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HIRING SMART

Listening for What’s
Behind the Answers

The “Stupidest”
Interview Questions

Don’t Let Job Applicants
Cross the TMI Line

Asking the interview questions often is
the easy part; listening for what’s behind
the answers can be the challenge when
differentiating stronger and weaker candidates. Experience is the best teacher,
but in the meantime, here are a few cues
or signals:

Don’t waste your time (and the applicant’s) asking questions that won’t help
you understand how the candidate would
do the job. Check your inventory of interview questions to see whether any of the
following queries are in your repertoire.
Although the questions certainly are legal,
they’re not prudent.

Sometimes employers must be adept at
reining in an interview when an applicant
rambles and offers “too much information” (TMI).

Generalizations. Weaker candidates are
more likely to generalize. It’s hard to tell
exactly what they learned. Stronger candidates have specific knowledge and often
have a lot to say about what they learned
and why.
Qualifiers. Weaker candidates use qualifying phrases such as “assisted with” and
“had exposure to.” Stronger candidates
describe their work experiences with hard,
hands-on examples.
Curiosity. Strong candidates ask many
questions about the content of the job
and their future in it. Weaker candidates
focus on the context of work: chance of
promotion, fringe benefits, etc.
Complexity. Weaker candidates have a
simpler view of people and jobs. They describe fewer nuances. Stronger candidates
describe experiences with deeper analysis
and from a variety of viewpoints.
Analytical honesty. Both strong and weak
candidates can analyze failure, but strong
ones are more willing to admit their role
in it.
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“If you were an animal, what would
it be?” Be careful about attempting to
correlate answers to this question with
creativity or other personality traits. Leave
these questions to a psychologist.
“Tell me about yourself.” This question is
too vague to be of much value in determining whether the applicant is a good
match for the job. Instead, ask questions
that are specific to what’s needed to
perform the job.
“Can you work under tight deadlines?”
Hands down, the candidate will give
you the answer he/she thinks you want
to hear – and the answer will be “yes.”
Instead, ask the applicant to describe
a situation when he/she worked under
pressure.
Stupid interview questions are a waste of
time and can damage your company’s
image and reputation. Make sure those
who are not offered a position feel good
about you and your company. You never
know when paths may cross again.

What to listen for:
Interviewees who are nervous or who
don’t have a good response to a question
may go off on a tangent or reveal personal
information. That’s a problem because
interviewees who cross the TMI line reveal
information that employers could—purposely or inadvertently—factor in when
making an employment decision.
For example, if the information relates
to the candidate’s ethnic background or
religious affiliation, that disclosure potentially could lead to a discrimination claim.
Therefore, the onus is on the interviewer
to avoid discussions of off-limits topics
such as marital status, personal companionship practices, medical history, etc.
Allowing an interviewee to ramble about
irrelevant information, provide details
about his or her personal life or complain
about a previous job also takes away
from the focus of the interview: what’s
required for the job and how good a match
the candidate is. Helping a candidate
get back on track is often as simple as
rephrasing the interview question.
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Do You Telegraph
Responses During
Interviews?
One of the basic skills of interviewing
is the ability to frame your questions in
ways that bring out meaningful answers.
Design your inquiries to get the most
mileage out of each question you ask.
Interview question:
Do you like to work under pressure and
tight deadlines?
What to listen for:
There’s a great chance you’ll get a response similar to: “Oh, yes, I love a
demanding deadline.” Notice that you’ve
“telegraphed” the acceptable answer by
the way you asked the question.
Avoid locking the candidate into an
expected answer. Use other approaches
such as: “What’s more important in your
current job: getting the product out by the
deadline or being sure the quality is up to
standard, even if it is delivered late?”
Presenting candidates with scenarios and
asking how they might handle realistic
situations also can be effective. However,
keep in mind that the candidate can’t
know all the particulars of your operations. Instead of looking for a specific
answer, listen for the logic of the ideas
the candidate provides.

Get a Clearer Picture
Before You Hire

Avoiding the
Halo Effect

You’ve interviewed the job applicants,
compared the qualifications and selected
the final two or three candidates. Now it’s
time to check backgrounds and verify that
the candidates are who they say they are
and did what they say they did.

The candidates have completed their
job interviews and left the building, but
you’re not done with the interviewing
process yet. There are several follow-up
steps.

Due diligence. Long gone is the time
when hiring decisions were simply an
interview and a handshake. Employers should not accept at face value the
information found on the job application
or shared in the interview. Unknowingly
hiring someone with a checkered past can
jeopardize the safety of your workplace
and expose your organization to a negligent hiring lawsuit. A critical step in the
hiring process is thoroughly checking a
candidate’s references and background.
Check it out. The investigation can be
conducted by the employer or by a third
party. However, if a third party vendor
is used, the employer needs to comply
with the rules of the federal Fair Credit
Reporting Act (FCRA). At a minimum, the
following types of background checks are
recommended:
•Education and experience
•Driving record
•Conviction record
•Prior employers
•Personal references
•Credit (in very limited situations)
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Take note. In the moments during and
immediately following an interview, make
careful notes about the candidate. Relying on memory is risky. In general, stick
to notes on what was said during the
interview rather than your opinions.
Avoid the halo effect. Sometimes it’s
easy to become unduly impressed by a
candidate’s one outstanding trait and to
overlook other important qualifications.
By following predetermined interview
questions and rating systems, you may
avoid this common error that clouds
objectivity.
Compare candidates. Establish an objective rating system. For example, a system
that ranks each candidate on a best-toworst basis by each job skill and ability
as well as knowledge can be developed.
The requirement that two individuals
interview applicants, each using the same
questions and rating sheets, will help
achieve the goal of objectivity. Discussions among interviewers should always
be, “Can the candidate do the work
required, and will he or she be able to
function well in our organization?” If no
candidate is superior, review your candidate pool again or, if necessary, develop a
new a pool.
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Ending an Interview
Gracefully

Why Did You Get into
this Line of Work?

Hearing What’s Not
Said in an Interview

If starting an interview is awkward, ending an interview can be more of a problem. You now have to make a decision: do
you want to pursue this candidate further,
or do you know by now that he or she will
not be a finalist? Your method of closing
will depend on your sell/no-sell decision.

Interview question: Why did you get into
this line of work?

Importance of nonverbal cues: A job candidate’s posture, appearance, eye contact
and attentiveness can sometimes speak
louder than the verbal answers during an
interview. Nonverbals are clues that can
help you assess a candidate’s credentials
based on the skills required for the job,
the behavioral characteristics needed for
success in the job, and your company’s
culture and environment.

No-sell closing. If you decide not to
pursue the candidate, terminate the
interview as quickly as possible, but with
respect.
-Do not make your selling presentation
about the company.
-Do not ask availability or salary questions.
-Keep conversation to a minimum and
offer the non-committal closing, “Thanks
for coming in. You’ll be hearing from us.”
Sell Closing. If the candidate is someone
you definitely want, show you’re actively
interested. It’s your job to:
-attract the candidate to your organization and its opportunities.
-ask availability and salary questions.
-make it clear when you will get back to
the candidate.
Be enthusiastic, but don’t go overboard in
“wooing” a candidate and promising more
than you can deliver. That can come back
to haunt you—either in the office or the
courtroom.

WWW.SBMON.COM

Why ask: Probing an applicant’s career
interests and ambitions will give insight
into the individual’s motivation and conviction regarding her field of work as well
as the position in question.
Follow-up questions: Start with broad
questions that can’t be answered with a
simple yes or no. Ask increasingly specific
questions that reveal detail and get at
the truth behind the initial answer. “Why
did you major in _____ rather than _____?”
“What aspect of your work life do you
feel passionate about?” “What aspects
of your career have not lived up to your
expectations?”
What to listen for: Focus on the candidate’s reasons for choosing his field of
work. Are the reasons compatible with
his successive work experiences and with
the requirements of the position? Does he
show enthusiasm when describing previous jobs? Do the applicant’s questions
about the open position reflect a sincere
interest in the job, or do the questions
simply indicate a desire to get a foot in
the door? Answers to these questions
may be clues about how long the candidate will be happy to stick around as an
employee.

What to watch for: How is the applicant
sitting in the chair? What is his or her
posture when walking? Slouchy posture
will often speak loudly about sloppy work
and low self-esteem. Upright—but not
stiff—posture shows self-assurance and
confidence.
Notice the listening and interactive
behavior of the candidate. You want an
employee who maintains attentive eye
contact. If eyes are rarely looking at you,
this may signal a lack of confidence or
that the candidate doesn’t care enough to
pay attention.
Do the applicant’s facial expressions and
other behaviors match his or her spoken
words? Tapping of fingers or a pen and
twisting of jewelry or hair during the
interview may be an SOS: Is the candidate
extremely uncomfortable with the setting
or with his or her skills in general?
Although decoding nonverbal cues is helpful, treat it as another interviewing tool
that’s useful in addition to evaluating a
candidate’s spoken words.
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Start with Referrals • Kent Skornia
Krilogy, a wealth management firm that has grown to 25 employees over four years, is
a small organization with a focus on two things when hiring: Can the candidate do the
job, and can he or she fit the company culture? “For the second piece, we look at how
each candidate will impact our culture every day,” says Kent Skornia, the firm’s founder.
“We have a theory that you get to pick your friends. With that in mind, most of our hiring starts with referrals. We believe it’s the best way to find new staff members. We
currently have amazing employees. Because they choose their friends, when they have
a referral, we believe they will most likely be amazing too.”
With the value placed on employee opinion, potential new hires will meet with eight
to 10 employees during the interview process. “Then we ask each employee what their
gut feeling was and listen to that,” says Skornia.
In addition, at Krilogy, A-players must possess the capability to accomplish. “We look
for that whether it’s athletic, personal, academic or professional accomplishments,” says
Skornia. “We want people who can tell us what they have already accomplished, not
just what they would like to because we hire to what we offer clients – getting things
done.”
Overall, Skornia believes hiring mistakes happen when the company strays from its
hiring theory. “Our employees must fit both criteria of getting the job done and fitting
the culture,” he says. “For example, someone might be amazing for our culture, but if
they can’t do the job, we can’t hire them. We have to stick to that mantra and we will
be in good shape.”

How Do You Resolve Conflict?

How Do You Handle Failure?

Interview question: “Describe a situation in your job where a
co-worker’s behavior resulted in bad teamwork.”

Interview question: “Tell me about a time you took a risk in your
job and failed.”

Why ask: What you’re looking for is the candidate’s conflict resolution skills. Much can be learned about a person’s own behavior
by the way he or she describes others.

Why ask: Past performance is usually the best indicator of how a
candidate would likely handle a similar situation in your organization. How an individual rebounds from a failed experience can
be evidence of his or her character and fortitude.

Follow-up questions: “How did you deal with the situation?”
“If you were the manager and needed to solve the problem, how
would you have handled it?” “Tell me about a time when you’ve
pulled the team together.” “How have you built morale?” By asking increasingly specific questions, you can reveal details behind
the candidate’s initial answer.
What to listen for: Frequently the problem behaviors that candidates mention in their answers do not apply to the candidate.
How specific and objective is the candidate’s description of the
problem behavior? The more precise the interviewee’s response,
the greater his or her chances of resolving conflict.
Use silence effectively: It may seem uncomfortable, but silence
provides time for the applicant to think. Wait out the silence
while looking expectantly at the interviewee. Sensing that more
information is desired, a candidate often will provide more pertinent information than anticipated.
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What to look for: The candidate should be able to cite a specific example. (If the candidate says he or she has never failed,
this may be a red flag.) Listen for ways the candidate takes (or
doesn’t take) responsibility for the outcome. Does the candidate
portray a victim attitude rather than a survivor temperament? In
addition to listening to answers to your specific questions, listen
for ways the candidate conveys the qualities and attributes that
you are looking for in all your team members.
Follow-up questions: “In what ways has the failed experience
affected how you approach new opportunities? Describe lessons
learned.” Weaker job candidates are more likely to generalize
when answering. It’s hard to tell exactly what they learned and
why. Stronger candidates usually are specific about what they
learned.
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The Buck Stops
Here: Budget
Responsibilities?

What to Learn from
the First-Day-of-Work
To-Do List

Interview question: Tell me about a
project for which you had budget responsibility.

Interview question: In previous jobs,
what typically has been on your to-do list
on your first day of work?

Why ask: Budget management is a big
deal to most employers. If budget management is an important job function,
then it’s essential that the candidate
shares his/her experiences. Ask questions that reveal the real scope or extent
of responsibility.

Why ask: If the abilities to plan, to
anticipate priorities and to have a “takecharge” attitude are important skills for
the open position (derived from the job
description), asking the candidate to verbalize first-day priorities may be revealing. Determining the right fit is more than
a gut feel. Use of behavior-based interview questions is built from the concept
that the best predictor of future performance is past behavior. Ask questions
that pull upon past examples of when
competencies were in play so that the
interviewee will respond with examples of
how the situation was handled.

Follow-up questions: How do you estimate expenses and budgets? In your
recent job, how did you stay on budget?
How did you deal with times when you
weren’t on budget? Tell me about an assignment you worked on in which you had
to amass a huge amount of data and then
analyze it. Describe a decision you made
that affected the company’s finances.
How did you assess its impact? What was
the toughest budget issue you ever faced?
What to listen for: The applicant should
be able to explain how he/she compiles
facts and figures for preliminary analysis
as well as derives relevant information
from the study of the data. Listen for
clues that indicate whether the individual
was truly responsible for the budget or
his/her role was assistive in nature. Does
the candidate have the character to admit
mistakes or unachieved goals? Listen for
“lessons learned.”
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Follow-up questions: “Tell me how you
determined the most important tasks.”
“How did you find the resources you
needed?”
A frequent mistake: Be careful to phrase
behavior-based questions in the past
tense rather than the future tense. Asking
“What would you do in this situation?” is
not as effective as asking “What did you
do?” because it’s easier for the candidate
to make up the answer. Usually you will
receive a more accurate response if you
use past tense because it’s harder for
most people to create details of a past
event.

How Do You Juggle
Several Projects
Interview question: “Have you ever had
several projects with the same deadline?
How did you handle that?”
Why ask: Open-ended questions that do
not suggest a particular answer will tell
you what the person considers important.
How the job candidate tackles the challenges of multiple deadlines can give an
understanding of organizational and communication skills, coping strategies, and
adaptability and flexibility when handling
simultaneous projects.
Follow-up questions: “What resources
or tools did you use and why?” “Can you
walk me through the steps you took when
dealing with multiple deadlines?” “What
did you learn from the situation?”
What to listen for: The applicant should
be able to cite specific examples. Listen to
the reasons why a choice was made—the
explanations can help you understand
how the individual reasons and arrives at
solutions. How does the candidate reveal
openness to new approaches for accomplishing multiple tasks? Listen for ways
the individual takes ownership for his or
her actions and results.
Nonverbal cues: Encourage the candidate
to be frank about previous experiences,
and observe body language while he or
she talks about emotional or stressful
situations, e.g., rolling of the eyes, exasperated facial expressions.
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Will We Like You When Leadership: Do You
Have What It Takes?
You’re Angry?
Interview question: Tell me about a time
you had to deal with an angry customer.
Why ask: Handling an irate customer is
one of the truest tests of an individual’s
customer service skills (and grit). Probing
for examples of how the applicant reacts
to negative customers gives insight into
the individual’s abilities to diffuse heated
situations.
Follow-up questions: Pose the following
situations that often result in a disgruntled customer: “If you had to turn down a
request from a valued client, what would
you do?” “How do you handle multiple
customers at the same time?” “How do
you respond to a customer when a popular item is repeatedly out of stock?” “Give
me three examples of customers who
made you angry.” “When you are frustrated with customers, how do you respond to
them?”
What to listen for: The applicant should
be able to manage customer complaints
without becoming overwhelmed by a
disapproving customer. Is there a desire to
do something extra for the benefit of the
customer? How does the individual show
the ability to keep a balance between
company policy and the interest of the
customer? Listen for ways the candidate
takes ownership of the solution to the
problem.
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Interview question: Tell me about a time
when you created agreement and shared
purpose from a situation in which all parties originally differed.
Why ask: One of the basic qualities of a
great leader is the ability to bring out the
best in people. During the interview, listen
for ways the candidate is able to influence
and inspire people to accomplish the common goals of the organization. Effective
leadership is about recognizing and taking
advantage of skills and talents from different people to form a cohesive unit.
Follow-up questions: How do you communicate your vision for the company
and create teamwork (ask for specific
examples)? Describe a time when you led
the efforts to reorganize a department
or work unit. How did people respond to
your leadership? What are the three most
important values you demonstrate as a
leader? Tell me a story that shows how
you practice each value in your workplace.
What to listen for: You are questioning
to determine whether the candidate has
leadership skills or warnings of a do-itall-yourself hero. Listen to the applicant’s
stories and examples to help you identify
the person’s leadership style. Is it congruent with your company’s culture?

How to Deal with a
Difficult Interviewee
At some point every interviewer has to
deal with a difficult interviewee. Here are
a few typical scenarios along with effective questions that will help you gain the
cooperation of the interviewee and keep
the interview rolling.
“Jumpy Jamie” (shows general nervousness about interview): Spend a minute
or two—but not longer—warming up with
small talk. Describe the types of questions you will ask so the candidate knows
what to expect during the interview. Reward the interviewee when they share an
experience or situation by saying, “That’s
exactly the kind of information I am looking for.”
“Rambling Robert” (digresses to topics unrelated to questions): Direct the
candidate back to the question by saying, “That’s interesting, but we have a lot
more ground to cover. Can we get back to
the event? You were saying that…” Help
the interviewee identify the key point of
his answer by asking, “What was it about
the situation that was a high or low point
to you?”
“At a loss Andy” (can’t remember specific
examples of past experiences): As the
interviewer, become comfortable with
silence—it provides time for the applicant
to think. If the lack of response becomes
unbearable, switch the questioning to
another topic, but continue to probe for
experiences.
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Can’t Meet the Deadline? What’s Plan B?

How Do You Make
Will You Fit Into
Split-Second Decisions? Our Culture?

Interview question: What have you done
when you’ve found yourself behind schedule on your part of a project?

Interview question: Tell me about a splitsecond decision you made on the job. How
did you approach it?

Why ask: If project schedules are an important component of the job in question,
being able to rely on someone to meet
project deadlines is critical. The candidate’s responses may give clues about
his/her self-management, level of emotional maturity, reliability and work ethic.

Why ask: Quick problem solving allows no
time for analysis and is not the preferred
approach to strategic decisions. However,
most jobs have at least a few situations
that require an employee to make splitsecond decisions. It’s the ability to “think
on your feet” and make the right decision
to save the situation. Split-second decisions are based on a limited number of
key factors as well as the individual’s past
experience, intuition and knowledge.

Follow-up questions: Describe how you
organized and began your part of a group
project. What tools and resources did you
use to manage the project? When your
schedule started to de-rail, what did you
do? How did this make you feel? What
did you do next? Did you ever consider
giving-up? What did you learn from the
situation?
What to listen for: How does the candidate take responsibility for their actions?
Do they blame others? Is there a willingness to ask for help to get back on track
to meet the deadline? Does the candidate
design and use
a back-up plan?
To encourage
the individual
to share more
information, try
using a neutral
response to prevent biasing the answer,
i.e. “Uh-huh” (followed by a few moments
of silence) or “Could you explain what you
mean?”
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Follow-up questions: Why did you select
one course of action over another in making your decision? What past experiences
and knowledge did you rely upon to make
the quick decision? If you had the chance
for a “do-over,” what would you change
about your decision? What skills do you
possess that help you make quick decisions? What decision-making skills would
you like to improve and why? Describe
how you might improve your skills.
What to listen for: What level of reasoning does the candidate use in his/her
example? Does the applicant use logical
thinking? When describing his/her decision-making skills, does the candidate
mention critical thinking, logic, reasoning, informed opinions and/or problemsolving techniques? How easily is the
applicant able to self-assess and verbalize
strengths and areas for improvement?

Interview question: How will you fit in our
work environment?
Why ask? Nearly one-third of newly hired
employees leave their employment (voluntarily or involuntarily) before the end
of their first year – not because of their
inability to do the job but because “the
chemistry is wrong” (Saratoga Institute
survey). A mismatched employee for the
position as well as the company’s work
environment (or culture) can be a costly
and time-consuming HR experiment for
any employer. To identify candidates who
will fit your company’s culture, it’s important to understand your work environment. First ask top management what it
is about the work culture that makes your
company successful. Then ask nonmanagement employees the same question.
In addition, be an impartial observer of
your culture in action. Notice any similarities or disconnects in the values, beliefs,
attitudes or behaviors that are mentioned
or observed?
Follow-up questions: Based on your
organization’s cultural characteristics,
ask behavioral interview questions that
reveal how the applicant has approached
a variety of past work situations as well
as whether the candidate’s style and
behavior are a good fit. For example, a
person who prefers to work independently
may not find a good cultural fit in a teamoriented workplace.
Cautions: To minimize hiring discrimination claims, be sure to link the cultural
factors to job competencies so you can
support your employment decisions.
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Get to Know the Candidate • John Marcus
John Marcus is now retired, but between 1970 and the time he left Matthews Medical
Books, he grew the company from a $750,000 business to a $180 million company. How
did he do it? Marcus believes much of his success and that of his company came down
to hiring. “We had to hire good human beings,” says Marcus. “We didn’t hire for skill
sets. Those can be learned. Character and quality can’t be learned.”
During interviews, the focus was on determining quality of character and cultural fit.
“We worried less about what someone did before or where they ranked,” says Marcus.
“We aimed to find out what the person liked to do and what culture they wanted to work
in. We asked questions like, ‘What job would you write for yourself to do and why?’”
Marcus built on getting to know the candidate by skipping unnecessary formalities.
“Don’t be cold and impersonal,” he says. “Some interviewers don’t even smile because
they think that’s what they have to do. The interviewer has to be competent in their
interviewing skills and act like they do in their organization.”
The bottom line for Marcus: Ask open-ended questions to get to know the person.
“If a person is wrong for the business, it doesn’t make a difference if they are a wizard
because they have to fit the culture,” he says. “We need to know if we have the kind of
culture they like to see in a company.”

What Is Your EQ?

How do you take care of the customer?

Interview question: Tell me about a time when you spoke up at
work knowing that by doing so you were taking a risk.

Interview question: Tell me about a time when you exceeded a
customer’s expectations.

Why ask? In 1985 Dr. Reuven BarOn first coined the letters “EQ”
to refer to emotional intelligence that measures social and relationship skills. Emotional intelligence often is just as important
in the workplace as talent and mental intelligence (or IQ). It’s
well-known that all the “smarts” in the world don’t necessarily
guarantee a new hire’s success.

Why ask: A job candidate’s service orientation or attitude is important to your business. The prospective employee’s passion for
service—to clients as well as co-workers—potentially can make or
break the opportunity for repeat business as well as affect internal employee relations.

Employers should look at a combination of mental as well as
emotional factors during the hiring process. Standardized tests
are certainly available for assessing a prospective hire’s EQ as
well as IQ. However, carefully constructed interview questions
also may yield valuable EQ insights.
Follow-up questions: Tell me about a time when your awareness
of your own emotions caused you to change your plan of action.
Describe a critical action you took in the workplace without being
directed to do so. What does “good attitude” mean to you? Tell
me about a time you had to “choose your battles carefully.”
What to listen for: Of course, certain occupations may require
specific social and relationship skills. However, generally listen
for examples of how gracefully the candidate responds to workplace situations. Is it in an emotionally intelligent manner?
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Follow-up questions: Describe a situation when you had to go
out of your immediate job duties to help a customer. Explain the
steps you would take if a customer or co-worker came to you with
a problem that was beyond your knowledge or responsibilities.
Tell me about a time when a customer came to you angry and
how you worked to solve the issue. Describe the steps you use to
calm an angry customer. How do customers frustrate you? What
is customer service follow-up, and why is it important? Describe
ways that you have followed up with customers. Tell me about a
situation when you took a stand for a customer.
What to listen for: Does the interviewee struggle to give specific examples? How do the candidate’s real-life examples show
a passion for service to customers and co-workers? In what ways
are customers engaged that make their day? Does the applicant
imply that customers are sometimes an inconvenience? To what
extent does he/she strive to make customers happy?
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Are you a lifelong
learner?

Extreme Interview:
How Do You Uncover
Oddball or Pure Genius? Employee Potential?

Interview question: Tell me about a time
you learned a new job skill – not because
you were required to but because you
wanted to.

Interview question: How would you determine how many house painters there
are in the U.S.?

Interview question: Describe how you
uncover and nurture an underachieving
employee’s potential.

Why ask? According to William Poundstone, author of “How Would You Move
Mount Fuji?,” as far back as the 1950s,
companies like Hewlett-Packard were
asking logic-puzzle interview questions
similar to the above. Most of the time the
interviewer is not looking for the “right”
answer to what may appear to be a trivia
question. Instead, listening to the candidate work through the problem piece by
piece is what’s important to the employer.
For positions that require problem-solving
and analytical skills, a real-time look at
how a prospect tackles the process for
estimating the answer can be extremely
insightful to the employer.

Why ask: When interviewing candidates
for executive and managerial positions,
it’s especially important to know how the
candidates nurture fellow team members’
strengths because the success of leaders
often is measured by the success of their
employees. When leaders empower employees to reach their full potential, the
performance of the entire organization is
elevated.

Why ask: The desire to be a lifelong
learner can be a valued trait in a worker,
especially in industries or positions that
require adaptation to rapidly changing information, techniques or skills. The ability
to seek and use learning opportunities is
important not only for self-development
but also for company growth and progress.
Follow-up questions: Describe how
you have approached the need to learn
something new in your job. What types of
resources did you use for learning? After
participating in a learning activity, how
did you bring that knowledge back to the
workplace? What types of unexpected
obstacles did you face? Describe how you
tackled the obstacles and succeeded. Tell
me about a time when you used feedback
from a supervisor or customer and turned
it into a learning experience. What is a
subject – related to your job – that you
would like to learn more about? Why?
What to listen for: Does the candidate
indicate an openness to change and new
ideas? In what ways does the interviewee
demonstrate self-motivation to learn?
How easily does the candidate share examples of learning that occurred by choice
rather than by requirement? Does the applicant struggle to give specific examples?
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Other off-the-wall questions:
• If you were a brick in a wall, which brick
would you be and why? (indicates how
individual might click with the team)
• How many tennis balls would fill this
room? (tests ability to think quickly and
logically to solve problem)
• If you could invite three leaders to dinner
(living or dead), whom would you invite
and why? (gauges creativity)
Discrimination cautions: Always document how the interview questions predict
the candidate’s potential success in the
position. Be consistent and ask each candidate the same questions.

Follow-up questions: When an employee
was falling short in skills or performance,
how did you react as his manager?
Describe how you have responded in the
past when an employee makes a mistake.
How have you determined an employee’s
strengths, likes and dislikes? Describe a
situation in which you turned an employee’s weakness into a strength. How do
you show confidence in a staff member’s
abilities?
What to listen for: In the examples the
candidate shares, how are an employee’s
actions used as opportunities for growth?
Does the applicant indicate ways he/she
values the unique gifts that team members offer? Is the candidate’s leadership
style authoritarian or empowering? Listen
for ways the candidate allows others to
lead, make decisions and solve problems.
Is there a consistent thread throughout
the responses that indicates the candidate has experience mentoring others?
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Mining Information
During an Interview

How Do You Get Others
to Accept Your Ideas?

How Do You Create an
Inclusive Workplace?

During an interview, it may become apparent that portions of an interviewee’s
answers are missing. The following probes
(with examples of use during interviews)
will reveal more about the candidate’s
experiences without the risk of biasing
the candidate’s answers (interviewer’s
response in bold):

Interview question: How do you get others to listen to and accept your ideas?
What’s your approach?

Interview question: Tell me about a time
when you helped a new employee—from a
culture or background different from that
of other employees—acclimate to your
department.

Clarification probe (to determine the
meaning of a response): “A person who
is not part of the ‘in’ group can’t expect a
pay increase.” “What do you mean by ‘in’
group?”
Neutral probe (to encourage additional
feedback): “It sounded good at the time.”
“Uh-huh.” “It didn’t turn out that way
though.” “And then what happened?”
Silence probe (to create expectation for
more information): “You know, I think
they took advantage of me.” Silence —
five to 10 seconds. “Yeah, they promised
me a promotion, but I never got it.”
Repetition probe (to persist in getting an
answer): “Which of your qualifications
contributed to your promotion?” “The
supervisor retired, so the job was open.”
“I see, but which of your qualifications
contributed to your promotion?”
Confirmation probe (to validate the intended meaning): “I didn’t get any credit
for the new system even though it was
my idea and I worked over 1,000 hours on
it.” “You feel your creativity and willingness to work long hours were not appreciated?”
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Why ask: The ability to effectively communicate is at the heart of almost any
job. Leaders must convince and rally
others to support company mission and
goals. Salespeople are required to capture
a customer’s attention and land the sale
using persuasive communication skills.
For co-workers to simply “play together in
the same sandbox” day after day requires
creative listening and speaking.
Follow-up questions: Give an example of
when you had to explain a complex technical issue to someone who hasn’t had
any technical experience. Tell me about
a situation when you had to convince
others of an idea that wasn’t necessarily a popular idea. What did you do when
your approach failed? How have you used
nonverbal communication strategies to
get others to listen to you? How do you
show an interest in what another person
is saying? Describe how you have worked
with a person whose first language was
not English or a person with a disability
that inhibited communication.
What to listen for: In the examples the
candidate shares, how is a good rapport
established with the listener? How easily
does the applicant recall examples of
past situations? During the interview,
how does the applicant establish a good
exchange and flow of information?

Why ask? Looking for ways to be a
truly inclusive organization—one that
makes full use of the contributions of all
employees—is not just a nice idea; it is
good business sense that yields greater
productivity and competitive advantage.
An environment where all employees feel
included and valued yields greater commitment and motivation. It also means
fewer resources spent on turnover and
grievances.
Follow-up questions: What did you do to
make the new employee feel welcomed
and a part of your team? How was the
new employee received by your co-workers? Tell me about a time when fellow
employees had difficulty adapting to the
personal or cultural differences of others on the team. How did you handle the
situation? Describe a situation when you
needed the cooperation of many diverse
people in order to succeed. How did your
approach vary with each individual?
What to listen for: How does the candidate encourage diversity of thought and
experience among team members? Does
the candidate also point out similarities
among employees—not just differences?
How is the interviewee’s belief system
about diversity and inclusiveness revealed?
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Can You Translate
Ideas Into Results?
Interview question: How do you hold
yourself and others accountable for delivering high-quality results?
Why ask? Results-driven behaviors are
often found on the A-lists of desired skills
and core competencies for managers and
team leaders. A results-oriented individual creates a work environment that
fosters achievement.
Follow-up questions: Tell about a time
when your department wasn’t meeting goals. What actions did you take?
Describe ways you developed a sense
of urgency in others to complete tasks.
How did you overcome setbacks and
not become distracted by lower-priority
activities? Explain how you challenge
yourself—and others—to raise the bar on
performance. What are some examples
of ways you model high work standards
and demand the same from others? How
do you criticize mediocre or poor performance?
What to listen for: Does the candidate
know how to prioritize issues and set
goals? Are opportunities for success
recognized and acted upon? How does
the candidate demonstrate perseverance in the face of adversity? Does the
interviewee avoid confrontation or seize
the opportunity in order to move projects
forward? What changes did the individual
effect in her/his current company?

WWW.SBMON.COM

Tell Me About An
Important Project
In Your Previous Job

Because some interview questions may
be considered discriminatory, it’s important that every question you ask in an
interview relates to the central theme:
“Are you qualified to perform the job?”
Interview question: Tell me about an
important project in your previous job.
Why ask: Often a job candidate’s initial
response to an interview question will
be a canned reply. It’s important to cut
through the fluff answers and pin down
the candidate’s true experience with careful listening and questioning. The best
predictor of future performance is past
performance.
What to listen for: To determine a candidate’s true role in the project, listen for
clues to the real scope of duties, the time
involved in the project and the results.
If you hear “I managed installation of a
new computer network and brought it in
under budget and on time,” don’t be too
quickly impressed. Begin probing. Ask
how many people worked on the project
and how the candidate selected them.
You may discover that the candidate really
didn’t run the project.
Follow-up questions: Ask the percentage
of time the candidate spent on project
duties. The responses may reveal a more
accurate picture of the scope of involvement. Project participation and familiarity
are important, but so are accomplishments. Ask the candidate to describe the
challenges, failures and successes that
were experienced along the way.

How Do You Care for
Your Direct Reports?
Interview question: Tell me what you
have done on a consistent basis to ensure
that your direct reports feel valued for
their contributions.
Why ask: The quality of the supervisoremployee relationship constitutes the
fabric of any department. If relationships
fall apart, the entire operation is weakened. The ability to build a good relationship with an employee is the best way to
close the employee’s productivity gap.
Follow-up questions: Give an example of
how you celebrated an individual’s success. Tell me about a time you missed an
opportunity to recognize a direct report’s
accomplishment. What did you do?
Describe how you handled a time when
you realized one of your direct reports was
overburdened with work. How did your actions affect the situation? How have you
integrated new members into your team?
What to listen for: No matter how many
responsibilities a supervisor may have,
one must take priority over all others: the
responsibility for the condition of any
given employee relationship. What behaviors indicate how the candidate values
and places importance on the supervisoremployee relationship? What initiatives
does the job candidate take to build and
maintain productive relationships with
employees? Does the interviewee tend to
blame the direct report in situations that
fail—or do they assume responsibility?
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Culture Is King • Gary Jaffe
Since Sandy Jaffe took over the Booksource, now GL Group, in 1974, culture has been
king. GL Group now boasts four divisions, five facilities and 189 full-time employees, but
as much as it has diversified, both its business and its focus have stayed niche.
When it comes to hiring, maintaining company culture still tops the list. The company’s
hiring process includes two immediate culture checks.
“The first is a phone screen,” says Gary Jaffe, now president. “Through this we look
for if the employee speaks well to their résumé and skills and if they are culturally a fit.
If they make it past the phone screen, we then have a culture interview. We make sure
that they are a good culture fit before we discuss their skills. Our third step is a profile
assessment online, which measures the candidate against our current employee. After
that we have a second interview, which is a skills interview. We do the culture-fit interview
first because many people may have the right skills, so we can narrow down who fits our
culture. To do this, we include many managers and employees in the process.”

?

Jaffe follows an old standby: Hire slow; fire fast. “Don’t let the need for a position
dictate the speed in which you hire,” he says. “If you are on your sixth interview for a
position and feeling pressure to hire, a candidate you may have originally passed on
might start to look better. Make sure not to let that happen.”

Are You Asking Illegal Interview Questions?
10 Off-Limits Interview Questions and How to Make Them Acceptable:

• When did you attend high school/college? (Acceptable: Ask about highest grade or degree completed.)

• How many days of work did you miss last year because of illness? (Acceptable: Can you meet our attendance requirements?)
• Do you suffer from a disability? (Acceptable: Can you perform the essential functions of the job?)
• Do you attend church on weekends? (Acceptable: Can you work the regular shifts of the job?)

• Have you ever been arrested? (Acceptable: Have you ever been convicted of a crime? Only ask if the inquiry is job-related.)
• Do you own a car? (Acceptable: Do you have reliable transportation to work?)
Questions to always avoid:
• Are you married? Divorced?

• How old are you? (Only OK to ask if child labor laws apply.)
• Do you have children?
• What are your day care plans?

If a job candidate reveals information you’re not allowed to ask about, don’t pursue the topic. The “she brought it up” excuse won’t
fly in court.
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Why Are You Leaving
Your Current Job?

Background Checks:
Seeing Behind the Mask

Interview question: Tell me why you’re
leaving your job.

You’ve interviewed the job applicants,
compared the qualifications and
selected the final two or three candidates. Now it’s time to check backgrounds and verify that the candidates
are who they say they are and did
what they say they did.

Why ask? This type of open-ended question gives insight about the candidate’s
general attitude and company loyalty and
what he/she values most about work.
What to listen for: Given the fact that
the No. 1 reason people look for a new
job is to escape from a “bad” boss or
poor leadership, listen for clues about
the interviewee’s relationship with his
or her supervisor or manager. Does the
candidate use the interview to whine and
play the “blame game”? If the reasons for
leaving the current job include “poorly run
organization” or “disagreed with company
policies,” you might want to probe with
further questioning. The responses may
be warning signs of an employee relations
problem.
Does the interviewee’s résumé show
several jobs that lasted only a short time
or gaps in employment history? Inability
to provide a reasonable explanation could
serve as a red flag with respect to a job
applicant’s reliability. If the answer is because he/she needs a change, the search
might be for something on a short-term
basis.
What to do next: There may be good explanations for the applicant’s responses,
but questioning that includes “tell me
more” or “please clarify” is warranted.
A thorough background and reference
check also should be part of the selection
process.
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Due diligence. Long gone is the time
when a hiring decision was simply an
interview and a handshake. Employers should not accept at face value
the information found on the job application or shared in the interview. Consider the
following:
• An estimated 40% of résumés contain omissions or falsehoods.
• The cost of replacing a “bad hire” is estimated to be between 1.5 and 3.5 times the
salary of the job in question.
• On average, juries award damages of $1 million or more to plaintiffs who argue that
employers should have known about a new hire’s potential threat to others.
Check it out. For these and other reasons, a critical step in the hiring process should be
a thorough check of a job candidate’s background. The investigation can be conducted
by the employer or by a vendor. If a vendor is used, the employer needs to comply with
the federal Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA). At a minimum, the following types of
background checks are recommended:
• Education and experience
• Driving record
• Conviction record
• Prior employers
• Personal references
• Credit -- in very limited situations
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Structure For Success • David Weller
For 15 years Leadership Alliance Inc. has had the goal of helping clients increase the
return on investment for its human capital by acting as a guide through the selection,
development and engagement of talented employees. Owned by the husband-and-wife
team of David and Karen Weller, who both have doctorates in psychology, Leadership
Alliance provides services including pre-employment testing, leadership development,
succession planning, mentoring, competency development and team development.
While helping companies find A-players, Leadership Alliance takes the following
steps:
•Takes the time to understand the job and the competencies needed to do the job
at a high level
•Structures an assessment battery designed to measure those competencies
•Has the interview finalists complete the assessments
•Reports back strengths, areas for development and fit for the job to the hiring
manager or HR
“Having assessed thousands of employees across a range of industries, we have
benchmarks or success profiles we use to determine who the A-players are,” says Weller.
“Sometimes we also work with our clients to create their own internal benchmarks using
their top performers.”
Clearly, cultural differences between companies can affect who is deemed an A-player,
but there are common traits all A-players have, according to David Weller. “The reality is
being smart and able to think and learn on your feet is important,” he says. “Drive and
motivation as well as the ability to get along with others is important. What really differentiates potential employees is the ability to handle conflict constructively. Many people
either go over the top or avoid it altogether. Our assessments pick up all of this.”

How Do You Solve A Problem?
Interview question: Tell me about a time when you had a difficult problem to solve.
Why ask: There are many jobs that require skills in decision making – and sometimes with very little time for thorough analysis.
Follow-up questions: In order to solve the problem, how did you organize the available information? How did you gather additional
information? What were the steps you took to solve the problem? Did you involve others? Why or why not? How did you choose among
alternative solutions? Describe a split-second decision you made on the job. With limited time, how did you quickly determine the
most important information? Give an example of when you failed to handle an issue effectively. What did you do after recognizing the
problem was not handled appropriately? Describe a situation when you firmly believed your point of view was correct but you agreed
to a different solution to accommodate others. Why did you agree to this? What was the outcome?
What to listen for: How does the candidate generate multiple solutions? Is logic used? Are business objectives considered? In splitsecond decisions, does the applicant indicate skill at thinking on his/her feet? How does the candidate show the foresight to perceive
the ultimate impact of his/her decisions?
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Holding Tryouts • Brian Cross
At Elasticity, a public relations, social media and search marketing boutique agency,
the product is the company’s people and its creativity. For that reason, Brian Cross,
owner, follows a different hiring model. During the interview process, it’s not about the
candidate’s résumé or portfolio; instead, the creativity and thought process the Elasticity
team sees from the candidate are what stand out.
During the hiring process, Cross uses three best practices.
No. 1: “Don’t get caught up in what they’ve done in the past,” says Cross. “You don’t
know exactly what their role was on the team or how much is exaggerated in the case
study.”
No. 2: “Don’t hire people that haven’t gotten a viewpoint outside of the industry,” Cross
recommends. “Agency people tend to float between agencies and get ‘inbred’ a bit.
We’ve hired neuroscientists for interns, children’s book writers, MBAs, fashion bloggers,
stand-up comics and more for various reasons in getting a mix of viewpoints and different types of creativity into the solutions we provide for our clients.”
No. 3: “Take a chance on the rookies,” he says.
Overall, Cross emphasizes that if your people are your product, like at Elasticity, finding
the best client for each position is non-negotiable. “A lot of businesses look for the best
person within a given salary and experience range and try to get the best ‘deal’ they can,”
says Cross. “And in companies that have product/inventory or other methods of income,
that is a fantastic managerial strategy. But we put people in front of clients every day
with nothing but their brain and a pair of tap shoes. We live and die by how well they use
those tools, on the fly, right in front of the client. Multiple times a day. So we have to hire
the best of the best. For every position. So we do what any dance troupe would do: hold
tryouts. Once we see the talent, then we put them in those pressure situations where
they are creative on the fly. The A-players rise to the occasion. The others don’t.”

Are You Resistant to Change?
Interview question: How do you deal with change?
Why ask? In today’s business environment, there is no status quo—only continual change. Having employees who are flexible and
adaptable in their approach to change is an asset to any business.
Follow-up questions: Give me an example of a time when you had to quickly adjust to changes over which you had no control. How did
the changes impact you? Tell me about a time when you led a change effort. How did you prepare? Describe a time when you helped
co-workers deal with changes at work that they viewed as negative. What skills did you use? Describe a situation when you—at first—
resisted a change at work and later accepted it. What changed your mind? Tell me about a time when you felt that a planned change
was inappropriate. What did you do and what were the results?
What to listen for: How does the candidate engage others and garner support during the change process? Do descriptions of how situations were handled show an organized, systematic approach? Are opportunities for success recognized and acted upon? How does
the candidate demonstrate perseverance in the face of adversity? How often does the applicant refer to stress and in what ways? Does
the candidate seem to have a sense of humor that is used amidst change?
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Gain Employee Perspective • Ryan Mortland
Since starting MB Consulting, a managed IT service provider, 15 years ago, Ryan
Mortland has taken his company’s HR and hiring processes from day to night. When his
firm grew from 10 employees to more than 20, it became a necessity for Mortland. “We
changed the process over the last four years with that growth,” he says. “We enrolled an
HR consultant, which has helped take me out of the equation. Our consultant does the
initial screening, and then the manager of a department and/or a team member does
the first-round interview, looking at skill set, attitude and culture.”
While Mortland looks at skills set, he believes it can be trained but certain characteristics
cannot. “You can’t train attitude or work ethic,” says Mortland. “The hire must have that
and must be able to work as a part of the team. That’s the character we need to see.”
To measure each potential hire in an interview, each person who performs an interview
has a scorecard on which he or she ranks five characteristics: attitude, work ethic, skill
set, culture and role. “After everyone has filled out the scorecard, it makes the team more
accountable for making the new hire successful,” says Mortland. “Having staff members
perform interviews not only gives them a stake in the company and the hire once they
are on board but it also gives an additional perspective in the interview process.”

Why Have You Had (x)
Number of Jobs in (x) Years?
Interview question: Why have you had (x) number of jobs in (x) years?
Why ask: There is nothing inherently wrong with moving from job to
job – the reasons why are what matter. By asking, you’ll get a fuller
picture of the candidate’s work history.
Follow-up questions: Why have you jumped from job to job (if indeed
the candidate has)? What was the key factor for your departure from
each job? When have you been most satisfied in your life? What
things do you not like to do? If you are hired and you loved everything
about this job, including the salary, what kind of offer from another
company would you consider?
What to listen for: What keeps the candidate motivated? Does he
or she become bored easily? What signs of loyalty are expressed? Is
someone else consistently blamed for the changes from job to job
(e.g., manager, co-worker)? Or do the answers show responsibility, accountability and an eagerness to grow from “lessons learned”? Listen
for indications that the candidate is a good match not only for the
position but also for your company’s culture.
As always, thorough background and reference checks also should be
part of the selection process.
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Are You a Self-Starter?
Interview question: Describe a time when you initiated
action to solve a problem.
Why ask: A qualification frequently included in job descriptions is the ability to be a “self-starter.” What does
that really mean and why is it an important competency?
Being a self-starter requires initiative—recognizing what
needs to be done and accomplishing it proactively and
with minimal supervision. For certain positions this may
be essential in order to successfully perform the job.
Follow-up questions: Give me a specific example of when
none of your supervisors were available to direct you on a
project or problem. How did you approach the situation so
you could continue your work? Describe a time when you
took charge and started the ball rolling to get a job done.
What were the ramifications if the job didn’t get done?
How did it turn out? Share a situation in which you identified a problem and took action to correct it rather than
wait for someone else to do so.
What to listen for: Listen for the thought-process the
interviewee uses when taking-on a task. Is it logical? Is
there a sense of confidence? Are available resources used
creatively? How does the candidate gain support for their
initiatives? Is there a pattern of barriers that are frequently blamed for the failure to take initiative?
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A Strategic Approach to Hiring • Derek Weber
When goBrandgo!, a strategic branding and marketing firm for entrepreneurs, is looking to hire, it is as strategic in its process as it is in the work it does for clients each day.
It should take two weeks from the day the decision is made to begin hiring, according
to Derek Weber, president and founder of the firm.
“Our potential candidates come from three sources,” says Weber. “Recommendations
from friends/family, eBlast and social media post responses, and people in the pipeline
from the past.”
After calls are vetted, résumés are reviewed and interviews are scheduled over week
1, week 2 of interviews begins.
Day 1: Skillz Interviews. “Skillz interviews are held with the potential team lead and a
team peer and are focused on the candidate’s ability to execute the specified role,” says
Weber. “They complete the Skillz interview form after the interview. Then the team lead
and I discuss who should be cut from the list.”
Day 2: Culture Interviews. “The culture interview is with a go!-mate and me to judge
cultural fit,” says Weber. “They then complete the culture interview form, and the team
lead and I discuss who should be cut from the list.”
Day 3: Reference calls are made and documented by goBrandgo!’s people person, the
company’s version of a human resources director. “Our people person reaches out to get
references from managers, co-workers, customers, professors (if younger) and asks each these questions: 1) Tell me
about the time you worked together. 2) What was his/her greatest strength back then? 3) Looking back, what was an
area for improvement? 4) If he/she called you up today and you had a position available, would you hire him/her back?,”
says Weber. “All forms and reference responses are to be saved and uploaded into Mavenlink and Google Docs.”
As goBrandgo!’s process continues, it is crucial that its people person is reaching out to candidates that were not a
good fit for the position.
Day 4: Make decisions.
Day 5: If still in stalemate over picking the final candidate, the team invites the candidate to lunch Friday. Once a
decision is made, an offer letter is sent.

Meet Susan Martin
If you haven’t been reading Susan Martin’s columns over the past few years, here’s a little about her
and what she does to help the development of small businesses in our area.
Please tell me about your background: I have a BS degree in secondary education from University
of Missouri-Columbia. I am a certified Professional in Human Resources (PHR) and have worked at
AAIM Employers’ Association for over 20 years.
What do you do in your current role at AAIM? As AAIM Member Answer Center coordinator, my
primary responsibility is researching and answering HR and employment law questions that come
from our member companies (over 6,000 questions annually). I also design weekly surveys that measure the “pulse” of hot HR topics among area businesses. Additionally, I facilitate two HR roundtable
discussion groups each month.
What do you do to help clients with recruiting and hiring top talent? In addition to guiding our member companies through the maze of employment laws that impact the recruitment and hiring process,
I refer businesses to our AAIM talent acquisition team. They conduct specialized recruitment services,
pre-hire assessments and background checks to assure the right fit for an engaged workforce.
What do you enjoy most about working at AAIM? It makes my day when an HR person at one of
our member companies tells me I’ve made them a “hero” by helping them solve an HR issue!
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