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Abstract

The landscape of clinical research is continuously evolving, focusing now on the scientific
assessment of efficacy balanced with patient safety, along with advancements in
technology and informatics. These considerations necessitate the acquisition and retention
of experienced staff that will be able to meet the demands associated with these new
focus areas and can provide support for administrative duties, regulatory duties, study
participant management, and data collection at individual research sites. Furthermore,
the identification of Clinical Trials Administrators that can function independently and
collaboratively within a large, integrated healthcare system clinical research consortium
can be a challenging task. Currently, there is a limited amount of publicly available
information on strategies that have been employed to identify these types of candidates in
this type of setting. The primary aim of this project was to determine if the development of
avirtual interview panel, or Manager Interview Panel (MIP), would be effective in screening,
interviewing, and ranking applicants for a vacant Associate Director - Operations (ADO)
position at one of the Node sites in our clinical research consortium. The findings may
inform individuals or groups in research administration and leadership roles seeking to
improve the candidate selection component of their respective hiring processes, particularly
for those groups that are a part of clinical research consortiums and have study sites that
are geographically dispersed and not in close proximity to one another.
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Background:

The landscape of clinical research is continuously evolving, focusing now on
the scientific assessment of efficacy balanced with patient safety, along with
advancements in technology and informatics (Bhatt, 2010; Khan & Weng, 2012;
Fiordelli et al., 2013). These considerations necessitate the acquisition and retention
of experienced staff that will be able to meet the demands associated with these
new focus areas and can provide support for administrative duties, regulatory
duties, study participant management, and data collection at individual research
sites (Owens Pickle et al., 2017). Furthermore, the identification of Clinical Research
Administrators that can function independently and collaboratively within a large,
integrated healthcare system clinical research consortium can be a challenging task.
Individuals in these positions must have senior management experience in a clinical
research environment and should have extensive experience in strategic planning
and resource management (personnel, space, facilities, etc.). They must also have
prior experience that demonstrates their ability to provide oversight, leadership
and mentorship to clinical research professionals, ensure appropriate resources
and support for clinical research efforts, and an ability to promote teamwork and
cultivate a strong network of clinical research professionals. Lastly, they should be
knowledgeable with regards to regulations that are employed in clinical research
settings, e.g. the International Conference on Harmonization (ICH), Health Insurance
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) and Good Clinical Practice (GCP) (Lindstrom-
Gommers & Mullin, 2019; Jackson, 2020; Friedman, 2006; Guerrini et al., 2019). Ideally,
the candidate would also be certified in research through a credible association.

Currently, there is a limited amount of publicly available information on strategies
that have been employed to identify these types of candidates in this type of setting,
and the majority of literature in this area has a primary focus on the recruitment of
clinicians for clinical research positions (Johnson etal., 2018; Unertl etal., 2018; Raftery
et al.,, 2009; Rahman et al., 2011). Therefore, establishing a best-practice method
for the hiring of this position is vital. The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) is the
United States’ largest integrated healthcare system and provides comprehensive care
to more than 9 million Veterans each year (2020). The Cooperative Studies Program
(CSP), a division of the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Office of Research and
Development (ORD), was established as a clinical research infrastructure to provide
coordination and enable cooperation on multi-site clinical trials and epidemiological
studies that fall within the purview of VA (Huang et al., 2010). The CSP established
the Network of Dedicated Enroliment Sites (NODES) as a consortium of sites that are
dedicated to generating systematic site-level solutions aimed at enhancing clinical
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research activities (Condon et al., 2017; Bakaeen et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2018;
Velarde et al., 2018). NODES provides innovative approaches to address barriers
related to clinical trial execution, including hiring of qualified clinical research staff.
Each Nodessiteisled by a Clinical Director (or team of co-directors/associate directors),
an Associate Director - Operations, and other clinical research support staff, e.g.
Clinical Research Nurse, Clinical Research Administrator, and Clinical Research
Assistant (see Figure 1). Brief descriptions of these roles can be found in Appendix A.

To effectively execute clinical research activities at the site level, special emphasis
should be placed on identifying and hiring exemplary Program Managers, identifying
those with a tenacious spirit and perseverance capable of overcoming numerous
barriers to facilitating clinical research (Ni et al., 2019; Institute of Medicine, 2009,
2010). The primary aim of this project was to determine if the development of a virtual
interview panel, or Manager Interview Panel (MIP), would be effective in screening,
interviewing, and ranking applicants for avacant Associate Director - Operations (ADO)
position at one of the Node sites in our clinical research consortium. The findings may
inform individuals or groups in research administration and leadership roles seeking
to improve the candidate selection component of their respective hiring processes,
particularly for those groups that are a part of clinical research consortiums and have
study sites that are geographically dispersed and are not in close proximity to one
another.
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Methods
Management Interview Panel (MIP) Development

Interview panels provide varying perspectives and help eliminate biases in the
decision-making process around the selection of candidates for a position. They
can also be comprised of members from varying backgrounds and experience
depending upon the position being hired (Hardavella et al., 2016). Some companies
may find it beneficial to construct an interview panel using staff from a variety of
roles such as a financial officer, administrative officer, a staff member in a comparable
role, or a Human Resources (HR) officer, while another organization may only use
one interviewer (generally the one that will be supervising the posted position).
Traditionally, job interviews have been conducted in a face-to-face setting; however,
in recent years, telephone interviews and Skype™ interviews have become more
commonplace (Higgins, 2014). The method we decided on was a phone interview,
initially, due to the fact the MIP team members were located at various VA Medical
Centers (VAMCs) across the United States, and it would have been cost-prohibitive to
utilize a face-to face approach during the initial round of interviews.

As a general consideration, each Node site has its own unique hiring practices based
on 1) preference for either nurse or non-nurse clinical research positions, and 2)
contract services through external entities, i.e., VA affiliated non-profit organizations,
academic medical center affiliates, etc. Some interview panels are comprised of
personnel from HR, clinical specialty groups, e.g. nursing, medical sub-specialties,
etc. (as applicable). Generally, sites work collaboratively with their Human Resource
department performing background and reference checks. Prior to implementing this
approach in other settings, it would be beneficial to determine what the precedent
is for developing interview panels at the respective organization. While the use of an
interview panel may serve as a useful resource during the candidate selection process,
thisis only one aspect of the recruitment process. Additional steps will include working
with an organization’s HR Department to complete background investigations, verify
previous or current employment, and conduct personal reference checks identified
by the candidate (United States Office of Personnel Management, 2020a).

The MIP was comprised of several ADOs and the NODES Program Consultant (NPC)
who provides education and training to NODES staff and site study members across
the program. The composition of the MIP was critical to the success of this approach
as all interview panel members either currently serve or have served in the ADO
position and had extensive management experience. Furthermore, three of the
four interview panel members have served in the ADO position since the inception
of the NODES Program (October 2012), and the fourth member has been with the
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program in that position for more than four years. Having their perspective on the
panel was critical as they all have knowledge and experience with regards to the skills
and competencies that an applicant needed to possess to be successful in the ADO
position.

Preparatory Phase

The preparatory phase entailed numerous steps and consisted of four primary
components as described below: 1) Interview Question Development, 2) Job Posting/
Applicant Pre-screening, 3) Date Setting, and 4) Interview Packet Distribution.

1. Interview Question Development

The interview questions used for this initiative were derived from example interview
questions taken from the VA Health Care Performance Based Interviewing website
(2018). These questions were then restructured to meet the needs of the research
area and NODES management. The MIP utilized reflective enquiry from previous work
experience in the respective position to finalize these questions based on several
key factors: past, current and anticipated program challenges or barriers; NODES
program-wide strategic goals and future directions; and generalized professional
characteristics deemed highly beneficial for clinical trials management. The majority
of these questions were open-ended and required the candidate to respond with prior
situational experiences or working knowledge as is typically found in performance-
based interviewing approaches (Oostrom et al., 2016). Once the questions were
drafted, they were then sent to both local (the hiring Node site) and national NODES
leadership for additional feedback and final approval. The questions were weighted,
dependent upon the importance of the competency and/or responsibility as it related
to the position. The final product was a comprehensive 14-question interview tool
that broadly covered six behavioral categories (see Figure 2). Interviewees were asked
a variety of situation-based questions surrounding technical skills, critical thinking,
stress management, budget resource allocation, leadership, staff recruitment and
retention (see Figure 2). Examples of questions asked of candidates were: 1) describe
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asituation where they felt responsible for getting others to make a change, 2) describe
their own leadership style and what leadership style that they most preferred, and
3) what was their approach to delegating work to employees and ensuring that these
tasks were completed?

2. Job Posting/Applicant Pre-screening

Many private/industry organizations may not consider the geographical location
of the candidate as an important factor. However, USAJOBS.gov is the primary
employment website used by all federal agencies within the United States federal
government, including the Department of Veterans Affairs and reaches potential
job seekers across the nation. It is a robust employment website platform with one
billion job searches conducted on the website annually; and more than 14,000 jobs
posted monthly (United States Office of Personnel Management, 2020b). In order to
further expand the reach of the job posting to potential applicants, the position was
also posted on Indeed®, an external (non-federal government) employment-related
search engine for job listings (Wheeler et al., 2003).

The NODES Program Consultant conducted pre-screening of the candidate
applications. The objective of the review was to identify candidates that met the
requirements described on the PD. A few of the major criteria accessed were the
candidate’s education, experience, relevant certifications, work history (job turnover/
longevity withinthe pastfiveyears),and the geographical locationwhere the candidate
resided at the time of application submission. This was an important consideration
since relocation would have likely been an important factor for the candidate.

3. Date-Setting

Initial contact with the candidates was made after development of the interview tool
was completed and the MIP was established. The NPC reached out to the interview
team members and collaboratively selected one day that all members could dedicate
to conducting interviews; all candidate interviews were conducted on this single
identified date. Of note, six candidates were selected during the pre-screening phase
to move forward in the interview process, and therefore, six candidate interviews
were conducted on this date. Once the interview date was confirmed and the time
frames for interviews were determined, the candidates were contacted to schedule
their interviews. Each candidate was initially contacted by phone and if there was no
response within 24 hours of this call, an email was generated and sent to them. The
MIP had a 100% success rate for reaching all candidates and confirming interview
times. A total of 40 minutes was allotted for each interview.
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4. Interview Packet Distribution

The NPC sent out the interview packets to the MIP team members prior to the
scheduled interviews. The packets included the interview questions, a candidate
ranking/scoring tool, and the candidate’s resume or CV. The packets were sent one
week in advance so thatthe MIP had ample time to review the information and address
any potential concerns with other members of the group prior to the interview.

Interview Phase

The Interview phase was comprised of a phone and face-to-face interview with the
candidate and is described in greater detail below.

Interviewing Process

The MIP briefly met prior to each phone interview to confirm the interview procedure
and discuss any considerations related to the candidate that were of potential
importance. The flow of the interview was established as such that each member
of the MIP asked a series of three questions, and then this pattern was repeated by
the other members of the MIP until all the interview questions were completed. The
NPC facilitated the interviews by welcoming the candidate, introducing the MIP team
members, and providing them with a brief overview of the interview structure and
process, prior to initiating the series of interview questions.

Each member of the MIP engaged with the candidate by asking their assigned
questions. There was enough time for the MIP to discuss the candidate’s application
before and after each interview. Between each candidate interview, the MIP reviewed
the previous candidate’s responses to the questions before proceeding to the next
interviewee to ensure detailed attention was given to the candidate’s responses, and
each question was rated using an accumulative scoring grid with a scale of zero to
five. Each interview panel member scored their questions individually.

Each interview concluded with the NPC informing the candidates what the next steps
of the hiring process would be and that they would be notified if a subsequent face-
to-face interview was desired. Candidates not selected by the MIP to move forward
in the interview process were contacted by the VA affiliated non-profit organization
to inform them they were not selected as a candidate. Once all the interviews were
completed, the MIP reviewed the scoring grids and tallied their scores for a cumulative
total. The top two ranked candidates (based on the cumulative interview score totals)
were identified and a recommendation from the MIP was provided to the local site
NODES Director. The NODES Director then conducted a final face-to-face interview
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and made the ultimate decision on which candidate would be selected for the
position. The local NODES Director, to whom the ADO would report, coordinated and
conducted a face-to-face interview and a final selection was made. Figure 3 provides
an overview of the entire MIP process.

Outcomes

The process of using NODES ADOs from various VA Node sites is new for the
NODES program. It has the potential for success due its collaborative approach, the
beneficence of ADOs with expertise in clinical research and management currently
in the same role, and utilization of remote interviewing for the initial set of phone
interviews. This approach offered a cost-effective avenue for both the candidate and
interview panel to engage with potential job candidates from different regions. This
strategy resulted in the following:

» Two top-ranked candidates were identified for a second face-to-face interview
with the local/site NODES leadership and a candidate selection was made in a timely
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» The MIP process offers an innovative approach that utilizes:

+ Experienced Clinical Research Administrators (NODES ADOs) Associate
Directors - Operations as interviewers

+ Comprehensive interview tools that can assess a job candidate’s knowledge,
skill, and competencies as they relate to clinical research and management

* Increased communication and collaboration between the interviewers

+ Early identification of ideal position candidates

+ Expedited candidate selection

The selected candidate has been in the position for greater than six months now
and is a contributing team member to both the local Node site and the national
NODES program. The selected candidate is also receiving mentoring by other ADOs
in the program to ensure their continued growth and success in the position. The
new ADO has provided the following feedback on their new role: “Since accepting
the ADO position in June 2019, | feel my knowledge and confidence in overseeing and
managing the local/site CSP study portfolio has grown tremendously. | contribute
most of the transition success in the position to the fact that I'm able to reach out to
other ADOs as a resource. The wide range of experience and range of expertise these
ADOs have offers a collective and vast pool of knowledge.”

Discussion

The ability of a clinical trials unit to successfully plan and execute research activities
is highly contingent upon identifying and hiring a proficient and collaborative Clinical
Trials Administrator. While the concept of interview panels is not new, leveraging the
shared experience and knowledge of a national program network’s panel members
that currently serve or have served in the ADO position within a large integrated
healthcare system is unique. The creation of a MIP facilitated an expedited and
efficient approach to hiring and selecting the most highly qualified candidate for a
site-level Senior Level Manager (e.g. ADO) position.

One of the major benefits of a clinical trials consortium is that this natural collaboration
enables members to work willingly and respectfully toward the goal of hiring a skilled
and experienced candidate to join their team. Capitalizing on the use of telephone
interviews since MIP team members were located at various VA Medical Centers
(VAMCs) in different states, was cost-effective. Phone interviews also assisted in
expeditiously identifying the best candidates early in the hiring process. The interview
process itself provided ample time for interviewing of the candidate immediately and
a follow-up discussion of the scores. In addition, the timing of these discussions and
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scoring completed by the MIP allowed for real-time assessment of the interviewee
responses, decreasing the likelihood of forgotten or altered interpretations. The MIP
team created the interview questions, coordinated and conducted the interviews, and
submitted the top candidates for the next phase of the hiring process (face-to-face
interviews) within six working days. Once the candidate was selected and assumed
the role of ADO, the MIP would also serve as familiar resource and be available for
additional mentorship, as needed.

Since this process has only been employed once, to date, an identified weakness of
this approach is that the MIP has not had the opportunity to duplicate this method
for the ADO or other NODES positions (i.e. Clinical Research Nurse, Clinical Research
Administrator, Clinical Research Assistant, etc.), thereby the generalizability of this
strategy is undetermined. Secondly, in the absence of face-to-face capabilities, the
interviewers miss the opportunity to observe facial expressions and body language
which may provide added feedback regarding the candidates’ behavior or overall
composure; thus, making it difficult to assess if the applicants are providing honest
responses (Suttle, 2019). The addition of a video conference call (e.g. Skype™) would
have alleviated this limitation. Though, it is important to note that the local NODES
Director, to whom the ADO reports, ultimately conducted an in-person interview in
the final interview phase. Lastly, it is challenging to ascertain if there is a positive
chemistry between the interviewers and a candidate, which suggests the likelihood
of a long-term working relationship, without the face-to-face exchanges between
these parties (Scott, 2019).

An additional consideration that would aid in a virtual hiring approach would be the
implementation of an online assessment for candidates to screen and gauge skillsets
directly related to the position. For instance, questions targeted toward assessing
attitude, subject knowledge, and aptitude in relation to clinical trials administration
could be evaluated using an online questionnaire. The advantages of a virtual test
would be ease in scalability, convenience, and easy access for users (Joshi et al., 2020).
Within the VA environment, online data capture tools such as Research Electronic Data
Capture (REDCap™) or SurveyMonkey® could readily be utilized for assessing high-
potential candidates with more efficiency. While there are many virtual platforms
that can be used in this hiring approach, these two platforms have routinely been
used within the VA setting and could easily be incorporated into this approach (Harris
et al., 2009; SurveyMonkey® Inc., 2020).

In conclusion, the utilization of the Management Interview Panel (MIP) was an effective
hiring approach that allowed our team to screen, interview, and rank applicants for
the ADO position at a Node site. The employment of this tool resulted in the successful
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hiring of an applicant for this position. Itis anticipated that the Node sites will expand
to include up to ten additional sites, thus making it critical to evaluate and implement
a similar approach for selecting qualified candidates. Additional work is needed to
determine the effectiveness of this strategy for other positions in our organization,
and for other applicants, in order to determine the generalizability of this approach
for our program and for other organizations as well. Assessing the potential
performance of a candidate for a position in a clinical research setting is complex due
to a myriad of factors associated with the nature of research positions (Johnson et al.,
2020). Therefore, the identification of strategies that can be employed to increase the
likelihood of the selection of the most ideal candidates for these types of positions
will likely be beneficial to the clinical research community, and can potentially have a
positive impact on the hiring process in other types of industries as well.
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