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How to Interview:

Questioning Beyond the Image

A job interview is very much like an audition of an actor. The point - in both situations - is to project the best image possible. As a managing supervisor, you are presented with job candidates who excel in projecting a desired image. With all of the books and tapes on the market today geared toward our interviewing the interviewer, many job seekers are better prepared than the manager asking them questions. They are eager to impress you; but, simply because these people can present themselves well, does not guarantee they will be suitable employees. The image they present might fool you.

There is no more important decision to the success of your company than the people that you hire. The truth is that the unique parameters of the job interview put a lot of weight upon a relatively brief conversation between you and individual candidates. It is crucial that you design the interview so that you gain the most appropriate information in the shortest possible time. This is not quite as easy as it might appear at first blush.

The best way, of course, to find out about a person is to ask lots of questions. But the kind of questions - the particular way in which they are worded - is what you want to pay close attention to.

Remember: applicants come to an interview with the explicit goal of giving you answers they think you want. The point here is that neither the interviewer nor the interviewee has a necessarily conscious, sinister desire to mislead or “play games”. But you, as a potential employer, would like the most honest, candid information you can extract from an applicant. And this can best be accomplished by framing questions so that they address these fundamental areas:

1. Personal Integrity

2. Motivation

3. Dedication

You will want to begin by first asking broad questions, followed by increasingly specific question that focus on revealing details.

Personal Integrity
The area of personal integrity can be a hard one to access when interviewing a job candidate. What you want to determine is whether this person will hold to high moral principles in difficult times, and resist unethical practices, which could come to haunt your organization in a dangerous way. Where do these ethical boundaries lie in this individual? Here are some examples of questions designed to reveal:

· Tell me about a time when co-workers were being dishonest, in your view. What, if anything, did you do?

· Tell me about a situation in which you felt pressured to compromise your personal integrity. What finally happened there?

· Have you ever felt like you had to jeopardize your job for something that you really believed in?

Keep in mind that you will often need to dig to get answers that are specific and relevant as opposed to responses that tend to be vague and general.

Motivation
Assessing a potential employee’s level of energy and motivation is tricky business. One way to assess authentic motivation is to ask questions that give examples of initiative. These might include:

· What are your short (and long) term career objectives?

· How will this job enable you to meet your long-term objective? 

· What have you done that shows me that you have high initiative?

· Where do you want to be in your life in, say, five years?

· What have you accomplished in the last year that would make your employment here an asset to our company?

Some more specific, pointed questions designed to assess motivation and initiative include:

· How do you feel about the progress you have made toward your career goals so far?

· What career objective have you realized?

· What goals had you hoped/planned to reach by this time that you have not met?

These questions and their answers may well tell you much about an applicant’s self-perception, and personal effectiveness. Watch non-verbal communication closely!

Some further probing questions into this area will perhaps include:

· What is most important to you in a job?

· What project has been the most satisfying to you, personally?

· What are you looking forward to in the world of work?

· What types of rewards for a “job well done” mean the most to you?

Keep asking similar phrased questions to check for sincerity, consistency, and depth of conviction. Listen closely, and compare what you are hearing to what you want to hear - as objectively as possible.

Dedication
The third area of evaluation is the level of dedication to your company. Because employee turnover is a bothersome problem for many businesses, selecting a loyal employee can save your company a lot of grief and money. Put some direct questions to the applicant:

· If we hire you, how long do you imagine you will remain in our employ?

· What would you absolutely avoid in your work life?

· Tell me about a time when you felt your work was not productive. How did you resolve this situation, if you did?

· What work environments/projects have motivated you the most?

Once you feel like you have gotten solid information about these three crucial areas, you have set the groundwork for peripheral areas of character/skill revelation. You will want to better understand an applicant’s relationship to former bosses with such questions as:

· Describe for me the best boss you ever had.

· How much do you work by yourself at your current position?

· Tell me about the worst boss you had. What went wrong?

· What do you think your boss will say when you quit?

· What suggestions would you offer about your current company?

· How might it be run better?
· What kind of reference do you suppose you will get from your present supervisor when I request one? What will be said about your skill level? Your interpersonal skills?

Now you will want some information about how this person gets along with other people. You surely do not need someone at work with a bad attitude! In this area you need to be as non-threatening as possible. A good course of action is to ask questions about how the applicant observes other people interacting:

· Tell me about your closest co-workers: What are their strengths? Weaknesses?

· What kinds of problems have you experienced with co-workers?

· How do you think good morale and teamwork happens in a group? Can you give me an example?

Be particularly aware of responses, which put blame on others in a consistent way. This may signal a lack of maturity, and resistance to taking on responsibility.

You will also want to know how this person accepts direction and feedback. A good way to broach this subject is to ask the (deceptively) simple questions:

· For what have you been criticized by more than one person?

· Do you accept the truth of their observations? Why?

· Have you changed the behavior as a result of the criticism? Why?

Observe how in touch this person is with mature, objective, constructive criticism.

One of the final areas of work life you will want to explore is coping with the stresses of an organization. The ability to handle stress is a determining factor in many jobs, as well as a predictor of staying power. You will want to get a good idea about how the interviewee copes with stress under pressure. Some strategic questions to pose:

· What have you done while under a lot of pressure that, later, you wish you had not?

· What was the tightest deadline you have ever faced?

· What kinds of difficulties test your patience the most?

· When you become angry on the job, how do you deal with your anger?

These questions - and the candidate’s responses to them (both verbal and non-verbal) - can offer you quite a lot of insight into how an individual copes with the inevitable stress and strains of the work place.
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