
In these days of fierce job competition, interviewers resort to ever more tricky and left-field questions in an attempt to separate the wheat from the chaff: ‘On a scale of 1 to 10, how weird would you say you are?’ (Zappos clothing); ‘If you were a cartoon character, which one would you be?’ (Bank of America). Then there are the problem-solving riddles, often based on rather unrealistic scenarios. For example, ‘If you had a stack of coins as tall as the Empire State Building, could you fit them all into one room?’

Questions like this one are supposed to test practical intelligence, a recognized aspect of success at work, but do they really reveal anything about a candidate’s common sense? Paul Tyma, an engineer and interviewer at Google, famed for its tricky questions, decided to find out. He posed this interview question to his mother: ‘Imagine you’re given 10,000 sheets of paper, each one an individual university student’s record. How would you sort them in order of age?’
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