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This study aimed to investigate the reflections of Iranian students on Ph.D. entrance
exam interviews held virtually nationwide during the Pandemic. Two hundred thirty-one
Ph.D. applicants were invited to fill out an anonymous online survey designed in
Google Forms, 36 out of whom volunteered to participate in follow-up semi-structured
interviews. Two ANOVA measures were used to investigate the possible influences of
gender and prior virtual interview experience on the applicants’ perceptions. Thematic
analysis was also adopted to explore the participants’ attitudes and perceptions
toward virtual interviews (VI). Quantitative findings showed that Iranian Ph.D. applicants
perceived VI as a flexible and helpful procedure that provided them with satisfactory
interpersonal treatment. Still, they did not favor the procedure’s perceived behavioral
control and ability to communicate information to perform procedural justice. Moreover,
neither their gender nor their prior experience of the virtual interview was a predictor of
their perspectives’ discrepancies. The thematic analysis of the qualitative data revealed
that despite having some cognitive, personal, and financial benefits, VI posed some
technical, communicative, and personal challenges. This study provides implications for
universities and applicants who will use VI for different purposes in higher education.

Keywords: virtual interviews, Ph.D. applicants, entrance interview, COVID-19, psycholog, challenge, gender

INTRODUCTION

Based on higher education standards, the nationwide written exam (called Ph.D. Konkur) is
annually administered as the main criterion to enter Ph.D. programs in all fields of study in Iran.
As a part of the recruitment process, the summoned applicants had to recourse to the particular
city(s) and university(s) for which they were qualified based on the norm-referenced written exam
to participate in on-site interviews. Interviews generally provide the universities with multiple
lines of information on the applicants’ previous research experience and their interests to conduct
future studies. They allow both applicants and the Ph.D. programs to get the most information
and find the most qualified applicants (Al Saiegh et al., 2020). As a consequence of the COVID-19
pandemic, recruitment processes have undergone novel changes (Davis et al., 2021; Kenwell et al.,
2021). Strielkowski (2020) refers to this situation as a digital revolution in academic and higher
education centers and believes it to be only one of the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Transiting to web-based platforms for holding interviews (Robinson et al., 2020) in response
to the pandemic was the most efficient decision made by most Iranian universities to recruit
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Ph.D. applicants for the academic year 2020-2021. Clary (2021)
states that holding such interviews via virtual environments
instead of traditional face-to-face interviews presents a double-
edged sword. But Strielkowski (2020) believes that online higher
education has almost the same attributes as real life in all its
aspects, such as defenses, entrance, and final exams.

The same changes in interview processes for recruitment
purposes occurred in other educational sects, especially medical
education, which was highly impacted by the pandemic
(Bhardwaj et al., 2021) including recruiting medical students for
residency (Davis et al., 2020; Foong, 2020; Shreffler et al., 2021),
surgical training (Day et al., 2020; McKinley et al., 2020), and
emergence medicine (Deiorio et al., 2019). The United States
health care is dramatically impacted by the pandemic (Patel
et al., 2020). All on-site interviews for residency applicants
were suggested to be transmitted to virtual assessments to
decrease the disease outbreak (Al Saiegh et al., 2020), posing
different challenges for both programs and applicants (Sarac
et al., 2020). The same challenges can also be taken advantage
of as opportunities for systemic improvements (Hammoud et al.,
2020). Previous literature shows that recruitment processes
undertaken via virtual formats are cost and time-saving, more
efficient than traditional ones, and allow an acceptable amount of
self-representation (Chandler et al., 2019; Robinson et al., 2020;
Tseng, 2020; Vining et al., 2020).

Hill et al. (2021b) reported the results of a survey study
in which 30 program directors and 64 candidates took part
to disclose their perceptions on virtual interviews (VI) for
the Complex General Surgical Oncology (CGSO) fellowship.
The overall results showed that both program directors and
applicants perceived the VIs to be convenient as it was easy
to use and posed no technical challenges. A surprising insight
was that most applicants preferred traditional on-site interviews
and valued them more. Davis et al. (2021) addressed the
financial and programming issues of implementing VI for
Otolaryngology Residency recruitment. Twelve single 15-min
VIs were conducted via zoom for 12 applicants who took part
in the following online survey to share their experiences and
attitudes with the researchers. Although VIs proved to be more
cost-efficient than traditional ones, the results also noted most
applicants’ dissatisfaction with the platform’s visual quality, poor
eye contact opportunities, and unexpected interruptions.

Previous research highlights the probable effects of gender
and prior interview experience on interview procedures and
outcomes (Huffcutt et al., 2011; Robles et al., 2013; Pogrebtsova
et al., 2020). For instance, interviewees will tend to speak in more
depth and length when the interviewer is of the same gender
and vice versa (Alhojailan, 2020), which is a manifestation of
the similarity-attraction paradigm (Byrne, 1961) more tendency
toward similarity. Furthermore, gender differences may result
in significantly different performance in interviews (Barbour
and Sandy, 2014; Leduc et al., 2017) and different emotional
experiences (Hannon, 2012), especially when involved in a
computer-based evaluation (Harley et al., 2020). Concerning
Ph.D. programs, Spronken-Smith et al. (2018) stated that gender
is one of the contributing factors to Ph.D. completion rates
in New Zealand. Likewise, having interview experience is an

antecedent of interviewees’ performance. It can lead to more self-
efficacy (Huffcutt et al., 2011) and more preparation to cope with
technical challenges (McColl and Michelotti, 2019). We assume
that gender and prior experience also moderate the applicants’
reactions to VI.

As undertaking online interviews have not been a routine
part of the Ph.D. entrance process and is considered “uncharted
waters” (Patel et al., 2020), no single study has been undertaken
on the subject. In other words, to the researchers’ knowledge,
research on the subject of online interviews has been mostly
restricted to gaining insights on medical education applications’
reflections and a comparison of face-to-face and online
interviews implementing different theoretical frameworks and
approaches. The specific theoretical framework implemented in
this study is Potosky’s (2008) framework of media attributes
embedded in communication theory (Arthur et al., 2018).
Potosky defines assessment administration media in terms of four
attributes that may alter applicants’ reactions to the assessment
process. These attributes are transparency, social bandwidth,
interactivity, and surveillance. A media is transparent when it
paves the way for an unblocked communication exchange where
the individuals can ask or respond to questions in the way
they intend to and desire. Social bandwidth refers to the extent
of relevant information which a media allows to be presented
during a communication exchange. The extent to which a media
allows for mutual communication exchange and interaction for
both communication parties is defined as media interactivity
attribute. Finally, surveillance has to do with privacy and security
concerns, i.e., the extent to which the person feels secure that the
communication process is not controlled or intercepted by a third
party. The aim of this research project has therefore been to tap
on Iranian Ph.D. applicants’ reflections on the virtual interview
process for Ph.D. entrance in light of Potosky’s framework, as the
insights gained from these reflections can be helpful for those
who will use these platforms (Hill et al., 2021b). Furthermore,
there is still little information about its pros and cons and some
technical guidelines for conducting them (Hill et al., 2021a).
Besides, the possible effects of gender and prior experience with
VI will be explored as individual differences have a moderating
effect on applicants’ reactions and behaviors (Lukacik et al.,
2020). More specifically, this study seeks to answer the following
questions:

(1) What are the Iranian Ph.D. applicants’ reflections on online
entry interviews in terms of its perceived benefits and
associated challenges?

(2) Do the gender and prior online interview experience affect
their reflections?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Media Attributes Framework
One of the recent frameworks implemented in technology-
mediated interview research was proposed by Denise Potosky
(2008). She offered this conceptual framework to rethink
candidates/personnel assessment “as a communication exchange
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process” and providing “new insight into the role of the medium
used to administer tests, interviews, and surveys” (p. 629).
Inspired by Barry and Fulmer (2004)’s study on social influence
interactions in organizations using different media channels,
Potosky distinguished among various media in terms of four
distinct attributes: transparency, social bandwidth, interactivity,
and surveillance. Unobtrusive and transparent media facilitate
the communication process, while obtrusive media let the parties
notice the mediating role of technology in the process. Social
bandwidth is defined as “the maximum transfer rate of a
medium” (p. 636), which may be limited in VI as they do
not allow a complete representation of both interviewees and
interviewers (Toldi, 2011). As its name suggests, the interactivity
of a medium refers to the rate of exchange quality and feedback
pace it provides. Surveillance refers to “publicness of interaction”
(Barry and Fulmer, 2004, p. 275) and the level of information and
communication security that the media presents.

From its inception as a viable framework for technological
media research, the media attributes framework has often
been used as the main or subsidiary framework to compare
different media for selection and assessment purposes. Basch
et al. (2020a) surveyed 154 working individuals to investigate
their perceptions on three different interview types, i.e., face-to-
face, synchronous (videoconferencing), and asynchronous. The
participants perceived technology-based interviews, primarily
when held asynchronously, as unfair compared to face-to-face
traditional interviews since they could not present themselves
fully due to physical absence, thus suffering from impaired social
presence. In another investigation aiming to identify factors
contributing to different perceptions and performance ratings
in traditional interviews and VI, Basch et al. (2020b) surveyed
114 students via pre- and post-interview questionnaires. As
expected by the researchers, VI was rated lower than a traditional
interview. They perceived the VI as inadequate in providing
social presence, eye contact, and impression management
opportunities. In the same vein, comparing conventional
and technology-mediated selection interviews, Melchers et al.
(2021) concluded that different interview media bring about
different performance ratings and perceptions under their
inherent attributes.

Virtual Interviews During Pandemic
Although the COVID-19 disease preceded the advent of virtual
interviewing as a norm for Ph.D. applicant selection in Iran,
online platforms have previously been utilized for the same
purposes, especially for business hiring purposes (Joshi et al.,
2020), even when there were no regulations for the required
social distancing. It has been argued that as these regulations will
remain, VIs will probably be utilized as a routine for selection
purposes for the near future (McKinley et al., 2020; Hill et al.,
2021a). Different platforms have been utilized in this regard,
each of which has contributed to both applicants and program
executers’ benefits and challenges. Many research projects have
been carried out in 2020 and 2021 concerning the COVID-19 era,
some of which are reported here.

Advanced endoscopy fellowship applicants and program
directors were surveyed by Kamboj et al. (2021) to explore

their experiences with VIs for the 2020 application cycle
during the COVID-19. Research Electronic Data Capture was
used to collect data which included 17-question surveys sent
individually to the respondents. The survey was responded
to by 37 applicants and 71 interviewers. Most applicants and
interviewers were pleased with experiencing VIs. Specifically,
the interviewers reported a good understanding of applicants’
background, interpersonal skills, professionalism, and career
aspirations. On the other hand, thirty-four of them were doubtful
about their ability to feature the endoscopy units and facilities
via the platform. The applicants admitted that this experience
was above their expectations as they understood the clinical
responsibilities, the academic and educational expectations,
procedural volume, and job placement at the program. The
major limitation associated with VIs for them was that they
did not get a good feel for the program and institution or
the endoscopy unit.

A university-affiliated children’s hospital was the site for a
study by Lewit and Gosain (2021) who distributed surveys
among applicants and faculty who had experienced VIs in the
Pediatric Surgery fellowship program. The surveys explored
overall satisfaction with both on-site interviews and VIs, the
quality of getting to know each other using each interview type,
the impact of interview type of the final rank list, and whether
they recommend VIs for future interview programs not. In
contrast to the previous research findings, most faculty (75%)
and applicants (87.5%) admitted on-site interviews over VIs.
Consequently, they did not recommend in-person interviews
to be replaced by VIs. Although the applicants believed that
interview type impacted their final rank list, the faculty did not
perceive such an influence. The applicants were displeased about
getting to know the faculty and the program in this way. With all
these aspects in mind, both applicants and faculty pointed to the
potentiality of using VIs as a subsidiary to in-person ones, most
likely as a screening tool.

Bamba et al. (2021) explored applicants’ opinions at the
Indiana University Independent Plastic Surgery program to find
out whether they prefer VI or in-person interviews and compare
the perceptions of virtually interviewed applicants with in-person
interviewed applicants. Online surveys were email distributed to
30 applicants, out of whom 18 responded to the survey (10 had
completed the in-person interview and eight had completed VI).
Findings indicated VI’s efficiency in both financial and temporal
terms. But virtually interviewed applicants complained about
lagging behind their counterparts as they did not get to know
the program and the applicants in conventional interviews. For
the same reason, all of them preferred the traditional interview
type. On the other hand, the in-person group perceived their
experience more positively and only 10% of them admitted
to preferring VI.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Design
We performed a sequential explanatory mixed-methods study
design (Creswell et al., 2003; Riazi, 2016), the QUAN-QUAL
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type (Dornyei, 2007), to collect quantitative data followed and
substantiated by qualitative data. Therefore, the participants’
answers to an online survey were analyzed quantitatively and
the data from individual asynchronous online interviews were
analyzed via qualitative thematic analysis.

Participants
All participants of this study (N = 231) were Ph.D. applicants
who had experienced Ph.D. programs’ entrance online interviews
in at least one Iranian university. The participants’ contact
information was made available to the researchers after passing
some administrative processes. Ethical considerations were
ensured by explaining the study’s purposes and asking them to
voluntarily fill out the corresponding online survey. Those who
completed the survey were also requested to participate in the
asynchronous interviews held via WhatsApp voice messaging
contentedly. Nobody was obliged to take part in any stage
and all of them were assured that their non-participation
and responses to the survey and interview questions would
not impact the results of the preceding Ph.D. interview.
The demographic information of the participants is presented
in Table 1.

Instruments
Quantitative data was collected online using Google Forms. The
online survey consisted of three demographic questions (age,
gender, and major), three general questions [any experience
of taking part in an online interview, the primary method of
gaining information about the interview staff (item 1), and
the criterion for selecting the supervisor (item 2)], and 48
Likert-point statements in which respondents rated their level
of agreement from strongly agree to strongly disagree. These
statements were either self-developed or adopted from different
sources (Chapman et al., 2003; Toldi, 2010; Langer et al., 2017;
Basch and Melchers, 2019) and were arranged within thirteen
subscales, including overall favorability (items 3–9), procedural
justice/global fairness (items 10–13), ability to communicate
information/opportunity to perform (items 14–18 adapted and
items 19–23 self-developed), consistency (item 25), perceived
flexibility/travel constraints (items 26–29), perceived ease of
use (items 30–32), perceived usefulness (item 33), emotional
creepiness (item 34), creepy ambiguity (items 35 and 36),
privacy concerns (items 37–40), perceived behavioral control
(items 41–47), two-way communication (items 48 and 49),
and interpersonal treatment (item 50). Appendix A consists

TABLE 1 | Demographics of applicants who completed the survey.

Gender

-Male 111(49%)

-Female 120(51%)

Age

-Range 24–46

Major

-TEFL 129(56%)

-Linguistics 102(44%)

of the English version of this survey, although all the items
were translated into Persian for this study purpose in order to
avoid any miscomprehensions. The questionnaire was piloted
via consulting an expert and researcher in the field and
having four non-participants answer the questions; consequently,
some items were removed and some others modified. The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the questionnaire was 0.83.
We asked the respondents to take part in the asynchronous
online interviews to provide us with more explanations for
collecting the qualitative data. The semi-structured interview
questions were directly extracted from the survey subscales
(four questions/Appendix B).

Procedure
The whole data collection procedure was conducted over 4 weeks.
First, the researchers created a group in WhatsApp messenger,
including 300 Ph.D. applicants, the contact information of
whom was accessed legally from the university headquarters.
The researchers provided the members with a general overview
of the whole process as group admins, followed by the link
that redirected them to the online survey. Those who did
not acquiesce to either left the group or did not respond
(N = 69). Three weeks after creating the group, the researchers
asked the respondents to participate in the online interviews
conducted via the end-to-end encrypted WhatsApp chats.
A total of 36 applicants agreed to take part. The interviews
were conducted in Persian to avoid any misunderstanding on
the part of the interviewees. Each interview session lasted
7–10 min, all the audios were saved, translated into English, and
transcribed verbatim.

Data Analysis
A 26.0 SPSS statistics package was used to analyze the quantitative
data. To address the first research question, descriptive statistics
(percentage) was applied. Moreover, the qualitative data were
analyzed using thematic analysis. All the audios were transcribed,
translated into English, and read several times to be segmented
into separate units or themes. Referential statistics (ANOVA) was
utilized to address the second research question.

RESULTS

Candidates’ Reflections on Perceived
Benefits and Associated Challenges of
Ph.D. Online Interviews
Research question one concerned how Ph.D. applicants perceive
the online interview as a Ph.D. student selection medium. The
survey results, divided by its subscales, are summarized in
Figure 1. The percentages of negative and positive options are
summed up under a single category for saving space and being
more reader-friendly.

Overall, most of the applicants were in favor of online
interviewing. The most positively responded factor out of
the 13 questionnaire subscales was perceived flexibility/travel
constraints (62%). Likewise, 59% of them perceived the
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FIGURE 1 | Analysis of participants’ survey responses.

procedure as helpful, and 54% were satisfied with interpersonal
treatment during the interview. On the other hand, they were
significantly less satisfied with perceived behavioral control
(4%) and the ability to communicate information/opportunity
to perform (6%). In conjunction, 52% did not perceive this
procedure as a proper selection tool. Furthermore, they were
primarily unsure about privacy concerns and the overall
favorability of the interview process.

The individual semi-structured online interviews were used
to explore the applicants’ perceived benefits and associated
challenges of Ph.D. online interviews. The thematic analysis
of the interview data resulted in generating broad themes, as
presented in Table 2. Each emergent theme is elaborated on by
quoting applicants’ statements anonymously (A1–A36).

The cognitive benefits of VI were the opportunities they were
provided as they felt less frustrated, more self-confident, more

concentrated, and given more chances to represent themselves.
A1, A23, and A4’s comments are as follows, respectively:

Last year Ph.D. interviews were conducted in person. I do not forget
how much I suffered from frustration in being in such a situation. I
mean having to present myself in front of several experts of the field.
Fortunately, this feeling was suppressed to a great degree as I was
not in the same atmosphere.

You know, for being selected as a Ph.D. candidate, you have to
convince the professors that you believe in your abilities. The key
to bringing about such a belief in them is self-confidence. In my
opinion, VI provided me with good self-confidence as I was not
worried about miscellaneous issues.

The more you trust yourself, the more you will succeed in handling
the situation at hand. As a result of more confidence, I was entirely
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TABLE 2 | Themes and codes extracted from the interview data.

A. Cognitive benefits 1. Less frustration

2. More self-confidence

3. More concentration on the questions

B. Financial benefits 1. No travel costs

2. No residency costs

C. Personal benefits 1. More time to get prepared

2. More safety

3. Less fatigue

4. More chance to take part in multiple interviews

5. No need to be absent for job

D. Technical challenges 1. Webcam problems

2. Speaker and microphone problems

3. Connectivity problems

4. Platform-related problems

E. Communicative challenges 1. Not enough feedback

2. Less chance to self-represent

3. No access to all professors’ video/audio

F. Personal challenges 1. Non-friendly atmosphere

2. Not feeling an academic atmosphere

3. Not suitable for all personality types

G. Ways to improve 1. Holding webinars

2. Sharing tutorial videos

concentrated on the posed questions and was more apt to take part
in the discussions.

Financial issues were the most favorable factors being
mentioned by the participants. In this regard, A5 and A20
breathed a sigh of relief as their comments reveal:

I have some bad memories of not traveling to the interview site
because of financial issues. I was invited for an interview by several
universities. Still, I could not afford to participate in all of them. The
most important reason had to do with monetary issues, which were
alleviated this year.

Besides and following financial issues, one of the most important
reasons for not traveling to the invited universities was having no
place to stay overnight. You know you need to rest and relax.
No hotel or residence other than your place of habitant can be so
relaxing.

Factors other than cognitive and financial ones were more
related to the applicants themselves and their families:

If I had to travel to another city; especially far cities, I had to plan
a different schedule because I missed 2 days, i.e., 1 day for traveling
and 1 day for returning. This year, I had more time to study and get
prepared for the interview day. (A28)

I am sure that if the interviews were in person, I could not convince
my family to take part in most of them. . . due to both transportation
and COVID issues. (A7)

Traveling to other cities causes a lot of fatigue in me, thus impacting
my performance in the interview. I was no more worried about this
issue. (A12)

Several universities invited me and if the interviews were not held
virtually, I had to select among them based on some criteria. VI
gave me more chance of being accepted as I could participate in
interviews at multiple universities. (A19)

If the interviews had to be conducted on-site, I had to ignore
participating in some of them. I am a full-time employe. I had to
quit my job, but my absence from the job was limited, unlike last
year that I had to recess it for at least 1 or 2 days. (A29)

Technical challenges were the most cited factors that
hindered applicants’ performance. The following comments are
representatives of these challenges:

During VI, I had some problems receiving and sending voice and
video despite having a stable connection. This led to my frustration
and anxiety. (A11)

Virtual platforms cannot be considered as the most convenient
tool for conducting such essential interviews. I suffered from poor
internet quality. As a result, I did not perform well despite my good
preparation. (A2)

I was so bothered to download the platform and its supplementary
apps. I wonder whether this was the case for others or not.
Furthermore, I lost the page abruptly. (A10)

Other challenging factors were primarily relevant to
interactional and communicative issues characteristic of
virtual environments.

Interaction is a determining factor when negotiating an issue. I did
not receive sensible feedback from the professors, maybe because
I could not fully understand their facial expressions and body
language. (A4)

Being interviewed means self-representation. It means showing your
best side to get the interviewers’ attention. Based on my previous
experience with in-person interviews, the chance to represent
yourself in an online interview is not comparable to that in on-site
interviews due to time limitations. I was undecided. (A25)

The interview team should work interactively, not individually.
When you can see and hear all the interviewers, you feel more
decided and less frustrated. This feature was absent in VI. I did not
receive the required feedback. You know, when I see my partner
eager to hear me, I can go on quickly. (A34)

The last category had to do with challenges personally, as some
may not feel so comfortable with technology-based interactions.
The following statements point out these challenges:

In-person interviews happen in a more friendly and personal
atmosphere which contributes to applicants’ lower anxiety. . .
meeting professors in person can totally alter the interviewees’
performance. Unfortunately, this was not the case with VI. (A18)

For me, an on-site interview seems more academic and brings about
a sense of formality. I could not take VI as seriously because I
thought it would be totally different from traditional interviews in
terms of its atmosphere and ability to perform. (A31)

I am not so comfortable with performing via virtual platforms.
I prefer actual presence and see and hear the interviewers
in person. I do not believe in my virtual abilities; I fear
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being virtually interviewed even for reasons other than Ph.D.
entrance (A10)

Apart from the benefits and challenges associated with VI, the
participants recommended holding webinars and sharing tutorial
videos as two ways leading to a better VI experience. A3 and A6,
respectively believed that:

One of the innovative ways of discussing different aspects of an issue
is holding online seminars, i.e., webinars, which allow participation
everywhere and anytime. If such a webinar was held by the Ministry
of Science, Research, and Technology or the university, we had more
familiarity and would be more successful in the interview.

As platforms to hold online meetings abound, each specific
university can share links to tutorial videos on running and using
the needed platform on its website.

Gender and Prior Experience Influences
Addressing the second research question, two sets of ANOVA
were calculated to investigate possible differences between gender
and prior experience. As Tables 3, 4 show, neither gender nor the
prior experience of taking part in an online interview impacted
the applicants’ reflections on the procedure (sig > 0.05).

The applicants’ responses to the survey questions showed their
opinions about the interview process and the staff. Gender is one
of the factors impacting both evaluating and making decisions
about programs (Nesdoly et al., 2020), although it was not the
case in this study. Likewise, having prior experience with VI
makes a difference between applicants’ reflections. One possible
reason for this non-discrepancy is due to the design differences of
different VI platforms, such as the opportunity to fake responses
(Lukacik et al., 2020) and restrictiveness in making and correcting
errors (Wong, 2020). Another explanation is that experiencing
the actual interview lowers the differences between the applicants
with prior experience and their counterparts (Melchers et al.,
2021). Unlike this study, Wong (2020) found that having no
prior VI experiences results in more negative reactions against VI,
especially concerning fairness and justice issues, but experiencing
VI may help to mitigate pre-interview negative reflections (Basch
et al., 2020a). According to Robles et al. (2013), adverse effects
of having no VI experience can be counteracted by providing the
applicants with pre-interview preparation materials.

TABLE 3 | ANOVA results for the influence of gender differences.

Sum of squares Df Mean square F Sig.

Between groups 0.046 1 0.046 0.247 0.620

Within groups 43.045 229 0.188

Total 43.091 230

TABLE 4 | ANOVA results for the influence of prior experience.

Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.

Between groups 0.625 1 0.625 3.372 0.068

Within groups 42.466 229 0.185

Total 43.091 230

DISCUSSION

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted in-person Ph.D. entrance
interviews across many fields. The recruitment/selection process
is one of the beneficiaries of technological advancement
(Nikolaou, 2021) and Ph.D. entrance interviews are not an
exception, especially during the pandemic. This study evaluated
perceptions regarding virtual Ph.D. entrance interviews. It
demonstrated that the virtual interview process was an efficient
process for applicants regarding perceived flexibility, usefulness,
and interpersonal treatment. These findings substantiate that of
Chandler et al. (2019), Seifi et al. (2020), Bamba et al. (2021),
and Cor et al. (2021), who reported applicants’ satisfaction
with VI concerning financial issues and travel distance. Travel
and residency costs are among the main concerns for people
involved in on-site interviewing (Seifi et al., 2020), associated
with obligating to pay and leading to inefficiency (Molina et al.,
2020). Some virtual world experts conceive this crisis period as
an opportunity for students to experience more time-saving and
less stressful recruitment processes (Sullivan et al., 2020). As the
pandemic crisis will continue, consequent candidate recruitment
programs should think innovatively and deem the situation as “an
opportune time” (Tseng, 2020).

The least satisfying features of the VI were
perceived behavioral control, the ability to communicate
information/opportunity to perform, and procedural justice.
A possible explanation for not feeling enough behavior control
on the applicants’ part may be related to professors, as the
meeting hosts are responsible for giving the interviewees audio
and video accessibility. When applicants feel such a lack of
control in a structured VI context, they react negatively against
the experience (Deiorio et al., 2019). Generally, interviewees
are evaluated on their communicative abilities, and VI is
disadvantageous in this regard as applicants’ personalities
cannot be shown in such communication (Hudak et al., 2019).
Furthermore, the lack of feedback in VI invokes the applicants’
impression that they have not been given enough chance to
perform (Langer et al., 2017). According to social presence
theory (Short et al., 1976), when parties feel the communication
partners’ presence, they favor the conversation more, which also
impacts their perceptions and communication quality. Likewise,
partner presence leads to richer social cues, contributing to
better social bandwidth (Potosky, 2008). This lack of opportunity
to achieve explains our study participants’ adverse reactions
against VI’s procedural justice. However, the VI procedure was
considered fair by most participants in Deiorio et al. (2019).
To minimize these adverse reactions and present their best
version, applicants should optimize their surroundings, check
their audiovisual quality, and pay close attention to the overall
etiquettes (Sarac et al., 2020).

Among all survey subscales, privacy concerns was the one
about which most participants were uncertain as 58% had no
idea about it. As suggested by the media attributes framework,
privacy concerns are closely connected to surveillance issues.
Interview sessions may be recorded and stored clandestinely, and
the applicants may be unaware of them (Melchers et al., 2021).
This uncertainty may affect their reactions and performance and
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the impression that VI does not respect their privacy (Balcerak
and Woźniak, 2021). Gender differences did not significantly
impact the applicants’ perceptions, as was also the case in Baker
et al. (2020) and Seifi et al. (2020). But Shreffler et al. (2021) found
that male and female applicants differed regarding their responses
to some survey statements. At the time of this study, 75% of
our participants did not have any prior experience with VI. The
results revealed that VI did not impact the applicants’ perceptions
which is in line with Basch et al. (2020a) but contradicts McColl
and Michelotti (2019).

The three major categories of VI benefits had to do with
financial, cognitive, and personal issues. Pre- and during-
pandemic research gives some accounts of the same benefits
as admitted by participants. Less stress and frustration, more
efficiency in time and travel, and the chance to take part in several
interviews are only some of these benefits (Melendez et al., 2012;
Watson et al., 2017; Vining et al., 2020). Financial and temporal
savings are welcomed by both interviewers and interviewees,
especially for the latter. They can afford more interview sessions
and do not have to decline some of them; moreover, being safe
from unexpected hazardous travels is just another gift for them
(Joshi et al., 2020). Some of the Ph.D. applicants had jobs that
might cause them some scheduling problems for the interview
sessions. VI alleviated these problems by offering flexible and
convenient scheduling (Bhardwaj et al., 2021).

The main drawbacks associated with VI were technical,
communicative, and personal challenges experienced by the
applicants. Less chance for self-representation was a drawback
of VI, as evident in the qualitative data. This finding contradicts
those of Healy and Bedair (2017), Chandler et al. (2019), Grova
et al. (2020), Vining et al. (2020), and Hill et al. (2021b),
in which applicants admitted the opportunity to represent
themselves accurately via videoconference interviewing. Ph.D.
applicants had some complaints about not receiving enough
feedback from the professors. According to Majumder et al.
(2020), some feedback provision features characteristic of
face-to-face interviews, such as non-verbal cues, cannot be
easily replicated in VI. One of the most important non-
verbal cues is eye contact which plays a significant role in
social judgment (Leung et al., 2021). In VI, applicants report
“suboptimal eye contact” as well as difficulty in conversations
(Davis et al., 2021). Limited or omitted eye contact is an
inseparable feature of VI (Hudak et al., 2019). Although Potosky
(2008) admitted that traditional interviews and VI are both
interactive, they provide non-equivalent social bandwidth since
partners’ complete and detailed behavior cannot be seen via
a computer screen (Balcerak and Woźniak, 2021). In VI,
interaction is further limited by lag times (Wegge, 2006) and
less opportunity to perform non-verbal behavior (Toldi, 2011;
Blacksmith et al., 2016). This limited opportunity is closely
related to the transparency attribute, as communication is
mediated by webcams and microphones (Basch et al., 2020a).
Another communicative aspect being criticized by our study
participants was having no access to all professors’ videos,
which contrasts with Majumder et al. (2020) who reported that
ease of interaction with all interview members was a positive
aspect mentioned by applicants. Virtual platforms generally

do not allow the personal interaction typical in face-to-face
interviews (Schlitzkus et al., 2013; McKinley et al., 2020). The
latter provides the highest transparency level (Melchers et al.,
2021) as a crucial component of achieving mutual, two-way
information transfer. Communication can also be inhibited by
the concern that individuals other than professors will hear it at
the moment or by the concern that the interview session will be
recorded for subsequent evaluation. Thus, as one of the media
attributes, surveillance issues can lead to modifications in the
assessment process via VI and the applicants’ perceptions toward
it (Potosky, 2008).

On the contrary, Davis et al.’s (2020) participants complained
that distinguishing the speaker in a single conference room was
difficult and did not allow focused conversations. As mentioned
previously, VI can be a double-edged sword (Clary, 2021) as
it can yield both personal challenges and benefits. So, while
VI decreases some face-to-face interview problems, it may
not yield the same goals achieved via on-site interviewing
(Wolff and Burrows, 2020).

Most of these communicative problems cited by applicants
were somehow associated with the inherent technical challenges,
such as webcam and audio quality which result in poor
mutual interaction (Bohannon et al., 2013; Leung et al., 2021),
and “dynamics of group interactions” can be threatened by
connectivity interruptions as well (Foong, 2020). Among the
technical challenges, video and voice interruptions were more
often highlighted by the applicants, which were the same
problems for participants in Shah et al. (2012) and Edje et al.
(2013). As media attributes and communication channels in
VI, audio and video impairment result in negative justice
perceptions as well as limited social bandwidth (Basch et al.,
2020a). Applicants and faculty should also bear in mind that
“glitches” may occur unexpectedly (Feld and Shah, 2021). As
technical problems cannot be expected, it is better to have a
kind of backup program to save time and allow all applicants to
contribute (Hill et al., 2021a). The applicants themselves should
also think of the same issues and test their technology quality
in advance (Jones and Abdelfattah, 2020; McKinley et al., 2020).
Besides, not all applicants will be ready to accept VI as they
may not have access to good-quality internet and technological
support like a webcam (Pourmand et al., 2018). Unfortunately,
VI settings can bring about unwanted bias due to differences in
applicants’ technical capabilities (Patel et al., 2020). This “implicit
bias” should be mitigated by training the applicants as well as
the faculty to recognize the bias and necessary techniques for
performing in VI (Nwora et al., 2021).

Applicants were also dissatisfied with the non-personal and
non-academic atmosphere they experienced during the VI. In
this regard, on-site interviews are superior to VIs for recruiting
and selecting purposes as they allow a mutual interaction between
applicants and program members as well as feeling for the
program and its location (Shappell and Schnapp, 2019). As
the applicants may be admitted to several universities, they
have to make decisions and this decision making is significantly
impacted by visiting the interview campus, which gives a
fuller understanding of the applicants’ potential “future home”
(Bernstein et al., 2020).
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Considering all the positive and negative points highlighted
by the Ph.D. applicants, they offered two ways to assist for a
more efficient future VI. Holding webinars and sharing tutorial
videos were deemed to be helpful in this regard. Providing pre-
interview preparation and distributing pre-interview materials
for both applicants and faculty are among important strategies to
consider when assessing and recruiting applicants online (Chou
et al., 2020; Hill et al., 2021b), such as holding mock interviews
and designing methods to familiarize the applicants with the
procedure such as videos or podcasts (Vining et al., 2020).

CONCLUSION

This study offered empirical findings suggesting that VIs can be
used successfully for future educational entrance programs. The
interview findings shed further light on the initial quantitative
results offering that VI can both contribute to and hinder the flow
of the interview, which can be optimized by preparing applicants
in advance for such experience. Several limitations were inherent
in this study; for example, more applicants from different fields
of study could be surveyed to reach more generalizable data
with a more representative sample size. Other researchers are
recommended to investigate the faculty’s reflections on using

VIs for Ph.D. entrance. Another interesting line of future
inquiry may be exploring major and digital literacy’s effects on
applicants’ reflections. Such studies may be well accompanied
by investigating other individual differences like technophobia,
anxiety, and personality types. Although the participants were
assured that their responses and comments would have no impact
on the interview results, there is the potentiality that they may be
biased in favor of the VI. About the implications of this study in
recruitment programs, it is recommended that administrators of
Ph.D. programs raise applicants’ awareness of VIs procedure and
enhance their applicability for the entrance interviews.
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APPENDIX A: THE ENGLISH VERSION OF THE ONLINE SURVEY

Demographic information:
Gender: Age: Major:
Have you ever experienced online interviewing? Yes No

1 What was your main source of getting information about the interview staff (professors)? Google search Google scholar ORCID
profile Research gate profile None

2 What was your main criteria for choosing you a supervisor? More Google Scholar citations The number
of ISI article The number of scientific
research papers The professors’ scientific
status(associate, assistant, professor)
Previous information from other sources

3 I was satisfied with my online interview process. SA A NI D SD

4 I think it is better to use online interviews for selecting Ph.D. applicants. SA A NI D SD

5 I prefer face-to-face interviews over online interviews SA A NI D SD

6 The online interview allowed me to present my best side. SA A NI D SD

7 I found participating in the online interview difficult. SA A NI D SD

8 I performed well in the online interview. SA A NI D SD

9 I feel positive about the outcome of the online interview. SA A NI D SD

10 Online interviewing is a logical method for identifying qualified Ph.D. candidates for the field and
university in question.

SA A NI D SD

11 Online interviewing will detect an individuals’ important qualities that differentiate them from others. SA A NI D SD

12 Online interviewing is impersonal and cold. SA A NI D SD

13 This Ph.D. selection procedure was fair. SA A NI D SD

14 During the online interview, I had no problems answering questions in the time/space allotted. SA A NI D SD

15 It was easy to communicate without receiving feedback from the professors. SA A NI D SD

16 During an online interview, I was able to show interest in the field. SA A NI D SD

17 I was able to convey my personality during the online interview. SA A NI D SD

18 I felt like an online interview lacked some on-site interview features. SA A NI D SD

19 I had problems with the internet connection during the online interview. SA A NI D SD

20 I had problems with my webcam during the online interview. SA A NI D SD

21 During the online interview, the professors had trouble receiving my voice (microphone problems). SA A NI D SD

22 During the online interview, I had trouble receiving the professors’ voice (speaker problems). SA A NI D SD

23 I would prefer to access all professors’ videos during the online interview. SA A NI D SD

24 The online interview would allow applicants to show what they really can do. SA A NI D SD

25 The online interview would be conducted for all applicants in the same way. SA A NI D SD

26 The online interview offers a wide range of flexibility concerning time and place. SA A NI D SD

27 Online interviewing saved me time since I did not have to travel for the interview. SA A NI D SD

28 I liked the schedule flexibility in financial, spatial, and temporal terms. SA A NI D SD

29 If I had to travel for this interview, I would not have continued in the selection process. SA A NI D SD

30 Taking part in the online interview was easy for me. SA A NI D SD

31 I found the online interview flexible and interactive as a Ph.D. applicant selection tool. SA A NI D SD

32 I found it easy to get the program for online interviews to do what I wanted to. SA A NI D SD

33 Online interviews were easier to conduct for applicants compared to in-person interviews. SA A NI D SD

34 I felt uneasy and anxious during the online interview. SA A NI D SD

35 I did not know exactly how to behave during the online interview situation. SA A NI D SD

36 I did not know exactly what to expect from the situation. SA A NI D SD

37 In an online interview, it was important to me to keep my privacy intact. SA A NI D SD

38 Online interviews threaten Ph.D. applicants’ privacy. SA A NI D SD

39 Private data submitted during or before online interviews could be misused. SA A NI D SD

40 During the online interview, I provided private data that will be stored easily. SA A NI D SD

41 Through my performance, I can influence the result of the online interview. SA A NI D SD

42 I felt that I was in control of the online interview. SA A NI D SD

43 During online interview, I think that I convinced the professors that I possess the required qualifications. SA A NI D SD

(Continued)
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(Continued)

44 During an online interview, it was possible to control the conversations. SA A NI D SD

45 The results of the online interview are unpredictable. SA A NI D SD

46 The online interview procedure was uncontrollable for the applicants. SA A NI D SD

47 Online interview allowed Ph.D. applicants to present themselves as they intended to. SA A NI D SD

48 I was satisfied with the communication and interaction that occurred during the online interview. SA A NI D SD

49 I was free to ask questions about the online interview if I had any. SA A NI D SD

50 During the online interview, the professors treated me politely and respectfully. SA A NI D SD

APPENDIX B: THE GUIDING INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

(1) What benefits did you perceive in online interviews that were absent in on-site interviews?
(2) What were the challenges associated with online interviews that were not characteristic of the on-site interviews?
(3) How can the universities and departments best portray and explain online interview procedures?
(4) How can the Ph.D. applicant best learn about the online interview and its environment?
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