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But Peter Honey asks whether we should lament the end of Google’s eccentric interview tactics
I see that Google has decided to give up extreme interviews, where candidates are asked questions such as ‘how many golf balls can you fit into an airplane?’ Google has concluded that silly questions like this (more properly, they are referred to as ‘brain-teasers’) fail to predict how well someone will perform in the job.

I have written a blog about extreme interviewing before and find myself ambivalent about Google’s decision. On the one hand, I think it is sensible to scrap doing something that has been found to be unfit for purpose. On the other hand, since all interviews – whether or not they are extreme – are a pretty hopeless way to select the right person, I feel sad that something zany and eccentric is being abandoned.  

My mischievous line of reasoning goes like this. Since interviewing people is a waste of time, we might as well have fun – even (or perhaps especially!) at the candidate’s expense. Unless you have a candidate who couldn’t care less whether or not they get the job, interviewing is basically a boring activity. The laid back candidates who don’t care tend to be entertaining, giving answers to questions that are not designed to second guess what they think the interviewer wants to hear. 

So, since interviews are a waste of time and often boring, it seems to me entirely understandable that interviewers are attracted to extreme interviewing purely for its amusement value. Google says that extreme interviews “stroked the interviewers’ egos” and made them feel smart. How mean to deprive interviewers of such admirable opportunities to feel good about themselves!

Apparently, Google are now going to focus on behavioural-based interviewing. This is where candidates are asked how they would act in specific situations – usually open-ended, tricky situations with lots of possible options. This is supposed to give an insight into the candidate’s problem-solving skills. The only trouble is that a case study is a far cry from the real thing. I have often used exercises where people are given a description of a tricky situation and invited to imagine themselves in that situation and describe what they would do or say. Since this is a theoretical exercise, people tend to remain calm and dispassionate and come up with a well reasoned approach. This is not necessarily indicative of how they would actually behave if they were confronted with the real situation – under pressure, perhaps emotionally involved, stressed and all the rest of it.

So sorry Google, nice try, but it isn’t the answer. I suggest the following as the soundest way to select people with a good likelihood of them performing well in the job:

1      Take great care over the job/person description. This should be as specific as possible.

2      Have an application form that invites candidates to provide information that is totally relevant to the post being advertised, i.e. not necessarily a standard application form.   

3      Be ruthless with paper-screening. Ideally the aim is to finish up with one candidate – the right one! Failing this, whittle it down to no more than three.

4      Invite the candidate(s) in for at least half a day. Give them a tour of the place of work and allow them to ask anybody they meet any questions they wish to ask. Observe them carefully throughout the visit and resist the temptation to sell them the job. In fact, err on the downsides. Double check that, after their visit, they wish their application to stand.

5      Score them against the job/person spec and, if there is a good match, offer them the job with a probationary period of at least six months.

6      If there is not a good match, do not appoint anybody and start the process all over again.

