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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 manager who is responsible for hiring, you 
are presented with job candidates who excel in projecting a desired image. These new 
sophisticated candidates are savvy and confi dent with the interview process.  With all of 
the books and cds on the market today geared toward 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 professional image they present might fool 
you.

The hiring process is a critical component of a manager’s/owner’s job and is one of the 
more important decisions to the success of your company.  The people that you hire are a 
refl ection of the process. 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.  Ask anyone who 
has made a wrong hire and the consequence of that on the company.

The best way, of course, to fi nd out about a person is to ask a series 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:



Job Experience, Skill Set & Leadership qualities
Personal Integrity
Motivation
Dedication

You will want to begin by fi rst asking broad questions, followed by increasingly specifi c question that focus 
on revealing details.

JOB EXPERIENCE AND SKILL SET
WORK HISTORY

What special aspects of your work experience have prepared you for this job? • 

Can you describe for me one or two of your most important accomplishments? • 

How much supervision have you typically received in your previous job? • 

Describe for me one or two of the biggest disappointments in your work history? • 

Why are you leaving your present job? (Or, why did you leave your last job?) • 

What is important to you in a company? What things do you look for in an organization? • 

JOB PERFORMANCE

Everyone has strengths & weaknesses as workers. What are your strong points for this job? • 

What would you say are the job skills that need improvement? • 

How did your supervisor on your most recent job evaluate your job performance? What • 
were some of the good points & what are the areas needing enhancement? 

When you have been told, or discovered for yourself, a problem in your job performance, • 
what have you typically done? Can you give me an example? 

There is nothing greater than job satisfaction.  In your career what stands out as a • 
highlight for you?  What other team members were involved in this? 

What kind of people do you fi nd it most diffi cult to work with? Why? • 

Starting with your last job, tell me about any of your achievements that were recognized • 
by your superiors and peers. 

Can you give me an example of your ability to manage or supervise others? • 

What are some things you would like to avoid in a job? Why? • 

In your previous job what kind of pressures did you encounter? • 

What would you say is the most important thing you are looking for in a job? • 

What were some of the things about your last job that you found most diffi cult to do? • 

What are some things you particularly liked about your last job?   Provide an example?• 

Do you consider your progress on the job representative of your ability? Why? • 

If I were to ask your present (most recent) employer about your ability as • 
a____________________, what would he/she say? 



EDUCATION

What special aspects of your education or training have prepared you for this job? • 

What courses in school have been of most help in doing your job? • 

CAREER- GOALS

What is your long-term employment or career objective? • 

What kind of job do you see yourself holding fi ve years from now? • 

What do you feel you need to develop in terms of skill & knowledge in order to be ready • 
for that opportunity? 

Why do you think you will be successful in that type of job? • 

How does this job fi t in with your overall career goals? • 

Who or what in your life would you say infl uenced you most with your career objectives? • 

Can you pinpoint any specifi c things in your past experience that affected your present • 
career objectives? 

What would you most like to accomplish if you had this job? • 

What might make you leave this job? • 

SELF-ASSESSMENT

What kind of things do you feel most confi dent in doing? • 

Can you describe for me a diffi cult obstacle you have had to overcome? How did you • 
handle it? How do you feel this experience affected your personality or ability? 

How would you describe yourself as a person? • 

What do you think are the most important characteristics & abilities a person must • 
possess to become a successful (    )? How do you rate yourself in these areas? 

Do you consider yourself a self-starter? If so, explain why ( and provide examples) • 

What do you consider to be your greatest achievements to date? Why? • 

What things frustrate you the most? How do you usually cope with them? • 

CREATIVITY

In your work experience, what have you done that you consider truly creative? • 

One being low ten being high … how would you rate your resourcefulness?• 

Can you think of a problem you have encountered when the old solutions didn’t work & • 
when you came up with new solutions? 

Of your creative accomplishments big or small, at work or home, what gave you the • 
most satisfaction? 

What kind of problems have people recently called on you to solve? Tell me what you • 
have devised and why? 



DECISIVENESS

Do you consider yourself to be thoughtful, analytical or do you usually make up your • 
mind fast? Give an example. (Watch time taken to respond) 

What was your most diffi cult decision in the last six months? What made it diffi cult? • 

The last time you did not know what decision to make, what did you do? • 

How do you go about making an important decision affecting your career? • 

RANGE OF INTERESTS

What organizations do you belong to? • 

Tell me specifi cally what you do in the civic activities in which you participate. (Leading • 
questions in selected areas. i.e. sports, economics, current events, fi nance.) 

How do you keep up with what’s going on in your company / your industry/ your • 
profession? 

MOTIVATION 

What is your professional goal? • 

Can you give me examples of experiences on the job that you felt were satisfying?   Is • 
fun on the job important to you?

Do you have a long & short-term plan for your department? Is it realistic? • 

Did you achieve it last year? • 

Describe how you determine what constitutes top priorities in the performance of your • 
job. 

WORK STANDARDS

What are your standards of success in your job? • 

In your position, how would you defi ne doing a good job? On what basis was your • 
defi nition determined? 

When judging the performance of your subordinate, what factors or characteristics are • 
most important to you? 

LEADERSHIP

In your present job what approach do you take to get your people together to establish • 
a common approach to a problem? 

What approach do you take in getting your people to accept your ideas or department • 
goals? 

What specifi cally do you do to set an example for your employees? • 

How frequently do you meet with your immediate subordinates as a group? • 

What sort of leader do your people feel you are? Are you satisfi ed? • 

If you do not have much time & they hold seriously differing views, what would be your • 
approach? 



How would you describe your basic leadership style? Give specifi c examples of how you • 
practice this? 

Do you feel you work more effectively on a one to one basis or in a group situation? • 

Have you ever led a task force or committee or any group who doesn’t report to you, • 
but from whom you have to get work? How did you do it? What were the satisfactions & 
disappointments? How would you handle the job differently? 

ORAL PRESENTATION SKILLS

Have you ever done any public or group speaking? Recently? Why? How did it go? • 

Have you made any individual presentations recently? How did you prepare and who • 
was the audience? 

WRITTEN COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Would you rather write a report or give a verbal report? Why? • 

What kind of writing have you done? For a group? For an individual? / Technical report?• 

FLEXIBILITY

What was the most important idea or suggestion you received recently from your • 
employees? What happened as a result? 

What do you think about the continuous changes in company operating policies & • 
procedures? 

How effective has your company been in adapting its policies to fi t a changing • 
environment? 

What was the most signifi cant change made in your company in the last six months • 
which directly affected you, & how successfully do you think you implemented this 
change? 

STRESS TOLERANCE

Everyone has days with pressure - Do you have days in your past or current position that • 
you feel pressure in your job? Tell me about it. 

What has been the highest pressure situation you have been under in recent years? How • 
did you cope with it? 

STABILITY & MATURITY

Describe your most signifi cant success & failure in the last two years. • 

What do you like to do best? • 

What do you like to do least? • 

What is job commitment to you?• 



INTEREST IN SELF DEVELOPMENT

What has been the most important person or event in your own self development? • 

How do you participate in your organization in regard to training and development for • 
yourself and others?

What kind of books & other publications do you read? • 

Have you recently taken a management development course or attended a seminar?   • 
If so, what was the highlight for you?

How are you helping your subordinates develop themselves? • 

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 diffi cult 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 fi nally 
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 drill down to get answers that are specifi c and relevant as 
opposed to responses that tend to be vague and general.  Keep asking the questions that you feel are 
important. 

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 objectives? 
In your past experience, what task have you done that showed a lot of initiative on your part?
Where do you want to be in your life in, say, two years and why?
What have you accomplished in the last year that would make your employment here an asset to our 
company?

Some more specifi c, pointed questions designed to assess motivation and initiative includes:

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 a lot about an applicant’s self-perception, and 
personal effectiveness. Watch non-verbal communication closely!  Remember to look for candidates 
who have self-awareness.

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.  When 
you conduct your reference checks on the potential candidate cross reference your work.  Is the out-
come of the work references match what the candidate is saying?  If not, this may be a fl ag for you.

Dedication
The fourth 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? 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 team and 
you 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 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 fi nal 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 diffi culties test your patience the most?
When you become angry/upset 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.

WORK REFERENCES

Lastly the most important part of the hire is checking out the candidates references.  Plan the questions 
accordingly.  
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