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INTERVIEWING POTENTIAL RESEARCH CANDIDATES

by Simon Moss


Introduction


Unexpected complications

Many PhD and Masters by Research candidates seem capable at first: they might have received exemplary grades in the past, published several papers, and spoken articulately and enthusiastically. Yet, after a few weeks or months of supervision, the supervisors occasionally, if not frequently, discover these candidates are unlikely or unable to complete their thesis.   For example

· the candidates might not be as persistent or resilient as they first seemed
· the candidates may have concealed information about their impediments or limitations
· the candidates might have yet to develop the skills that are vital to their thesis


The limitations of interviews

To prevent these problems—and thus to save over $100 000 in stipends, allowances, and other expenses—many universities interview aspiring PhD and Masters by Research candidates.  Nevertheless, research indicates that interviewers tend to overestimate their capacity to discern the limitations and shortcomings of applicants.  They tend to overlook subtle predictors of problems.  And, they are not usually informed about how to foster honesty and candour in interviews.  For example, they might not be aware that    

· after individuals are granted opportunities to express their strengths and values, they are not as wary and thus may be more candid 


Questions

The following set of tables presents some questions you could ask PhD and Masters by Research candidates.  Furthermore, these tables include

· some additional probes you could ask to explore answers in more detail
· answers that might be indicative of a problem, according to studies in psychology and HR







You can obviously adapt, rearrange, or exclude these questions to suit your preferences.  However, to promote candour and to prevent defensive responses, you should commence with Questions 1 and 2. 


Question 1.  Which of your attributes and achievements could help you thrive in your research? 

	Possible probes
	Concerns

	· How did you develop these strengths—or are these strengths innate?
· What do other people feel are your strengths?
· Do you feel these qualities change across settings, such as at work, at home, or with friends?
· What are your proudest achievements in your studies or career?
	· Candidates who assume their strengths are innate are often more defensive rather than open to feedback
· Candidates who feel that other people underestimate their attributes often feel dissatisfied with the support they receive 
· Candidates who acknowledge their attributes vary across settings tend to be more resilient and unruffled




Question 2.  Tell me about some of your aspirations and interests in your career and life 

	Possible probes
	Concerns

	· Do you often consider your future aspirations?
· How is your PhD or other recent pursuits related to these aspirations?
· Do you prefer a role that is challenging, but unpredictable or a role that is more consistent over time?
· What are features of previous jobs you have most enjoyed or least enjoyed?
· What does an ideal weekend for you involve?
	· Candidates who seem very uncertain or rigid about their future aspirations are seldom persistent in response to obstacles.
· Candidates who prefer stable roles to challenging activities often resist change.
· Candidates who shun tasks that demand careful thought, such as puzzles, may not be as likely to think critically in their research
· Candidates who are not concerned about important social issues are not as likely to persist on their thesis or develop trusting friendships (Zlatev, 2019)




Emotional topics

You should be attuned to whether the research explores a problem that is particularly emotional to the applicant.  To illustrate, suppose the applicant had been sexually assaulted.  If the applicant decides to conduct research about sexual assault

· the research could initially activate suppressed memories and elicit powerful, unpleasant emotions—emotions that might impede progress over several months
· the applicant might not be able to demonstrate the necessary rigor and impartiality to generate a convincing argument; the preconceptions of this person might stifle critical thinking 

Admittedly, many candidates pursue research that is relevant to their personal lives.  Indeed, these personal experiences can enhance their motivation and generate vital insights.  But, as a supervisor, you should be concerned if

· the applicant does not seem willing to consider alternative perspectives
· the applicant does not seem to have considered how to manage strong emotions if these feelings arise



Question 3.  Tell me about the theories, methodologies, and methods you would like to utilize

	Possible probes
	Concerns

	· How did you learn these research skills?
· Which of these research skills have you applied before?
· What did you most enjoy about your previous research?  
· What were the main challenges you experienced during this research?
· What were your research findings?  
· How do you explain these findings?
· Why are these findings important?
	· Candidates who cannot readily label theories, methodologies, and methods may not have learned these skills extensively 
· Candidates who refer to only tangible details, rather than abstract concepts, to explain their findings might not be able to think conceptually to an adequate level 
· Candidates who do not clarify the importance of their research convincingly may not persist in response to obstacles 





Question 4.  Tell me about a time in which you did not perform well at university or work

	Possible probes
	Concerns

	· Perhaps you received a criticism, committed a blunder, failed to fulfil a target, or demonstrated a limitation  
· How did you respond to this circumstance?
· How do you feel about the person who criticized you?
· Were you tempted to avoid similar tasks in the future?
· How have you changed since this time?  
· Have you received training or other opportunities to overcome your limitations? 
	· Candidates who feel the criticisms they received were trivial, misguided, malicious, or the fault of another person may respond aggressively to advice or feedback
· Candidates who avoid challenging activities, unfamiliar tasks, or other developmental opportunities are not as likely to demonstrate resilience












Question 5.  Tell me about a time in which you felt very stressed because of excessive demands

	Possible probes
	Concerns

	· How does your behavior or demeanor change in these settings?
· If you feel anxious, frustrated, or disappointed at university or work, how do you cope? 
· Do you tell anyone else that you are experiencing these emotions?
· How long do these feelings usually last?
· Do you reflect upon these emotions at all?
· What support would you like during this research?
	· Candidates who are reluctant to discuss their problems with anyone else—or seem unable to describe, label, or contemplate their feelings—are more inclined to experience intense stress  
· Candidates who maintain they experience no negative emotions—or emotions that last more than a few days—in response to disappointments or problems are seldom resilient
· Candidates who prefer to distract themselves from unpleasant feelings are not as likely to solve problems effectively  






Question 6: Tell me one or more problems you experienced in a team or workplace before 

	Possible probes
	Concerns

	· An example might be a harsh manager or a conflict with a peer 
· How did you attempt to resolve this problem?
· How did you feel or act towards this person later?
· When you need to interact with hostile people, which strategies or tactics do you apply now? 
· Do you feel people tend to be competitive at work?

	· Candidates who maintain they never experience conflicts with anyone—or shun people with whom they have disagreed before—tend to be avoidant and, therefore, may not resolve challenges effectively.
· Candidates who perceive workplaces as very competitive are more inclined to be uncooperative, aggressive, or prejudiced themselves
· Candidates who feel that people should be punished harshly—or tend to resent people who seem incompetent—are often defensive or anxious in unpredictable settings 
· Candidates who maintain resentment are often volatile





Evaluation

The previous section presented answers to questions that may be concerning.  Almost every candidate will respond with at least one answer that could be concerning.  So, how many concerns indicates the candidate should be rejected?  How can these answers be converted to some number or decision?  To resolve this problem, perhaps assess each candidate on these two rating scales.


	
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4

	Number of concerns identified
	None of the questions raised concerns
	One of the questions raised concerns
	Two of the questions raised concerns
	Three of the questions raised concerns 
	Four or more of the questions raised concerns

	Communication skills
	Understands and speaks in English as well as any scholar
	Understands and speaks in English as well as a 15 year old Australian student 
	Understands and speaks in English as well as an 11 year old Australian student
	Understands and speaks in English as well as a 7 year old Australian student
	Very hard to understand



Roughly, if the sum of these numbers exceeds 2, the candidate is unlikely to be suited to a PhD or Masters by Research.  

Writing samples

To complement interviews, you should also evaluate the writing ability of potential candidates.  This matter is vital because

· the university does not assess the English proficiency of domestic applicants; some domestic candidates are not proficient in English, perhaps because they immigrated to Australia because of family connections
· even candidates who are proficient in English are not necessarily able to formulate arguments effectively—despite speaking fluently
· writing deficiencies are the main impediment to completion 

Therefore, during your exchanges with potential applicants, evaluate their writing both in emails and in the research proposal.  Applicants are not as likely to seek assistance to write emails, and hence these emails may reflect their writing ability more accurately. 
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