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Group interviews for a cohort hire
Lessons learned at the University of Wyoming

fter several years of hiring freezes, the

University of Wyoming (UW) Libraries
received approval from university adminis-
tration to recruit three entry-level librarians
for our Research and Instruction Services
(R&D) department. Staffing reductions made
dedicated librarian support for disciplines un-
realistic, so three traditional liaison positions
were reframed as learning and engagement,
student success, and instructional design
librarians to align with the university’s em-
phasis on undergraduate retention. Library
administration assembled a committee in
January 2018 to conduct a triple search.

Employing a single committee for
multiple searches was not a new strategy.
The committee chair had worked on two
dual searches. Both of those searches had
proceeded by interviewing candidates first
for one position and then the other. Orga-
nizational enthusiasm waned through the
process, and new budget cuts halted one
of the searches just as the dean prepared to
extend an offer. Library leadership wanted
to move quickly to fill the R&I positions.
The search committee was charged with
facilitating three successful hires before the
end of the spring 2018 semester.

The three new job descriptions had some
overlap in terms of qualifications and respon-
sibilities, so candidates were encouraged
to apply for any or all of the positions. Job
announcements were targeted to soon-to-be
graduates of library and information science
programs.
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The group interview

The search committee met with the uni-
versity’s diversity specialist to ensure a
fair screening process. The specialist had
recently heard a conference presentation
about a recruiting event that brought in a
large group of candidates for multiple fac-
ulty positions at Michigan State University.
Candidates presented on interdisciplinary
research in a format similar to TED Talks.
The diversity specialist suggested this ap-
proach for the libraries’ triple search and of-
fered support from her office.

The search chair shared the group in-
terview idea with department heads and
administrators, but the reception was mixed.
Library faculty searches typically bring two
or three candidates to campus for daylong
interviews, and librarians attend multiple
sessions with candidates. The prospect of six-
to-ten days of interviews over several weeks
made a condensed approach more appeal-
ing, but some librarians expressed concerns
about having sufficient opportunity to assess
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candidates and about scaring candidates off
with a group interview.

We learned that the Health Sciences Library
at the University of Colorado Anschutz
Medical Campus had recently completed a
group interview for a faculty position. The
Colorado team had surveyed candidates
and library staff about their process and
generously shared survey results and their
interview schedule. Their experience was
positive enough that we decided to move
forward. Our search differed in that we
would be interviewing for multiple posi-
tions.

To address colleagues’ concerns about
candidate perceptions of a group interview,
we polled candidates following the phone
interviews. We tried to make clear that their
responses would not impact whether they
would be selected for an onsite interview. In
fact, the search committee had agreed that if
any of our finalists were opposed to the idea,
we would stick with our traditional interview
format. Candidates responded positively, and
we began working on a group interview
schedule.

Logistics
Finding dates that worked for multiple can-
didates to come to campus was our next
hurdle because bringing all candidates to
campus on the same day was not feasible.
We had to keep the interview process the
same for all candidates—either all would
participate in group interviews or all would
come for individual interviews. A few ap-
plicants dropped out to accept or continue
in other positions. Interview dates fell into
place for our remaining candidates. We
scheduled four candidates on each of the
interview days, though last-minute with-
drawals resulted in three each day. We kept
the diversity specialist apprised of our ac-
tivities and invited her to the interviews.
Throughout the process, we made every ef-
fort on our end not to reveal to candidates
who had applied for each of the positions.
Our organization encourages all library
employees to participate in faculty interviews.
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Everyone has access to application materials
for finalists. We invite all to attend candidate
presentations and ask questions following the
session. All are encouraged to attend catered
coffee breaks to welcome candidates. In ad-
dition, all librarians attend faculty meetings
with candidates. Participants have opportuni-
ties to provide feedback about candidates.

The itinerary for the group interview did
not vary much from our normal practice,
except that we scheduled candidates to meet
as a group for some activities. We wanted
candidates to learn from each other and start
networking early in their careers. We did not
want the interview to feel like a competition.
Group activities included:

e dinner with the search committee the
evening before the interview,

e candidate presentations and the sub-
sequent all-library coffee break,

e optional tours of Laramie and the
library, and

¢ informational meetings about faculty
responsibilities and mentoring.

For the presentations, we asked candi-
dates to propose an initiative to support
student learning and engagement. The
University of Colorado had received some
negative feedback for giving candidates the
same presentation topic, so we were less
prescriptive. We gave some parameters,
including tying the initiative to the libraries’
strategic plan. We wanted insight into how
the candidates would plan and promote a
relevant activity, their priorities, and their
expectations of the organization.

The presentations were first on the
interview itinerary, and candidates drew
numbers for presentation order. Candidates
had ten minutes to present, followed by five
minutes for audience questions, and five
minutes transition time. Audience questions
were restricted to presentation content. The
search chair intervened if questions strayed
into candidate qualifications, with hopes the
session would feel less like an interview and
more like a conference session.

We set up round robin interviews for
individual candidates to meet with the li-

151 C&RL News



brary faculty, the R&I department, the R&I
department head, the interim associate dean,
and an optional meeting about employee
benefits with the business manager. The
meetings were shorter than our typical in-
terview schedule, and we built in breaks for
candidates and ensured they were escorted
between meetings. We wrapped up the
schedule with individual candidates going to
dinner with a couple of library employees so
they could privately ask their final questions
about the community and work environment.

Hiring process

The group interview format allowed library
administration to move forward more quick-
ly on the hiring process than would have
been the case with individual interviews.
One challenge of the group search process
stemmed from encouraging candidates to
apply for multiple positions. A few candi-
dates were finalists for more than one posi-
tion. This added a level of difficulty in pre-
paring ranking matrices, particularly with
the possibility of a top-ranked candidate
either withdrawing from multiple searches
at once or rejecting an offer for one or more
of the positions.

Continuous communication with univer-
sity human resources and the employment
practices office was invaluable in navigating
the complexities of a search with candidates
competing for one, two, or even three posi-
tions. Campus experts reviewed our matri-
ces and made suggestions for ranking in a
way that allowed for flexibility if candidates
withdrew.

Offers were extended and accepted as
the spring semester wrapped up, and the
Libraries’ administrative office worked to
find start dates to facilitate a cohort model
for the new hires.

Staff and candidate perceptions

Library administration and the search com-
mittee thought the group interviews were
successful, but we were interested in library
staff and candidate perceptions. We devel-
oped short, anonymous surveys, borrowing
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questions from our colleagues at the Univer-
sity of Colorado.

We wanted to know whether library staff
felt they were able to make informed hiring
recommendations after the abbreviated inter-
view process. Fifteen employees completed
our survey. All but one said they had enough
or more than enough time to assess each
candidate. Comments about the group pre-
sentation were positive. Some respondents
said they missed questions and responses
they would normally hear in multiple meet-
ings with candidates, but the reduced time
spent in interviews was worth the trade-off.

Our efforts to avoid telling candidates who
had applied for which positions caused some
confusion for staff. Email announcements in-
dicated the finalists for each position, but one
staff respondent lamented not knowing this
information for the presentations. Another
noted that reading application materials in
advance was particularly helpful in getting to
know the candidates before the condensed
format interviews. We will encourage staff to
prepare ahead of time for future interviews.

We emailed a survey to the finalists shortly
after the campus visit and before offers were
extended, and almost all responded. We
asked about their initial reaction to the idea
and what they did and didn’t like about the
process after going through it. Our three new
librarians revisited the survey questions after
they had been on the job for a few months.

We were a bit surprised that several can-
didates admitted initial trepidation about a
group interview, since all had responded
positively when we emailed them with the
idea. One of our new librarians shared, “After
giving it some thought, I decided that it might
actually be advantageous to participate in a
group interview because it had the potential
to speed up the interview and hiring process

. the waiting game to hear back from
search committees was agonizing, and any-
thing I or someone else could do to speed the
process along would have been appreciated.”

Candidate perceptions about the interview
itself were positive. Candidates said they en-

(continues on page 164)
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(“Group interviews. .

joyed meeting each other and felt a sense of
camaraderie, though comparing themselves
to the competition was unavoidable. One of
our new librarians shared a unique take on
the situation: “I liked having less pressure,
in a sense. With the attention of interviewers
being divided instead of solely focused on
me, I felt reduced stress.”

Candidates said they felt they were able to
make a case for themselves during the cam-
pus visit. None of them made changes to their
presentations or interview strategies based
on observing their competitors. According to
one of the new hires, “I liked that we got to
listen to each other’s presentations because
I learned a lot from them. But we met with
the faculty, the department, and department
head alone, which gave us time to express
ourselves without the other candidates be-
ing there. It was a good mix of group and
individual time.”

When asked about disadvantages of the
group interview or what they would do to
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., continues from page 152)

change it, respondents expressed satisfaction
with their experience. A couple mentioned
potential pitfalls of group dynamics and
less time to make an impression, though
one added that UW Libraries made them
feel “genuinely welcomed and seen as an
individual.” Other suggestions related to
reducing the sense of competition through
scheduling or discouraging candidates from
sharing information about positions. One rec-
ommended that group interviews should be
used only if multiple positions are available.
Responses were mixed regarding our strat-
egy to avoid sharing information about the
other candidates. One preferred meeting all
the candidates and knowing from the begin-
ning who applied for what. Others said they
liked not knowing, including one of our new
hires: “One candidate and I asked each other
... even right after I told this person, I wish I
had declined to answer! I felt something shift
between us but sensed no animosity. In spite
(continues on page 168)
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