Despite overwhelming empirical evidence that interviews have low reliability and validity, the employment interview has historically been and remains the single most common personnel selection tool. Much research has been devoted to understanding how the biases of the interviewer, the characteristics of the interviewee, and the interview situation itself lead to superficial assessments and inaccurate predictions of job performance. 

There have been very few studies about individual differences among interviewers that account for variance in the reliability and validity of interviews. The few studies that have been conducted have involved simulated rather than actual interviews and suffer from a number of other methodological problems. 

The identification of individual differences that consistently or contigently influence the quality of interviewer’s decisions in either a positive or a negative direction, would have great theoretical and practical importance, and is the goal of this research proposal. In other words, this paper will endeavor to create a study in which the personnel to be selected are the personnel who will conduct selection interviews.

Problems with the validity of employment interviews were discovered as early as 1915 and problems with their reliability were mentioned in studies published in 1925 (Wagner 1949). Since then, numerous studies have been conducted to examine the reliability and validity of the interview, and these studies themselves have had a high degree of variance in their own reliability and validity. 

In most research, there was an implicit assumption that accurate perception exists until some intervening variable obscures the interviewer’s judgment, analogous to the legal assumption of “innocent until proven guilty”. One way to think of this is that misperception is the figure and veridical perceptions are the ground. This approach is exemplified by Eder, Kacmar, and Ferris (1989) who mentioned the recurring theme in the literature of  “information processing biases that limit interviewer accuracy.” (p. 25)  

A different perspective is: “inaccurate until proven accurate”, that due to perceptual, cognitive and emotional biases, the “natural state” involves a failure to see interviewees as they really are, and that only in a carefully planned interview situation will a talented interviewer, who is also aware of the limitations of the interview and who struggles against his or her biases, be able to accurately assess candidates. 

 Perhaps there is yet one more way of looking at the perceptual and decisional processes in the interview: that accuracy and inaccuracy co-exist, that the interviewer must build a new, holistic conception of each interviewee. This approach will be taken in this paper, where it will be argued that whether or not a judgment is correct is not as important as the interview style and decision process that leads an interviewer to making a specific determination about a candidate.  Understanding the processes that lead to inaccuracy will illuminate the processes that lead to accuracy and vice-versa.   

Almost all existing empirical research has taken the first approach, and has investigated the variables that lead to inaccurate judgments rather than examining the variables that lead to accurate judgments or on the process by which judgments, accurate and inaccurate, are reached. Among the variables that have been found to “obscure” accurate assessment on the part of interviewers are: 

A negative bias on the part of interviewers   

Many theorists have put forth the hypothesis that interviewing is analogous to signal detection. (Rowe, 1989) There is the possibility of accepting or rejecting a good applicant, and also the possibility accepting or rejecting an unsuitable candidate. Since accepting a good candidate is part of the interviewer’s job and rejecting a good or bad candidate is unlikely to be noticed, interviewers are most concerned about recommending for employment someone who will not succeed at the job. Therefore, there is a bias to look for information that will disqualify an applicant, rather than to look for information that will support the applicant. In a way, this is analogous to the research about interviewing- researchers have looked for what interviewers are doing wrong and have not paid attention to what they may be doing right. 

Research has found that as little as one unfavorable impression in an interview will lead to a 90% rejection rate (Smart, 1983) and that interviewers generally over-value negative information (Arvey & Faley, 1988) Interviewers may also confirm their negative information-seeking bias by restricting the range of the interviewee’s responses to defending weaknesses rather than accentuating strengths. (Dipboye, 1989)

Although several authors mention signal detection as a tool for understanding interviewer decision making, no empirical research was encountered that systematically investigated the contingencies for interviewers of the various signal detection outcomes or individual differences that might predispose interviewers to make hits, misses, or correct or false rejections. Regardless of relative individual differences, lack of accountability and feedback to interviewers may prevent interviewers from learning from their mistakes and achieving higher absolute levels of accuracy (Graves, 1993). 


Biases on the part of interviewers

Many characteristics of job applicants that are not job-related influence interviewer judgments about candidate suitability. Some studies have shown that these factors, such as impression and interpersonal attraction are more predictive of interviewer decisions than are job-relevant criteria such as academic achievement or work experience. (Harris, 1989) “Halo effects” which occur when a single piece of information about a candidate colors the interviewer’s global assessment of that person, (Smart, 1983) leniency and central tendency (Zedeck, Tziner, & Mittlestadt, 1983) are all well documented. 


Demographic variables such as age, race, or gender have also been shown to influence interviewer judgments. Interviewers have “subjective biases, prejudices and stereotypes” to which “the interview process is particularly vulnerable” (Arvey & Faley, 1988, p. 214).  These biases not only affect judgments, they also impact on the interview itself, and may lead to differential treatment of candidates in terms of positive and negative verbal or nonverbal cues. (Smart, 1983). Physical attractiveness can also lead to biases in evaluation of candidates, and the effect of this variable is moderated by gender and by the type of position in question. (Arvey & Faley, 1988)


Demographic similarity between the interviewer and interviewee leads to “perceived similarity in attitudes and values” (Graves, 1993 p. 352) and greater interpersonal liking. This in turn diminishes the objectivity with which the interviewer evaluates skills and abilities and leads to higher evaluations for similar than for dissimilar interviewees (Arvey & Faley, 1988). 

This is particularly unfortunate because similarity between interviewer and interviewee usually means better communication and the capacity for the interviewer to make a more accurate judgment about the candidate. (Graves, 1993) Ideally, an interviewer should be similar enough to the applicant to communicate well and have a wide and deep perspective on the applicant’s credentials and experience, but must take care not to let the similarities lead to bias in making an evaluation. Although training has been shown to be effective in countering biases, (Smart, 1983) no research encountered in the present review attempted to predict or explain the relationship between individual differences and interviewer bias as manifested either in decision making or the conduct of the interview. 

Extraneous influences on interviewer judgments 


Contrast effects, whereby applicants are evaluated relative to other recent applicants rather than on the basis of their suitability for the job, have been found in many studies (Smart, 1983). The interviewer’s mood has also been shown to significantly influence judgments. (Graves, 1993)


Even within an interview irrelevant factors influence decision making. For example, the order in which information is elicited and/or presented has a critical impact on the interpretation of that information. Some studies have shown a “primacy effect” in which information presented in the first few minutes color the interviewer’s perceptions of the rest of the interview. (Dipboye, 1989). This is particularly important because many studies, notably those conducted at McGill University,  have shown that interviewers make decisions in the first few minutes of an interview. (Smart, 1983 ) Once this initial impression is made, a “confirmatory bias” causes interviewers to spend the rest of the interview justifying their decision rather than re-evaluating it. (Harris, 1989) Here again, researchers have not investigated how individual differences may lead to more or less susceptibility to extraneous factors.   

Attribution

Herriot (1989) introduces the concept of “low distinctiveness” as a false assumption that interviewers make about the interview- they assume that the way the candidate behaves in the interview is the way he or she will behave on the job. This is an attribution error because the interviewer erroneously makes dispositional rather than situational attributions. (Graves, 1993) Although it has not been researched, it seems that attribution style would be a useful individual difference dimension in categorizing interviewers. 

Empirical research into individual differences of interviewers

Zedeck, Tziner & Middlestadt (1983) had 10 interviewers rate 412 candidates for a military organization on nine dimensions: expression, decision-making, self-confidence, stress, persistence, analytical ability, interpersonal sensitivity, self-understanding, and openness. This study is unique in being an empirical examination of actual interviews in the field which influenced actual selection of personnel. They found that all 10 interviewers used only 2 or 3 of the nine dimensions in making their decisions, and further, that most of the interviewers used different dimensions from one another. 

Of the 10 interviewers, 3 selected candidates who outperformed the interviewees selected by the other 7 interviewers, measured six weeks after the interview. These three “accurate” interviewers tended to rely on the same dimensions: expression, decision making, and self-confidence. 

While this study is frequently cited as having demonstrated that individual differences influence interviewer accuracy, no theories or hypotheses about what these relevant individual differences might be were offered, no data was collected about how these interviewers might have conducted their interviews in a more productive way, and twelve weeks after the interviews there was no longer an effect for individual differences between interviewers. 

Graves and Karren (1992) attempted to further investigate the decision processes of effective versus ineffective interviewers. The authors mentioned interviewers’ prototypes of ideal workers as being an important individual difference between interviewers, and they made a case that “individual interviewers’ prototypes may differ in the number, nature, weighting, and relevance of the dimensions included.” (p. 315) Like Zedeck, et al., they found a difference in the selection criteria used by effective interviewers. Unfortunately, in this study, the “effectiveness” for an interviewer was determined by supervisory rating, the “selection criteria” used by the interviewers was used in an evaluation of hypothetical candidates, and no actual interviews were conducted. 

The authors hypothesized that “There will be differences in the relative weighting of cues as a function of interviewer effectiveness”. (p. 319) As mentioned earlier, it is unfortunate that there is no well developed feedback mechanism for interviewers that could provide a “criterion for correctness” among different weighting configurations,  which would lead to more accurate weightings and perhaps an emergent non-linear, “fuzzy” logic that would lead to a more accurate evaluation of the whole interviewee, rather than weightings of specific dimensions. 

Despite its limitations, the study supported the findings of Zedeck, et al. in that effective interviewers used the same criteria as one another, in this case interpersonal and oral communication skills. The hypothetical position to be filled in this experiment was for a position in a financial services firm. While it is plausible that interpersonal and oral communication skills might be important criteria for success in the organization, it seems unlikely that they would be the two most job-relevant dimensions. Perhaps the difference between effective and ineffective interviewers is that effective interviewers are aware of the limitations of the interview and assess the dimensions best captured by therein. This may require amendment to the Graves and Karren’s claim that “Interviewers whose prototypes lead them to attend to job relevant dimensions are likely to be more accurate than interviewers whose prototypes include irrelevant dimensions.” (p. 315) Maybe there is a trade-off between job relevance and how well an interviewer can elicit and evaluate a given dimension in the interview.  

One interesting hypothesis in Graves and Karren’s study was that effective interviewers would be more aware of their decision processes than ineffective interviewers. This hypothesis was confirmed: there was a significantly higher correlation between self-reported criteria and criteria-in-use for effective interviewers. Awareness might serve to increase accuracy in several ways- perhaps it keeps interviewers on the look-out for and on guard against their own biases and make them more likely to be open to revising their hypotheses if evidence warrants doing so. 

Graves (1993) wrote a review of the interviewer individual difference literature. She found that experience, intelligence, and cognitive complexity correlated with accurate interview assessments and that authoritarianism, negative affectivity, and low self-esteem adversely impacted decision processes. 

Given the entanglement of person and situation in the interview, it makes intuitive sense that good interviewers will use a productive format, and may even compensate for situational shortcomings. For example, structured interviews have been found to have higher validity and reliability than unstructured ones (Latham & Finnegan, 1993) so it makes sense that one strategy of good interviewers would be to impose some structure on a formally unstructured interview. Although direct empirical support for this assertion is lacking, Graves reported findings regarding the comprehensive scripts that experienced interviewers use which lend indirect support. Graves concludes her review by stating: “researchers should do a better job of documenting individual differences in interviewer effectiveness.” (p. 366)    

Suggestions for future research:   


None of the studies encountered in the present review attempted to untangle whether the contribution of individual differences to variance in interviewer accuracy is due to differences in interviewing style or is due to better decision making. Perhaps some good interviewers have rare talent in gathering information but are just average decision makers. Likewise, it is possible that other good interviewers are not particularly dynamic in the interview itself but are adept at making accurate judgments. Clearly, the best interviewers should be talented in both respects. Most of the research encountered in this review examined individual differences only insofar as they influence decisions, not how they influence the interview situation itself.


 A study could be designed to test whether better interviewers, as defined by a high correlation between their interview predictions and actual job performance, interview applicants differently. It would be particularly useful to videotape actual interviews, and then correlate the ratings made by the interviewers in specific interviews with subsequent job performance. In other words, use both the interviewer and the interview as the level of analysis. Interviewers and interviews with very high correlations could evaluated and compared to those with very low correlations. Just as there are dimensions along which job candidates are evaluated, there should be dimensions along which the behavior and performance of interviewers could be evaluated. For example, measurement could be made of how much information did the interviewer elicit, what kind of questions were asked, and what kind of verbal and non-verbal feedback did the interviewer give to the interviewee. From an in-depth post-facto evaluation of successful interviews, it might be possible to learn something about effective interviewing style and decision making and the identities of relevant individual differences and their respective contributions. 


There would be benefits in using the interview as a unit of analysis rather than an interviewer. This would allow for an extraction of information about the interviewer, the interviewee, and about the interview itself. This would allow for an analysis of moderating variables  that influence interviewer success while at the same time finding out about the “main effects” of individual interviewers. 


One interesting study would be to test individual differences in interview style by having raters watch videos of “successful” versus “unsuccessful” interviewers and make their own ratings of the candidate without knowing how the interviewer rated the applicants. This would enable an evaluation of the impact on individual differences on interview style and the extent to which good interviewing involves eliciting more information without the potential confound of decision making. The hypothesis would be that inter-rater reliability would be higher for the interviews conducted by the better interviewers. 

Conclusion


The literature encountered in this review tended to focus on the negative aspects of interviewer decision making rather than on how individual differences in interviewing style influence the predictive power of the interview. More research needs to be done to clarify the impact of individual differences on interview style and decision processes, and a new approach is needed to untangle the respective contributions of each. Any discoveries in this area would have great theoretical and practical importance, because choosing the right personnel to conduct interviews will greatly enhance the likelihood that they in turn, will select the right personnel.    
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