we experience when we first meet a person are
highly predictive of how we will feel toward this person once we get to know him
or her well. (Kunda 1999, 179–80)
The interview illusion is an instance of a very general tendency we have to exaggerate the
consistency between the past and the present (the consistency illusion).‡ Moreover, our
mistaken faith in the predictive power of interviews persists even though we have experience of
their unreliability. In one study (Kunda and Nisbett 1986), people were told that a psychiatrist
had interviewed applicants to the Peace Corps, and we asked to estimate how well these
interviews could predict the applicant’s performance. People judged these predictions as quite
accurate: they estimated the correlation between the interview and the candidate’s performance
at about .60. In fact, the actual correlation was about .07; we can substantially overestimate the
extent to which performance can be predicted on the basis of interviews.
I can imagine this kind of response: ‘I am not subject to these effects; my students always do
well, and my interviews select better from worse candidates’. It is, unfortunately, likely that this
kind of response is an instance of the choice-supportive bias: a tendency to attribute, both
correctly and incorrectly, more positive features to an option we selected than to a rival we did
not (Mather et al. 2000).§ So I suspect even our positive evaluations of our current practice is
unlikely to be much good, without considerably more control over the evidence we use in
making these posterior evaluations of our interviewing ability.
In sum, interviews provide unreliable data, and we are not capable of appropriately weighting
that unreliable data because of the interview illusion and the choice-supportive bias.
2. Consequences
We should not expect that, psychologically speaking, academics are any more immune to these
biases and failings of the interview process than anyone else. As such we should be very
suspicious of the evidential value of interviews, but the interview illusion means that we very
likely will not be. The safest course, then, should be to avoid interviews altogether: they are
likely to provide noisy unreliable data and we will not be able to avoid relying on it. This is the
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course I prefer, and if I were designing an candidate selection system for academic hiring or
admissions from scratch I would give interviews next to no role.
Of course, that is not our position, and we have to consider what can be done to improve the
validity of interviews in our present system. It is true that many departments are moving to
systems in which non-interview data plays an important role in hiring and admissions decisions,
but even there the interview is often the decisive factor when choosing between two close
candidates. There are interestingly different issues in the cases of academic hiring and
admissions interviews.
Academic Employment
In academic hiring of tutors and lecturers, we can thankfully avoid
interviews fairly easily. There is a large amount of data available about prospective hires that
does seem to correlate well with academic ability.
•

•

•

Written work. This is a particularly reliable indicator of future research performance
simply because producing written work is what that future performance will consist in.
Consideration could be given to anonymous review of written work, given
demonstrable biases in evaluation of candidates based on stereotypes applied in virtue
of candidates names and other identifying information.
Academic references. These too can be reliable, both because they are generated from a
large sample of experiences with the applicant, and because most referees have a
strategic interest in being honest: chances are we will come across future letters by that
same person and dishonesty in the past will thus taint future experiences (cooperative
behaviour emerges when entities have repeated encounters). Of course the bias of letter
writers will come through in the letters too, so the source is somewhat tainted: and
there is some evidence of systematic biases in letters of recommendation (MossRacusin, et al., 2012).
Research and teaching presentations will be less reliable – they will exhibit sample bias and
implicit bias problems at the very least. Nevertheless, because they involve evaluating
the candidate doing a task which will actually be part of their job description, they are
more likely to be a good indicator than tasks, like being interviewed, that they won’t be
required to perform.

Doing away with interviews for academic posts could be easily done; other institutions have
managed to do so fairly successfully (Princeton Philosophy for example). But many departments
will be hesitant to abandon in-person interviews, because they will be hesitant to abandon
teaching and research presentations. It is likely that reliability of hiring will increase if
departments move away from selection interviews, even if other components of the traditional
on-campus visit remain in place.

3. Improving Interview Validity and Reliability
But for many departments, internal politics and external HR requirements will make moving
away from selection interviews impossible. But interviews can still be improved. There is fairly
good consensus on what we can do to improve their reliability and validity. The main
recommendation is that we should move to structured interviews (Campion et al. 1997). This
means ensuring that each interview has the same structure, and that interviewers should have
fairly narrow parameters within which to work. In practice, here are some ways to implement
this:
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•

•

•

•

•

•

The main one is that different candidates should be asked the same questions, and
given the same opportunities to display the core knowledge and skills we are looking
for. This might seem obvious, but it is all too easy to end up altering our questions
through the day (we get bored of the same phrasing, the candidates don’t seem to be
‘getting’ our questions, etc.). All the evidence says that valid comparisons of candidates
require a genuinely similar stimulus for their responses.** This point is basic to any
system of evaluation, and so extends also to examination and assessment: when
different students sitting the ‘same’ test – or facing the same interviewers – can
produce non-overlapping sets of answers, it’s not clear that they are in any meaningful
sense sitting the same test, and this makes it difficult to rank students with respect to
their performance on that test: ‘… unless students are answering the same questions
that measure the same outcomes, […] the inferences made about student ability are less
valid’ (Piontek 2008, 2).
Give interviewers a common set of explicit criteria to ensure that (i) all interviewers
are measuring the same qualities in applicants; and (ii) that the interview is actually
measuring the qualities that are being looked for in the candidate (Posthuma et al.,
2002, 38–40)
Limit follow-up questions, and limiting prompting of the candidates. We can easily
end up favouring one candidate over another equally knowledgeable candidate if our
follow-up questions lead the first candidate’s interview on to topics where the
candidate has good knowledge, but the second candidate’s interview (for purely
contingent reasons) doesn’t go in that direction and they do not get to display the same
knowledge. It can be awkward to watch a candidate squirm, but prompting them will
only distort the evidence (even if we suspect they do know the answer, we need to
question the basis for our assumption, and question why we haven’t made that
assumption about other candidates who failed to correctly answer the question).
Restrict questions by the candidates: don’t let them distort the interview by
attempting to bring it around to their favoured topics (and don’t let them mess up an
interview with a misguided attempt to impress).
Rate each answer independently, rather than trying to give an overall mark that gets
the ‘gist’ of the interview. The recency effect – the tendency for more recent events to be
better remembered than those more distant in time, even over very short time periods,
when we are tasked to recall them in free order (Atkinson and Shiffrin 1971) –
probably means that we don’t correctly recall the responses to earlier questions as well
as responses to later ones, making a single overall evaluation less reliable than
individual evaluations of each answer.
Restrict discussion between interviewers before assigning interview marks; this is
more likely to preserve the full range of opinion rather than grey out all the intrainterview variation in assessment. It’s also sensible in light of the anchoring and
adjustment heuristic, since prior conferral will likely provide an anchor that could
easily be set in each case by a more dominant member of the interviewing team.

**
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•

Very detailed notes on candidate performance should be kept, to facilitate later
discussion on candidates at the end of the entire interview process (otherwise primacy
and recency effects are likely to distort judgements).

All of these recommendations are made to improve validity, particularly to reduce the
contamination by irrelevant information. While implementing these suggestions would require
changes in the way we proceed in interviews, I hope the importance of improving our standards
in this area to be as good as they possibly can is clear.
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