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  Abstract 

A job interview is a formal meeting between a job applicant and a potential em-
ployer to assess the applicant’s suitability for a job. Adoption of a persuasive ap-
proach could strategically highlight the strengths and positive attributes of a job 
applicant, whilst combining logic and emotion to entice the interviewers’ percep-
tion in their favor. Studies have shown a strong correlation between effective and 
persuasive communication skills and the likelihood of receiving a job offer. This 
article examines a case where rhetorical skills make effective persuasion in job 
interviews, which provides a pedagogical implication on how students can learn 
to create distinctive messages of values to ensure that the points being made are 
clear, compelling, and persuasive during a job interview. 

Keywords 

Rhetoric; persuasive skills; job interview; pedagogy; effective communication 

1. Introduction 

A job interview is a formal meeting between a job applicant and a potential employer to assess the applicant’s 
suitability for a job. It is a chance for the applicant to create a positive impression to etch in the mind of interviewers 
(Levashina et al., 2014) and demonstrate their ability through adaptive behaviours and verbal communication to 
persuade the interviewers (Dipboye et al., 2012). This needs a persuasive approach that strategizes on highlighting 
not only the strengths and positive attributes, but also the combination of logic and emotion to entice the interviewers’ 
perception in their favor. There is a strong correlation between effective and persuasive communication skills and 
the likelihood of receiving a job offer (Berlanga et al., 2013). 

Nicks (2015) emphasized that most interviewers expect applicants to effectively articulate their skills and ideas 
to demonstrate their potential value to the company. However, graduate students are found to have been affected by 
psychological and societal influences that contribute to a decline in their persuasive skills. This decline is largely a 
result of the internet revolution and the rise of social media, which have diminished opportunities for honing their 
skills in face-to-face communication and interaction (Nicks, 2015). Krishnan et al.’s research has affirmed that 
employing ethos, pathos, and logos provides a clear way for applicants to convey essential information that can 
enhance their chances of employment in the interview. In this regard, this paper aims to conduct a textual analysis 
on the interview of Ben Whittaker, a 70-year-old widower who applies a senior intern position at an innovative e-
commerce startup in Nancy Meyers’ The Intern (2015), through the application of Aristotle’s rhetorical theory: 
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ethos (ethical proof), pathos (emotional proof) and logos (logical proof). The video resume of Ben Whittaker is 
chosen because Ben, as an experienced and congenial old man, has substantial experience in job interviews that 
enables him to effectively blend logic, emotion, and expertise in his approach. 

This case study examines the rhetorical skills that Ben Whittaker has employed to achieve effective persuasion 
in job interviews, which can provide a pedagogical implication on how students can learn to create distinctive mes-
sages of values to ensure that the points being made are clear, compelling, and persuasive during a job interview.  

2. The Art of Persuasion—Aristotle’s Three Artistic Proofs: Logos, Ethos, Pathos 

Aristotle’s Rhetoric, an ancient Greek treatise that can be traced back to the 4th century BCE, centers on the art of 
persuasion, which is based on rhetorical methods, particularly in speech. Aristotle identifies three artistic proofs, 
also known as rhetorical appeals, which are ethos, pathos, and logos. These proofs are considered artistic because 
they are crafted by the speaker or writer, rather than being inherent facts. The strategy is a rhetorical analysis to 
identify the persuasive techniques employed by a speaker to achieve his or her objectives and to understand the 
impact these rhetorical strategies may have on the listener. 

Logos pertains to the formulation of a coherent argument characterized by clarity and reliability in communica-
tion (Holt & MacPherson, 2010). This involves presenting accurate information and adhering to sound reasoning. 
This persuasiveness can be partially influenced by the listeners’ engagement and capacity to critically process the 
information (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), as well as the speaker’s charisma and/or the content itself. Experiences and 
examples may be used to draw conclusions for inductive reasoning.  

Ethos is the demonstration of the speaker’s credibility, which is shaped by the personality of the individual con-
veying the information (Torto, 2020). For persuasion to be achieved, it is important that the listener finds the speaker 
trustworthy (Holt & Macpherson, 2010). This can often be achieved by aligning with shared values or experiences. 
The use of ethical appeal can establish the speaker as fair, honest, and open-minded about the subject matter.  

Pathos is the affective or emotional appeal to make an audience more receptive to the argument. Strategies that 
evoke pathos include humor, personal narratives and anecdotes, vivid language, and constructive reminiscence 
(Bronstein, 2013). In a conversation, an appeal to pathos not only elicits an emotional response from the listeners 
but also allows them to resonate or empathize with the speaker’s feelings. Thus, pathos encompasses the impact of 
the message on the listeners’ emotions and cognition, which can affect their decisions and actions rhetorically. 

Aristotle’s rhetoric has its continued relevance in today’s context, including the world of business, which is in 
need of trustworthiness based on communication. In Krishnan et al.’s research (2021), online interviews were ana-
lysed with the application of Aristotle’s rhetoric triangle. They found that successful applicants who got the job 
employed ethos, pathos, and logos strategies in their communication skills and persuasive methods during the in-
terview. 

3. Discussion 

In the 2015 film The Intern, Ben Whittaker, a 70-year-old well-off widower, seeks a new purpose after retirement 
and the loss of his wife. He decides to return to a professional life and makes a bold decision—applying for a senior 
intern position at About The Fit, a new e-commerce fashion startup in Brooklyn. Despite Ben’s 40-year experience 
and knowledge in business and marketing, he finds that being a senior intern can be challenging, especially in a 
fast-paced and tech-driven environment. In a pivotal scene, Ben records a video interview to introduce himself to 
the company’s hiring team, hoping to demonstrate his adaptability, enthusiasm and the wealth of experience he can 
bring to the start-up as a senior intern. He successfully impresses everyone and has become one of three senior 
interns hired. Gradually, Ben wins over his colleagues with his congeniality and his helpful advice on not only work 
but life. 

A qualitative textual analysis will be conducted through a close reading of the above video interview script, with 
emphasis placed on identifying and categorizing instances of logos (logical proof), ethos (ethical proof), and pathos 
(emotional proof). 
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Figure 1. Verbatim transcript of Ben Whittaker’s video interview. 

3.1 Logos 

The logical progression is demonstrated from Ben’s past experience to the present application: from being an exec-
utive assistant for many years to retirement; from post-retirement activities to his reason to return to work. Connect-
ing his personal journey to professional motivation, Ben offers a list of activities he has done but feels inadequate 
to rationalize his claim that he is not ‘done’ and is ready to take up new challenges, showcasing his willingness to 
learn and to adapt to a brand-new environment. ‘I want to be busy, I want to be challenged, and I think I’d be a 
great asset to your team’ is a vigorous statement to explicitly reinforce the value Ben believes he can bring to the 
team, making his interview more convincing to the employer. 

3.2 Ethos 

Ben has established his credibility and character through creating a presentation of values in his background. He 
introduces that: ‘I have extensive experience as an executive assistant [...] I worked in marketing for forty years, 
and I loved every minute of it.’ By stating his decades-long career and subject matter, Ben signals reliability, exper-
tise, and a strong work ethic. His personal narrative of having a son and two beautiful grandchildren, as well as his 
penchant for travelling with his wife, has helped shape his genuine and amiable character. The mention of filling 
his days with learning yoga, gardening, and Mandarin since his wife passed away can be considered an ethical proof 
to enhance his credibility as a senior who is adaptable, proactive, open to growth, and not set in his ways. This also 
unsettles the ageist and negative stereotypes regarding older employees in the workplace.  

3.3 Pathos 

Throughout his video resume, it is discerned that there are multiple moments when Ben, be he intentionally or 
inadvertently, elicits the emotional response of empathy to tug on the heartstrings of the listener. First, Ben shares 
his journey of loss and renewal to appeal to the emotions and the sympathetic imagination of the listener, ‘I retired 
when my wife got sick, and after she passed away, I realized there was a hole in my life.’ After the loss of his wife, 
Ben continues to find purpose in life through joining different classes; however, he still feels he is ‘not done. Not at 
all’. He demonstrates emotional intelligence that conveys his optimism and determination. This may appeal to the 
employer’s sense of inspiration and enhance the persuasiveness of his reason for applying for the senior internship. 
Ben closes his interview politely and humbly, which may leave a positive emotional impression: ‘I hope you’ll 
consider my application. Thank you very much.’ 

While communicative persuasion is rooted in logic, reason, and credibility, there is often a place for emotion as 
well. Emotional appeals, such as individual stories, can paint a more legitimate and moving picture for persuasion 
in different contexts. This is emphasised in Plung’s study (2023), which articulated the importance of the utilization 
of pathos in supplementing ethos and logos to create memorable impressions and increase the probability of success 
during a job interview. 
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Table 1. Extracted quotes from the video resume for analysis 

Rhetorical Ele-
ment Example Analysis 

Logos The personal narrative is entailed from the logical progression of Ben’s personal journey to recent events 
that triggers his pursuit of continuous learning in a whole new working environment. 

Ethos ‘I have extensive experience as an executive assistant. 
I worked in marketing for forty years.’ 

To establish professional credibility, reliability 
and authenticity. 

Pathos ‘After she passed away, I realized there was a hole in 
my life…’ 

By sharing his personal loss and hope, the state-
ment can appeal to empathy and inspiration. 

4. Pedagogical Implication 

Job interviews are often seen as a nerve-wracking process. Given the perspectives obtained from several studies, it 
is advised that applicants should develop effective persuasive strategies for preparing the job interviews. Although 
Ben’s video resume is a one-way presentation, it can serve as an excellent example for young applicants to create 
video résumés or self-introductions with the use of ethos, logos, and pathos, especially in digital or remote job 
application contexts. 

By teaching this video resume through the lens of textual analysis, students can identify how relevant credentials 
and personal touch can be established. The emphasis is on the interdependence of establishing credibility (ethos), 
emotional engagement (pathos), and logical reasoning (logos) in the job interview presentations. As students prac-
tice these rhetorical principles, they may be able to grasp a personalized and meaningful learning experience that 
equips them with powerful tools to improve their chances of success in job interviews. Implicit Explicit 

5. Conclusion 

Rhetorical strategies have been employed in Ben’s speech to build credibility, logic, and emotional appeal to his 
listeners. He establishes his ethos through creating a good character image from his extensive work experience and 
commitment to life and work; uses logos to logically explain his motivation and value; and applies pathos to deliver 
personal anecdotes that evoke a strong emotional response in listeners, leading to a positive perception of a senior 
applicant. This combination makes his message more persuasive, memorable, and effective for a job application 
context.  

Limitation is acknowledged in this paper, which focuses primarily on Ben’s verbal language. Elements such as 
body language and facial expressions have not been analysed. More focus could be placed on the delivery that 
relates to the speaker’s ability to master verbal and non-verbal communication styles, including posture, gestures, 
and tone of voice, for enriching the understanding of persuasive strategies in job interviews. Building a compelling 
statement of self that balances logic with emotion, while integrating both verbal and non-verbal communication 
styles, can enhance persuasive strategies and effective professional communication. This approach can guide stu-
dents in learning valuable lessons from the video interview in future studies. 
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