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Departmental Search Committees and the Evaluation
of Faculty Applicants

R. Eric Landrum and Michael A. Clump
Boise State University

We surveyed directors of departmental search committees eN =
89) to ascertain which criteria have the most value in the faadty
applicant selection proceSs. Respondents used several methodologi.-
cal techniques; including rank order, agreement, and importance
scale questions. Results indicated that match or lit with department
is the most important criterion in applicant selection, followed by
reSearch and teaching experience. Important differences emerged
in the evaluation of job applicants depending on the type of institu~
tion (public tis. privare) or type of department (undewaduare,onl"
tis. undergraduate + graduate program) .

In academia, one of the most difficult. decisions is the se-
lection of a new faculty member. In their advice to depart-
ment chairs, Gmelch and Miskin (1995) succincdy
characterized the importance of the hiring decision:

No other decision your department will make will be as impor-
tant as the selection of a (acuity colleague. Deliberate and
careful selection of new colleagues has more to do with the
growth and well-being of your department than any other ac-
tion you may take. You are adding a family member to your de-
partment culture. Assuming that faculty exercise little mobil-
ity in their professional careers, the faculty you recruit today
will be yours for 1ife. This is a million-dollar decision-both in
terms of financial resources and h1 terms of psychic satisfac-
tion. You cannot afford a bad decisiolL (p.19)

Do faculty members agree that hiring a person who "fits" is
such an important decision? If "fit" is so important, it is sur.
prising that so little information about the selection process is
available.

Although departments have made hiring decisions for
years, the scholarship on this issue is relatively recent. The
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available scholarship tends to provide advice and recommen~
dations to job applicants or search committees. For instance,
there are resources that advise applicants about preparing
their application package (Homer, Pape, & O'Connor, 2001;
Wilbur, 1988; Zanna & Darley, 1987). Brems, Lampman,
and Johnson (1995) examined the quality of applications and
provided a comprehensive listing of recommendations to job
applicants. Meyers, Reid, and Quina (1998) focused on the
gap between what graduate students believe is important for
a faculty position and what their training provides.

A newer development is advice for search committees
(Fals-Stewart. 1996; Homer et at. 2001; Matthews, 2000;
Sheehan & Haselhorst. 1999). Whereas Fals-Stewart made
general recommendations. Matthews noted the special con-
cerns of search committees for clinical psychology applicants.
Sheehan and Haselhorst studied the general search commit-

. tee process, fOcusing on the examination of teaching and re~

search credentials, and Homer et al. presented the authors'
. personal case studies and offered recommendations to appli-

cants and to search committees.
Perhaps the research most closely aligned to our study is

work by Sheehan, McDevitt. and Ross (1998). They sur~
veyed search committee chairs, asking about the evaluation
of applicant materials and on-campus interviews. With re-
spect to applicant materials. some of the highest rated evalu-
ation criteria included letters of recommendation, fit
between applicant's research interesrs and departmental
need, experience teaching courses related to the position de~
scription, general teaching experience, and quality of course
evaluations. These authors also studied variables used to

. evaluate candidate interviews and round that the highest

rated criteria included performance at interview with search
committee. performance during colloquium. fit between ap-
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plicanes research interests and departmental needs, experi-
ence teaching courses related to position description, and
performance during an undergraduate lecture.

Although our investigation shares some similarities with
that of Sheehan et a1. (1998), there are important differ-
ences. First, we asked an extensive range of questions about
the evaluation of faculty applicants using multiple-response
options, including rank order (8 questions), an agreement
scale (60 questions), and an importance scale (30 questions).
Thus, we achieved a greater level of understanding about the
details of the search process. Second, we asked respondents
about their type of institution (public or private) as well as
type of department (undergraduate-only or undergraduate +
graduate); this question allowed a level of analysis not possi-
ble in Sheehan et a1. because they did not ask these questions.
Third, whereas Sheehan et at focused on the application and
interview processes, we chose to focus exclusively on criteria
important and relevant to the application process. Althougn'"
not a replication of Sheehan et al., our study extends their in-
vestigation into how search committees make decisions
about faculty applicants.

Because the selection of a faculty colleague is such a
weighty decision, 'a better understanding of the process is
beneficial for applicants and search committees. The results
of this study should help interested parties discriminate be-
tween those aspects of the faculty application process that are
most important from those that are less important. Having
this information available could be valuable in enhancing the
efficiency of an application process that is arduous for both
applicants and search committee members.

Method

Participants

We examined the job advertisements in the October 2001
and December 200 1 issues of AP A Monitor on Psychology and
APS Observer. After creating a database of advertisements for
assistant professor tenure~track positions, we selected all 299
departments in the database to receive our survey. Of those
responding (89 departments, or 29.8%), 64.3% were public
universities and 35.7% were private. With regard to type of
department, 31.8% were undergraduate-only, 4.5% gradu-
ate~on1y, and 63.6% undergraduate and graduate depart~
ments of psYchology. For analysis purposes, we combined the
graduate~only departments (n = 4) with the undergraduate

plus graduate departments.

Materials

We developed The Faculty Job Applicant Survey to mea-
sure the relative importance of several criteria that might in-
fluence the job search and departmental decision process.
Respondents rank ordered 8 categories of general criteria.
from 1 (most important) to 8 (least important). Those catego-
ries and outcomes appear in the Results section. We also
asked respondents 60 Likert,type agreement questions, with
1 (strongl:y disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (neutral), 4 (agree), and 5
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(strongl:)' agree). These items expanded on the rank ordered
criteria and appear in Table 1. .

Thirty importance questions followed, with respondents
using 1 (not at aU impartant), 2 (slightl:y important). 3 (moder#
arel:)' important), and 4 (e.xtTemel, important). Although there
was some redundancy and overlap between the agreement
and importance questions, this redundancy was desirable be-
cause it allowed us to examine different perspectives on simi-
lar criteria (see Table 2 for the questions). Although we
included two open#ended questions, the data from these
questions are not analyzed in this study. The open-ended
questions were (Ii) what are the types of mistakes that appli#
cants make that disqualify or greatly hurt their chances of
successful employment in your department. and (b) with re-
spect to. the application process, what are three changes or
improvements that you would like to s~e to the process?

Procedure

We sent search committee Chairs listed in the AP A Moni-
toT on Psychology and APS Observer the four-page survey,
along with a cover letter and self-addressed business-reply
envelope. Chairs had 6 weeks to reply.

Results

Rank-Order Data

Although rank-order data are ordinal scale, it makes
more sense to. report mean rank because respondentS
ranked each .item in terms of importance. Thus, a lower
mean rank indicated greater overall importance. The mean
ranks, in order starting from most important, were match or
fit with department (M = 2.25, SD = 1.30), research re-
cord or potential (M = 2.54, SD = 1.10), teaching record
or potential (M = 3.14, SD = 1.85), applicant's letters of
recommendation (M = 4.14. SD = 1.41), quality of gradu~
ate school (M = 5.21, SD = 1.60), grant activity or poten-
tial (M = 5.63, SD = 1.81), presentation and preparation
of materials (M = 5.64, SD = 1.71), and applicant tran-
scripts (M = 7.39, SD = 1.01).

Agreement Scale Questions and Important Scale Questions

Each of the agreement scale items appears in Table 1
with its. mean and standard deviation. Each of the impor~
tance scale items appears in Table 2 with its mean and stan-
dard deviation.

Detailed Analyses

In tI:ris section we present two additional data analyses.
First, we examined how institution type (public vs. private)
differed with respect to the individual items. Second, we ex~
amined how the type of department (undergraduate;only vs.
undergraduate + graduate program departments) influenced
responses. A:. a general note, we adopted a significance value
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Table 1. Survey Agreement Scale Items With Means and Standard Deviations Sorted by Means

Item M SO

It is important that the position applied for in the cover letter is the same as the position advertised. 4.56 0.56
Teaching experience at the undergraduate level is Important for applicants. . 4.~
How well a candidate matches or fits with our current teaching needs Is an important consideration. 4.41
How well a candidate matches or fits with our current faculty is an important consideration.. 4.36
It is important for applicants to list (somewhere in their materials) the research underway and plans for future research. 4.31
It is important for an applicant to list the courses he or she is interested in teaching. 4.11
It Is a problem If the courses the applicant Is interested in teaching do not match the courses mentioned in our job

advertisement. 4.09 0.92
On a ourriculum vita, conference presentations should be presented in chronological order rather than alphabetical order

by author.
The absence of a letter of recommendation from the applicant's primary mentor Is a cause of concern.
If our lob advertisement asks for three letters of recommendation and the candidate does not include three. this is a

problem. . .
We can tell when an applicant has done his or her background research on our institution.
An applicant's curriculum vita should include undergraduate courses taught.
If our lob advertisement asks for teaching evaluations and the candidate does not include them, this is a problem. .

How well a candidate matches or fits with our areas of research expertise is an Important consideration.
If the format and the look of the materials are sloppy, we tend to think that the applicants professional work may also be

sloppy.
Applications that arrive after the deadline are given lesser consideration.
It is important for an applicant to include a separate statement of research interests.
Reference citations on a curriculum vita should follow APA format.
It is important for an applicant to be interested In including undergraduates as research assistants.
If our job advertisement asks for reprintslpreprints and the candidate does not include them, this is a problem.
It is important for an applicant to include a separate statement of teaching interests.
It is important that the applicant individualize his/her application to our program.
The abilitY to work with culturally diverse students is an important component of our job requirements.
It is important for an applicant to have a philosophy of classroom teaching an~ to be able to articulate it well.
Applicants need to include teaching evaluations in their application package.
If an applicant were to say that he or she were looking forward to working with both undergraduates and graduates, and

your program was undergraduate only, this misstatement would hurt the candidate.
Research experience utilizing undergraduates is Important for our applicants.
In our department, we contact an applicant If his or her file is not complete. . .
Referees should be listed in the curriculum vita.
Generic cover letters hurt an applicant's chances of gaining successful employment In our department.
It hurts an applicant if he or she doe.s not address-specific courses listed in the job advertisement.
In general, most applications are well prepared and error-free.
When a candidate includes excessive personal information in hlslher application packet, this hurts a candidate's chances

at getting the job.
Applicants are given a chance to complete an incomplete file after the job application deadline has passed.
Omission of a list of referees in the application packet is a problem.
Applicants are contacted and given a chance to complete an incomplete file prior to the job application deadline.
When we receive cover letters that accidentally list another university rather than ours, this hurts the candidate's chances

of gaining employment.
In our department, teaching is more Important than research.
Letters of recommendation that arrive late hurt an applicant's chances of employment.
Our department has an expectation of grant productivity.
If an applicant's file is not complete that applicant is not evaluated for the position.
An Incomplete file'does not necessarily disqualify an applicant from consideration.
The format of the curriculum vita makes a difference in how the candidate is evaluated.
Teaching and research are equally important in our department. ," " ' '

Applicants that have cutesy a-mail addresses or "funny" incoming telephone messages hurt their chances for
employment.

Addressing the cover letter Incorrectly or inappropriately (e.g., Dear Sirs) hurts the applIcants chances.
In our department. research is more important that teaching.
Faculty in our department need to receive grants in order to be successful.
Our department encourages applicants to follow up by telephone to make sure the application is complete.
Our department encourages an applicant to follow up via e-mail to make sure his or her application Is complete.
Statements of teaching and research interests should be included in a. curriculum vita, not in separate documents.
Experience in academic advising Is important for the successful job applicant.
It is okay for an application to arrive after the application deadline.
It is important that the applicant have successful experience in academic advising.
Grants hurt the teaching productivity of the department.
In the curriculum vita, conference presentations and publications should be presented in the same section.
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0.77
0.74
0.80
0.73
0.76

0.96
0.79

4.08
4.08

3.94
3.93
3.90
3.85
3.84
3.84
3.84
3.80
3.74
3.72
3.64

3.61
3.57
3.51
3.51
3.45
3.44
3.40

3.40
3.38
3.32
3.29

4.06 0.68
4.06 0.55
4.03 0.61
4.00 0.67
3.97 1.00

0.73
0.91
0.94
0.76
1.05
0.88
0.86
0.78
0.82
0.95
1.06

0.65
1.14
1.15
0.82
0.86
0.97
0.95

0.83
1.00
0.94
1.04

1.05
1.45
0.99
1.25
1.08
1.11
0.91
1.24

2.84 0.94
2.75 0.87
2.73 1.35
2.63 1.30
2.59 0.89
2.56 0.80
2.44 0.90
2.42 0.96
2.34 1.08
2.30 0.86
2.18 0.96
1.94.. 0.93

(continued)

3.28
3.23
3.22
3.14
3.13
3.01
3.01
2.84
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Table 1. (Continued)

nero At SO

Applicants should list personal hobbies somewhere in the application. 1.94 0.81
When we reject a job applicant. we Individualize the information given back to the applicant about why he/she did not

receive the position. 1.88 0.79
It is important that applicant pubHca1ions be from APAjoumais only. 1.77 0.85
An ~nnliN:ilinn ~ thAt ..rriv- ..Ytr<o _rtu """"" th.. annliMInt IOn """"',,",nA In th.. hlrinn nrnM>C!" 1 71 n 7t:1.

Nolo. Respondents used a scale raning from 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (neutral), 4 (agree), to 5 (stronglyagrao).

Survey Importance Scale Items With Means and StandardTable 2.

Items M SD

Match or fit with department 3.84 0.40
Resean:h experience 3.61 0.61
Accuracy of application materials 3.59 0.67
Quality of publications 3.55 0.68
Teaching experience 3.43 0.75
Ensuring that three letters of recommendation arrive 3.33 0.62
Quantity of publications . 3.23 0.82

Reputation of letter of recommendation writers 3.06 0.77
Quality of applicanfs graduate program 2.95 0.69
Well-organized curriculum vita 2.90 0.86
Previous work with undergraduates 2.68 0.97
Separate statement of research interests 2.86. 0.92
Potential for successful grant activity 2.85 0.99
Adherence to application deadlne 2.84 0.81
Neatness and presentation of application materials 2.81 0.84
Cover letter 2.78 0.83
Separate statement of teaching interests 2.77 0.86
Applicant's postdoctoral experience 2.72 0.94
Quantity of conference presentations 2.68 0.67
SpeJing errors In written materials 2.59 0.79
Quality of the conferences attended 2.37 0.82
Transcripts of applicant 2.10 0.97
The length of the curriculum vita 2.02 0.83
The format of the curriculum vita 1.85 0.69
AppIk:ant's race 1.78 0.89
Appearance of written materials (printed with (nk-jet vs. laser printer. ate.) 1.44 0.68
Applicant's gender 1.38 0.65
Applicant's age 1.26 0.49
Type of font that Is used In the preparation of materials 1.25 0.46
Color of paper the curriculum vila is printed on 1.23 0.47
Tvrvo of tho> ~ orrIN 110 '"' vitSl i<:: nrintoori IV'I 1 1 R n ~

Note. Respondents used a scale rangi ng from 1 (notal all important). 2 (slightly fmportanf), 3 (moderately important). to -4 (sxI1fJmeIy imporlantJ.

criterion of p < .01, to determine significance. Although
more conservative than a .05 criterion, we believe this prac-
tice helps to control for an inflated alpha error with multiple
comparisons. This .01 criterion is still more lenient than a
typical Bonferroni correction, however.

Type of institution. We performed independent
means t tests on the 60 agreement scale items and 30 impor-
tanee scale items. AU significant t test results (at p < .01)
appear in Table 3. For 8 of the 13 significant differences,
private institutions had significantly higher means. Exam,
pIes of items rated higher by private institutions included
teaching experience at the undergraduate level, research
using undergraduate research assistants, and the impor,
ranee of teaching over research. For the remaining 5 of 13
significant differences, public institutions rated the follow,
ing types of items higher: expectation of grant productivity,
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Sorted by MeansDeviations

importance of research over teaching, and quantity of publi-
cations.

Type of department. We perfonned independent
means t tests to explore possible differences between under-
graduate-only departments and undergraduate plus gradu-
ate program departments. In total, we found 20 significant
differences (atp < .01), which appear in Table 4: For 11 of
the 20 significant differences, undergraduate-only depart-
ments agreed more or rated more important items such as
importance of teaching experience, research experience us-
ing undergraduate research assistants, including. courses
taught in the curriculum vita, match or fit with departmen-
tal teaching needs, importance of teaching over research,
and previous work with undergraduates. For 9 of the 20 sig-
nificant differences, undergraduate + graduate programs
agreed more or rated more important items such as expecta-
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Table 3. Public Versus Private Institution Significant Differences

Public Private
Institution Institution

Item M SO M . SO tTest

1. It is important that applicant publications be from APA journals only. . 1.56 0.74 2.07 0.94 1(82) = -2.73
2. Teaching experience at the undergraduate level is important for applicants. . 4.24 0:87 4.73 0.45 1(82) = -2.89
3. Research experience utilizing undergraduates is important for our applicants. 3.30 1.17 4.07 0.98 1(81) = ~.02
4. Our department has an expectation of grant productivity. 3.54 1.25 2.50 1.01 1(82) = 3.88
5. Faculty in our department need to receive grants In order to be successful. 3.06 1.39 1.93 0.75 {(a1) = 4.03
6. Experience in academic advising is important for the successful job applicant. 2.19 0.95 2.83 0.83 «82) = ~.11
7. It hurts an applicant if he or she does not address specific courses listed in the job 3.24 1.01 3.83 0.65 f(82) = -2.90

advertisement
8. In our department, teaching is more important than research. 2.67 1.43 4.07 0.98 1(82) = -4.77
9. In our department, research Is more important that teaching. 3.17 1.40 1.93. 0.91 1(82) = 4.36

10. Quantity of publications 3.44 0.72 2.86 0.88 1(81) = 3.26
11. Teaching experience 3.22 0.82 3.83 0.38 1(82) = -3.86

12. Potential for successful grant activity 3.11 0.95 2.40 0.97 1(82) = 3.27
13. Previous woll< with undergraduates 2.59 0.94 3.33 0.84 1(82) = -3.58

Note. For Items 1 through 10. an agreement scale was used ranging from 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (neutraO. 4 (agree). to 5 (strongly
agree). For Items 11 through 13,an Importance scale was used ranging from 1 (notatallimportant). 2 (slightly important 3 (moderately important}.
to 4 (extremely important). p < .01. .

Table 4. Undergraduate-Only Versus Undergraduate Plus Graduate Department Significant Differences

Undergraduate Undergraduate
Only Plus Graduate

Item M SO M SO tTest

1. Teaching experience at the undergraduate level is important for applicants. 4.86 0.36 4.23 0.83 t(86) = 3.80
2. Research experience utilizing undergraduates is important for our applicants. 4.29 0.90 3.24 1.09 1(85) = 4.43
3. Our department has an expectation of grant productivity. 2.36 0.91 3.50 1.23 1(86) = -4.37
4. Faculty In our department need to receive grants in order to be successful. 1.85 0.72 2.98 1.36 1(85) = -4.06
5. An applicanfs curriculum vita should include undergraduate courses taught. 4.61 0.57 4.15 0.58 1(85) = 3.43
6. Experience in academic advising is important for the successfUl job applicant. 2.93 0.81 2.18 0.93 1(86) = 3.63
7. How well a candidate matches or fits with our current teaching needs is an 4.75 0.44 4.25 0.79 1(86) = 3.10

Important consideration.
8. It hurts an applicant if he or she does not address specific courses listed in

the job advertisement.
9. In our department. teaching is more Important than research.

10. It is important for an applicant to be interested in including undergraduates as
. research assistants.

Note. For Items 1 through 14, an agreement scale was used ranging from 1 (stronglydisagree), 2 (disagree), 3(neutra~,4 (agree), to 5 (strongly
agree). For Items 15 through 20, an importance scale was used ranging from 1 (not at all important), 2 (slightly Important), 3 (moderatelyimportsn!),
to 4 (extremely important). p < .01.
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4.00 0.61 3.18 1.00 1(86) = 3.98

1(86) = 5.61

1(86) =4.17
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tion of grant productivity,. importance of research over
teaching, postdoctoral experience, and the quality and
quantity of publications.

Discussion

Vol. 31, No.1, 2004

preprints, importance of research, postdoctoral experience,
and the quantity and quality of publications when compared to
undergraduate-only departments. Clearly, different depart-
ments have different levels of expectation and value compo-
nents of the tenure-track faculty position differently. Job
applicants would be wise to realize these significant differences
and make decisions about where to apply (and how to apply)
based on the information from this study.

There are other sources of information advising job appli-
cants about how to prepare their applications (Brems et a1.,
1995; Homer et al., 2001; Wilbur, 1988), but we believe that
we offer a comprehensive compendium of advice to the appli-
cant, and this advice differs based on the type of institution or
type of department to which the applicant applies. Other
studies (e.g., Sheehan et al., 1998) have also offered valuable
advice to applicants, but our partial replication and extension
of previous work allows for an expanded and more detailed
level of advice. We hope that our comprehensive examina-
tion of the issues surrounding this process ~d5 job applicantsin this endeavor. . .
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