
Senior Job Interview Questions 

1. What problems are there in the department that could be solved without money, that is, by 
changing procedures.  Are there problems that couldn’t be solved even with money?  More 
generally, I would classify problems into four categories:

a. Can be solved without money

b. Can be solved with a short-term investment of money (i.e. seed money or fxing 
something)

c. Can be solved with a long-term investment

d. Can’t be solved even with money

2. Granting the uncertainties of rankings, what do people perceive the departmental ranking to 
be?  Why is it not higher, or do people care?  What are the strongest subfelds; what are the 
weakest? [To individuals: Outside of your own area, what is the strongest feld in the 
department?] 

3. How do the subfelds get along? How much cross-over work is there? Among faculty? Among 
graduate students? More generally, how would you describe the institutional culture within the
department?  How are decisions handled if there is a split of opinion in the department? Are 
there any signifcant long-term factions/divisions in the department? What is the relationship 
between IR and the rest of the department?

4. What is the reputation of the department within the university?  What do you see as the 
primary strengths of the university?

5. How does the Endowment Association deal with the department?  Is the department able to do 
its own fund-raising? Are there alumni who regularly donate to the department?

6. What is the attitude of the university towards interdisciplinary research? What sort of 
interdisciplinary initiatives currently exist, and what ones are underway?

7. What does the department think about interdisciplinary activities?  How much 
interdisciplinary work is actually done?  Specifcally, how are relationships with

a. Statistics

b. Computer Science

c. Economics

d. Any area studies programs (are there any funded Title VI programs?)

e. Are there other institutes/centers on campus that employ or would be of interest to political
scientists?

8. What has been the success rate on junior faculty getting tenure?  What are the expectations; is 
there a mentoring system in place?  How do the junior faculty respond to mentoring? Are the 
standards for tenure clear?  Are these stable?



9. What is the overall age distribution in the department? What are the expectations for moving 
from associate to full, and how institutionalized is this? What is the retention rate for tenured 
faculty; why do they leave? Do faculty who are no longer doing research have higher 
teaching/administrative loads (really: in theory, of course, they do…)

10. Is there a phased retirement program; if so, how frequently is it used. Are there patterns to 
when senior people retire? Do the slots of retired people remain in the department; what does 
the department do with these (i.e. how strong is the tendency to clone retired individuals?) Do 
retirees have any say in selecting their replacements (they shouldn't...)

11. What is the situation with respect to various named, “distinguished” and otherwise special 
professorships? How many of these exist, what sorts of resources do they bring? What factors 
are involved in awarding them; how competitive has the department been?

12. How does the department deal with potential conficts between quantitative and qualitative 
work? How many faculty do multi-methods work? Graduate students? 

13. How consensual has the recent hiring been?  How good a job do you think that the department 
does in hiring at the junior level?  Senior level?

14. What aspect of the university most helps/hinders the work of individual researchers? What is 
the attitude in the university towards social science research, and towards social science-sized 
grants? 

15. How well does the university deal with the local and national media? Does the university 
public relations department have any interest in political science? Is there anyone in the 
department who regularly deals with the media?

16. If public: what percentage of the budget is provided by the state? What is the state-wide 
governance structure (e.g. a regents system). How interventionist is the legislature?

17. Outside funding:

a. What incentives are in place for encouraging people to get this?  How do you adjust for the
fact that some areas are more easily funded than others? 

b. How much indirect costs are returned to the College? The department? Individual 
researchers? 

c. How much does it cost to buy out a class, and are there limitations on how many classes 
can be bought out in an academic year?

d. Does an individual with a grant have direct access to the accounts for that grant? How 
frequently are those updated?

e. What is the attitude towards contract research for the government? For private industry?

f. How well is the grants administration offce run? Do they deal effectively with FastLane? 
Can they deal with “I've got money if you can get me a proposal by COB tomorrow” 
requests? If the university were audited on its use of indirect costs (or has it been?), how 
much would the indirect cost rate need to go down? Would anyone go to jail (or has 
anyone)?



18. Computer questions

a. What is the computer support like? Are the computer people actually helpful? Competent? 
Could any of them get a job outside the university? Are they are bunch of control freaks 
who generally view the faculty as morons? How long does it take to get something fxed?

b. Will you have administrative access to your machine? The machines of your GRAs? At 
what level in the university are these policies determined?

c. Is there a policy concerning regular upgrades for hardware?

d. What is the attitude towards Macintoshes? Do the computer support people actually know 
anything about Macs or are they still fguring that if they wait long enough Apple will go 
away? Do they have a clue about Unix, or do they think “computer” means “Windows”?

e. What are the computer labs for graduate students like; what software is readily available?

f. What is the policy concerning servers? Does the institution maintain its own server farm? 
What are the policies towards cloud computing: are their mechanisms for paying for this?

g. What is the policy towards custom URLs (e.g. http://eventdata.psu.edu)

h. What software licenses does the university hold (e.g. Microsoft, EndNote, Adobe, 
Mathematica, Stata). What is the attitude towards open source?

i. What sort of high-performance computer facilities are available, and what are the access 
policies, both free and buying-in. How good is the support; what are the plans for the 
future?

j. How easy is it to hire competent programmers, either undergraduate or graduate?

19. What is the daycare situation, both for faculty and graduate students? Is there a long wait for 
on-campus facilities? How does the faculty view assistant professors, particularly women,  
having children?

20. What is the sabbatical policy—specifcally how much release funding is provided, and can it 
be extended across an entire year. What percentage of people applying for sabbatical get it, and
how is this decided. If relevant, how negotiable is the sabbatical clock?

21. What sort of supplementary funding is available for faculty research; how is this allocated; 
how competitive is it? Is there funding for graduate student research and travel; how 
competitive is it?

22. What is the travel funding situation?  What sort of support is available for international travel? 
Are there restrictions on travel to countries designated as dangerous by the State Dept? For 
faculty? For graduate students?

23. Are the GTAs unionized?  In general, what is the relationship between the department and the 
GTAs?  How uniform is the GTA workload?

24. How does the student and faculty appeals system work?  Is there an ombudsman?



25. What funding is available for speakers?  What is the source of this funding and how stable is it
over the long term? Are there funds for speaker hospitality:receptions, dinners, etc?

26. What is the structure of the president, provost and deans offces? Are there discipline-specifc 
associate deans? Is there a dean for research? International studies? Where are various 
decisions actually made? Is there a genuine strategic plan? What parts of the administration 
look most like a Dilbert cartoon? A turkey farm?

27. What is the policy on leave-without-pay? How does the department view FEMLA leave? Has 
the department ever dealt with a faculty member with a chronic medical condition?

28. Is salary information public?  How widely known is it? Are salary “bumps” possible except in 
response to outside offers? Are active faculty expected to get outside offers, or does the dean’s 
offce exercise pro-active “predator control” to try to retain productive faculty?

29. What is the ratio of funded to unfunded graduate students?  How are decisions to continue 
funding made?  What sort of offers can be made to incoming students?  What sort of track 
record to do have on getting the students you want? What sort of fellowship support is 
available at the entry level? Dissertation level?

30. Department governance

a. Chair or head system? Under either, to what degree is the head/chair the dean's 
representative to the department versus the department's representative to the dean? 
How stable are policies across chairs? What is the average tenure of a chair; is the 
person generally the choice of the dean, the department or some elite cabal? Any 
notably good or bad chairs in recent years?

b. To what extent are important issues resolved by votes versus consensus. If votes, to 
what extent are these determined by pre-meeting discussions/preferences/ conspiracies,
versus the discussion in the faculty meeting actually making a difference? If consensus,
what is considered a consensus? If consensus is not reached, does the head/chair decide
the issue, or is it put on hold? Are there veto groups? Are  strategic voting and other 
agenda-manipulation tactics common?

c. How often are faculty meetings held, who attends?

d. Are the faculty by-laws meaningful or pro-forma? Are they enforced some some 
pedant who doesn't know the difference between a university department and a junior 
high school student council? Are there mysterious “unwritten rules” governing certain 
topics/options?

e. Do some faculty attempt to go to the dean to reverse decisions they don't like? How 
widespread is this? Is the department (or specifc individuals) considered a problem? 
Has the department have been threatened with, or put into, “receivership” due to 
governance problems?

f. Is there a senior cabal that pretty much runs things? How are the opinions of untenured 
faculty and graduate students treated? What has been the past experience of senior 
people coming in from the outside with new experiences and ideas?

g. Do faculty with administrative experience tend to go into higher administration, and if 
so, has the department benefted or been hurt by this?



31. Departmental culture

a. If the department were a television show, it would be...

• Game of Thrones, The Sopranos, House of Cards, Breaking Bad: not a good sign

• The Simpsons, Alpha House, The Offce: about right, probably an honest answer

• Cheers, Friends: in the absence of strong collaborative evidence, the individual 
saying this is either lying, clueless, or exercises dictatorial control 

b. Are the staff considered colleagues, co-workers, or adversaries? Is the department over-, 
under- or appropriately staffed? Does anyone care? 

c. How long do dirty dishes stay in the sink, and who cleans them up? What is the half-life of
a fork or coffee cup provided for general use?

d. How often do cookies and donuts appear?

e. How is coffee managed? e.g. common pot with contributions; if so, are they made; or 
everyone just makes their own? If common, how many of the faculty actually know how to
make coffee?

f. Do faculty actually show up except for classes, or do they prefer to “work from home”?

32. Startup costs (some of these should wait until an offer is made, though in other cases chairs 
will provide the information in great detail in order to kill time and preempt other questions)

a. Is it possible to make a funded return visit with spouse before accepting an offer?

b. Moving expenses: how much is allowed, is it directly billed? What have been the 
experiences with moving companies under contract with the university (if relevant). What 
other relocation expenses could be covered?

c. Any funds for house hunting trips after accepting an offer? Is there a competent realtor that
many people have worked with?

d. Computers

e. Offce furniture

f. Is there a policy for providing one or two courses off in the initial years?

33. What is the smartest thing the department has done since you arrived?  What is the dumbest?  
Same question for the university.

34. What question am I not asking that I’m going to wish that I had asked at a later time?  What 
question am I not asking that most people sitting in this position ask?


