
MAY/JUNE 2017 | AALL SPECTRUM  47

O
n-site job interviews can be
just as hectic and stressful
for the interviewer as they
are for the interviewee. Due
to the time and expense
involved, it is important

to ensure that the evaluation process will 
lead to selecting the best candidate for the 
open position. During this process, a search 
committee is typically formed that screens 
resumes, conducts telephone interviews, and 
checks references. �e committee is respon-
sible for thoroughly vetting the candidates 
before o�ering recommendations regarding 
which candidates should be invited to cam-
pus for further on-site interviews. 

When dra�ing the interview schedule 
for �nalists, many of us are accustomed to 
scheduling meetings with the supervisor, 

meetings with library employees, meetings 
with students and faculty, a meal with the 
candidate, and o�en a presentation. From 
the interviewer’s perspective, all of these 
components provide valuable feedback 
about the candidate. Meetings allow the 
interviewer to ask targeted questions about 
the candidate’s quali�cations and the pre-
sentation is a way to determine a candidate’s 
communication skills, knowledge, and abil-
ity to handle high-pressure situations.

Another evaluative tool interviewers can 
use is a roundtable discussion, which can be 
incorporated into the schedule. A roundtable 
discussion can be useful for those who do not 
require a presentation, or it can be required 
in addition to a presentation. �ese discus-
sions can provide meaningful feedback on a 
variety of skills needed to perform a job. 

Tips and advice 
for selecting  

better candidates 
through use  

of roundtable  
discussions. 
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BENEFITS AND BEST PRACTICES
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Types of Roundtable Discussions
In a traditional roundtable presen-
tation, the candidate participates in 
a discussion on a topic with a small 
group of stakeholders who are active 
participants in the roundtable. �e 
dialog should center around develop-
ing trends or viewpoints on a topic of 
importance. �e topic for the round-
table should be provided to the candi-
date ahead of time.

Similarly, in a co�ee talk, the can-
didate leads a conversation on a topic 
and should educate the group on that 
topic. �is approach is di�erent than a 
traditional roundtable as the group of 
participants should gain new insights 
on the topic, not just discuss their 
opinions. Both the traditional round-
table and the co�ee talk require the 
participants to be as actively engaged 
in the discussion as the candidate. 
�ere are also no general time length
requirements for either the traditional
roundtable or a co�ee talk.

Another discussion technique 
that could prove useful is a TED-
style talk discussion. TED-style talks 
are designed to be short, in�uential 
discussions given by the candidate. 
Participants do not actively engage 
with the candidate during the discus-
sion, but they may ask questions at the 
end of the talk. As with the traditional 
roundtable discussion, the topic is 
provided to the candidate ahead of 
time. TED-style talks most closely 
resemble formal presentations, but are 
generally shorter in length, with most 
talks lasting between 15 to 18 minutes. 
Since TED-style talks so closely resem-
ble formal presentations, it is best to 
use them if the presentation is not 
required, or if the candidate can pres-
ent the TED-style talk on a di�erent 
day than the presentation.

The Benefits
Adding a roundtable component to the 
search process allows the interviewer 
and search committee to evaluate 
candidates di�erently than a formal 
presentation. Formal presentations are 
o�en on topics that include the future
of the profession, the candidate’s vision
for the position for which he or she has

applied, or a teaching topic. In reality, 
there is ample information out there 
to assist a candidate in preparation for 
this type of presentation. While formal 
presentations are an essential part of 
the interview process and allow hiring 
committees to evaluate candidates for 
the classroom, roundtable discussions 
can help further assess a candidate on 
quali�cations such as creativity and 
organizational skills. 

Additionally, roundtable discussions 
can assist with further assessment of 
communication skills by providing 
an additional avenue to hear how 
candidates organize and present their 
thoughts. Similarly, it allows the com-
mittee to further assess candidates’ 
ability to answer questions presented 
by the group, allowing the candidates 
to further demonstrate their general 
knowledge as well as their ability to 
think on their feet.

Another bene�t for the committee 
is being able to see how the candi-
date interacts with a group in a more 
relaxed setting, which can provide 
insight as to how the candidate will 
react in day-to-day situations. �is 
also allows the interviewer to further 
evaluate so� skills that demonstrate 
emotional intelligence traits, such as 
adaptability, observation, and con-
�ict resolution. Demonstrations of 
emotional intelligence can be helpful 
when evaluating a candidate as the 
interviewer can gauge how self-aware 
and motivated he or she may be in the 
workplace.

From the candidates’ perspective, 
the roundtable discussion can be a 
valuable tool to distinguish themselves 
from other candidates. Roundtable 
discussions allow candidates to discuss 
an idea in detail, as they will have ample 
time for explanation on its implemen-
tation process. Further, roundtable 
discussions can add an additional stim-
ulating element to the interview itself. 
Typically, interview days are long and 
the candidate is peppered with ques-
tions during meetings, presentations, 
and meals. Understandably, this can 
lead to interview fatigue. Roundtables 
give candidates the opportunity to lead 
the discussion and ask questions of the 

participants. �is can lead to a more 
organic discussion, which may relieve 
interview fatigue. Finally, roundtable 
discussions can give candidates tangible 
ideas for tasks to complete during the 
�rst few months on the job.

Considerations
When determining whether the addi-
tion of a roundtable discussion to the 
interview schedule is appropriate for 
the evaluative process, there are several 
considerations to keep in mind. �e 
�rst and most important consideration 
is time. Most interview days are tightly 
scheduled, so adding a new evaluative 
measure could impact when a candi-
date is brought in and how long the 
candidate needs to stay, especially if 
he or she is traveling from out of state. 
Similarly, it is important to determine 
how much time should be allocated for 
the session. If a formal presentation is 
already in place, the roundtable session 
should last half that amount of time. 
For example, if you allow 30 minutes 
for the formal presentation, allow 15 
minutes for the roundtable. If you do 
not require a formal presentation, the 
roundtable should last between 20 to 
30 minutes.

It is also important to determine 
which type of roundtable discussion 
would be the most bene�cial to evaluate 
the candidate. For example, if you are 
hiring for a student services librarian, a 
traditional roundtable may be useful to 
determine how candidates would imple-
ment the program for your library and 
allow them to reveal their philosophies 
on student services. If hiring for a more 
tech-savvy position, a TED-style talk 
may be more appropriate as it allows 
candidates to further display their 
knowledge about technology.

It’s also important to consider the au-
dience for the roundtable. Deter mining 
your audience is essential as these peo-
ple will also be active participants in the 
discussion. Along with audience, the 
venue for the discussion is an important 
consideration. Select a location where 
the candidate and participants can sit 
around a table or close to one another. 
�e venue should not be set up the
same way as a formal presentation with
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the candidate standing and the audience 
members seated away from the candi-
date. Roundtable discussions are more 
relaxed, so all participants should be 
seated near each other.

Implementing the Discussion
One way to add a roundtable discussion 
to the schedule is by incorporating a 
15-minute session in the morning a�er
a tour or breakfast. �is can also be
done at the end of the day as an e�ective
way to see what the candidate gleaned
about the library and the library’s stake-
holders. Similarly, the roundtable could
be structured in a way that allows the
candidate to lead the discussion the day
before the full interview, prior to dinner.
However, it is not recommended that
the roundtable discussion immediately
proceed or immediately follow a formal
presentation. Allowing the candidate
time to adequately gather his or her
thoughts prior to a formal presentation
and digest feedback received a�er is
important. �ere should be at least one
event separating the formal presentation
from the roundtable discussion.

It is also important to determine 
the focus of the discussion. Roundtable 
discussions can be used to assess a can-
didate’s knowledge on a topic, view on 
an issue, knowledge of the institution, 
or for any purpose that the search com-
mittee determines will be a useful eval-
uative tool. When developing a topic 
for discussion, determine which skill or 
skills you are trying to evaluate. Would 
you like to assess the candidate’s creativ-
ity by having them lead a discussion on 
library marketing, or are you looking to 
further assess their cataloging knowl-
edge by having them lead a discussion 
on RDA vs. MARC Records? 

A�er determining the focus of the 
discussion, decide if the candidate will 
receive any information regarding the 
topic prior to the interview. For exam-
ple, if you want the candidate to discuss 
how he or she would improve a legal 
research boot camp, it would be useful 
to provide the schedule from the previ-
ous year and the library’s expectations 
for the program. Similarly, decide if the 
candidate needs to produce any hand-
outs or �yers for the discussion and if 

the handouts need to be distributed to 
participants prior to the roundtable.

Expectations
Candidates may not be experienced 
in leading a roundtable discussion as 
part of the interview process, so it is 
important to clearly communicate the 
expectations beforehand. For example, 
you may need to let candidates know 
that PowerPoint or any other form of 
slide sharing is not appropriate for this 
type of a discussion. However, depend-
ing on the nature of the discussion 
and what information you are trying 
to assess, it may be appropriate for the 
candidate to provide handouts to fur-
ther illustrate points.

It is also important to communicate 
expectations to roundtable participants. 
In addition to notifying the participants 
about the topic, inform them what their 
responsibilities are as participants. For 
example, if you selected a TED-style 
talk, let the participants know that 
questions are reserved for the end of the 
discussion. If, however, a co�ee talk is 
selected, participants should ask ques-
tions and engage in the discussion.

Evaluation
�e search committee will need to
determine how the roundtable discus-
sion will be used to assess the quali-
�cations of each candidate. Possible
evaluative measures are creativity,
knowledge of the topic, non-verbal
communication, and the ability to
make decisions. In addition to evalu-
ative measures, the search committee
will also need to determine how much
weight to put on this session in rela-
tion to the other sessions of the inter-
view, including meetings with library
employees, meetings with library
stakeholders, and a formal presenta-
tion, if required.

In practice, roundtable discus-
sions can be useful in distinguishing 
top candidates. For example, you can 
determine the level of thoughtfulness a 
candidate displays, which can translate 
to how e�ective the candidate will be 
in the position in a day-to-day setting. 
During a previous job search at North 
Carolina Central University, we had 

MICHELLE COSBY  
ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR  
Joel A. Katz Law Library  
University of Tennessee 
mcosby2@utk.edu. 

©
 2

0
17

 B
Y 

M
IC

H
E

LL
E

 C
O

S
B

Y

a roundtable discussion on student 
services. Only one of the candidates 
spoke about the budget implications 
for the services o�ered. Similarly, at 
�e University of Tennessee, Knoxville,
during a roundtable on technology in
the library, one candidate had an amaz-
ing idea for incorporating more library
technology into orientation. Both of
these candidates presented ideas that
were very thoughtful, which is a good
indicator of the type of work ethic they
would add to the library. Additionally,
the handouts that candidates create for
their roundtables are also useful when
evaluating candidates. �e handouts
display how much research the can-
didates put into learning about the
library, and they re�ect the candidates’
thought processes and creativity. �ese
are the types of observations that can
be gleaned from a roundtable discus-
sion that may not otherwise be discov-
ered during the interview process.

Why They Work
Roundtable discussions are a great 
way to further assess the quali�cations 
of job �nalists. �is added evaluative 
measure can help a job search com-
mittee distinguish a good candidate 
from a great candidate. Roundtables 
can be successfully incorporated into 
the interview for any librarian posi-
tion, including public services, tech-
nical services, technology, and library 
administration. In addition to further 
evaluating a candidate’s knowledge and 
creativity, roundtable discussions allow 
you to evaluate a candidate’s ability to 
engage an audience, demonstrate his or 
her knowledge of issues important to 
librarianship, and discuss information 
in a non-classroom setting. ¢
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