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PREPARATION & INTERVIEWING TIPS 
 

The hour or two you spend interviewing a candidate for any position within your organization is critical to both 
the organization and to your career. It is important for the growth and health of the organization in that a great 
hire can add immeasurably to the bottom line. For you, the manager/owner/president, it is important for you to 
hire the best fit, both technically and culturally.  
 

A key element in conducting a professional interview that will allow you to hire only the best will depend on what 
you do before the interview occurs. An agenda should be prepared for this meeting. Most of the time the 
candidate comes to the interview prepared. They usually arrive with a list of questions and several well-thought-
out statements regarding their past achievements. The interviewer is strongly recommended to match the 
candidate’s efforts by spending time preparing for this meeting. A list of questions should be formulated that key 
into an exploration of the following personal traits: attitude, motivation, initiative, stability, planning, insight, and 
social skills. If the interviewer plans to interview more than one candidate, then some sort of rating system should 
be devised (ranked 1-2-3) that will allow for objectivity. Secondly, the interviewer should be prepared to sell both 
the opportunity and the company. Remember, good candidates are at a premium and if they are interviewing 
with you, they’re probably interviewing with your competition. Be prepared to list the reasons for joining your 
company. Why should the candidate resign his/her current position to work for you?  
 

Interviewing has been called an art, and there's no doubt that it calls for insight and creativity. But it's also a 
science, requiring process, methods, and consistency to produce truly accurate and effective results. Look at it 
this way: Your art will flourish within the sound framework of a systematic, scientific approach. 
 

Even if you think you're an expert interviewer, a “seat-of-the-pants” approach can backfire. Take the time to 
clearly define what you are looking for before you begin recruiting.  
 

• Describe the position's duties and the technical knowledge and skills required to do the job.  
• Identify success factors: How did previous top performers in this job behave?  
• Establish performance expectations: What do you expect this person to accomplish?  

 

For this step, bring in the hiring manager as well as peers or those who have performed the job in the past to 
make sure that you are painting an accurate picture of the ideal candidate. Armed with this information, you'll be 
better able to evaluate each candidate. 
 

Don't rely on a job description and a candidate's resume to structure the interview. You'll get much better 
information if you carefully pre-select questions that allow you to evaluate whether a candidate has those skills 
and behaviors you've identified as essential for the job.  
 

You might include some or all of these types of questions:  
 

1. Icebreakers: As their name implies, icebreakers are used to build rapport and set candidates at ease before 
beginning the formal interview.  

 

 
 
 



 
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
Examples:  

 

• Did you have any trouble finding our office?  
• Before we start, would you like a cup of coffee or glass of ice water?  

 

2. Traditional Questions: With these, you can gather general information about a candidate and their skills and 
experience. Because these questions are asked often, many candidates will have prepared answers to them, 
so they can be used to help candidates feel at ease in the early stages of an interview.  

 

Examples:  
 

• What are your greatest strengths? 
• What is your experience with [competency, skill, function, etc.]? 
• Why do you want to work for us? 

 

3. Situational Questions: Ask candidates what they would do in a specific situation relevant to the job at hand. 
These questions can help you understand a candidate's thought process.  

 

Examples: 
 

• How would you deal with an irate customer? 
• If we were to hire you, what is the first thing you would do? 
• How do you deal with stress on the job? 

 

4. Behavior-Based Questions: These require candidates to share a specific example from their past experience. 
Each answer from a candidate should be in the form of a SAR response—Situation, Action, and Result. If a 
candidate skips any of these three elements, prompt them to fill in the blanks.  

 

Examples: 
 

• Tell me about a crisis you could have prevented. Did you do anything differently after the crisis had 
passed? 

• Tell me how you resolve crises by deploying your team members. Give me a specific example. 
• Crises usually require us to act quickly. In retrospect, how would you have handled a recent crisis 

differently, if you had been given more time to think before acting? 
 

5. Culture-Fit Questions: These will help you select candidates who are motivated and suited to perform well 
in the unique environment of your organization.  

 

Examples: 
 

• What gave you the greatest feeling of achievement in your last job? Why was this so satisfying? 
• Why did you choose this type of work? 
• What motivates you to work hard? Give me some examples. 

 

Whenever possible, have more than one person interview candidates; you'll gain a balanced perspective and be 
more likely to have a fair hiring process. In addition to the reporting manager and a Human Resources 
representative, think about including some of the people who will be working with the new hire.
  
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE INTERVIEW PROCESS & BEYOND 
 

  

PUT CANDIDATES AT EASE. Interviewing is stressful, so do your best to help candidates relax. Make sure each 
candidate is greeted and escorted, if necessary, to the interview location. Start with low-key questions.  
 

DON'T JUDGE ON FIRST IMPRESSIONS. We've all met them -- people who don't make a great first impression but 
end up being great employees. To make sure you don't overlook these diamonds in the rough, withhold judgment 
until you've had the chance to thoroughly evaluate a candidate's capabilities and potential. 
 

  

TELL THE CANDIDATE A LITTLE ABOUT THE JOB. While you don't want to dominate the interview time, you 
should start with a brief summary of the position, including the prime responsibilities, reporting structure, key 
challenges, and performance criteria. This will help the candidate provide relevant examples and responses.  
 

DON'T BE AFRAID TO IMPROVISE. Plan your questions, but don't feel you must ask only those you've chosen in 
advance. “Be responsive to what the candidate tells you, and build new questions off their answers,” says Shelly 
Goldman, executive recruiter with The Goldman Group Advantage, an executive recruiting firm in Reston, Virginia.  
 

LISTEN. If you are doing most of the talking during an interview, you will not be able to obtain enough 
information to distinguish between candidates or to determine a candidate's true competencies. A general 
guideline is to spend 80 percent of your time listening and only 20 percent talking.  
 

TAKE NOTES. While you won't want to transcribe everything the candidate says, do write down important points, 
key accomplishments, good examples, and other information that will help you remember and fairly evaluate 
each candidate. An interview guide, prepared in advance, will make note-taking easier and give you a structure 
for capturing key information.  
 

INVITE CANDIDATES TO ASK QUESTIONS. This can be the most valuable part of the interview. Why do they want 
to be here-- is it the challenge of the job, advances in the industry, or something specific about your company? Or 
is the candidate fixated on salary, benefits, and time off? If the candidate has no questions this should be a red 
flag, especially for senior-level employees. Make a note of what the candidate asks and be sure to follow up if you 
can't provide the answer immediately. 
 

FOLLOW LEGAL INTERVIEWING GUIDELINES. It is critically important that every interviewer at your company, 
from HR clerks to top executives, understand and follow legal hiring guidelines. The easiest way to keep your 
interviews fully compliant is to ask only questions that relate to the job, eliminating the potential for bias by not 
introducing questions or scenarios that will elicit irrelevant information. 
 

  

LET CANDIDATES KNOW WHAT THEY CAN EXPECT. A pet peeve of many job seekers is that they are left “hanging” 
after an interview, or they are promised follow-up that never comes. If the candidate is a good fit, be clear about  
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
what the next steps will be. And if the candidate is not a good fit? “Always end the interview on a positive note, 
but be genuine,” says Goldman. “Don't tell the candidate to call you if you don't mean it.” 
 

COMPARE NOTES AND REACH CONSENSUS. The post-interview evaluation is the time to compare notes and 
advance the hiring decision. Each interviewer should be prepared to back up remarks and recommendations with 
specific examples and notes from the interview. 
 

DEEPEN THE QUESTIONS AS YOU NARROW THE FIELD. Subsequent interviews with finalists are valuable 
opportunities to learn more about them. Consider adding “show me” exercises such as a strategic planning 
exercise or a “walk me through what you'd do” activity involving a real business challenge the individual would be 
facing. 
 

YOUR SEARCH CONSULTANT WILL BE IN CONTACT WITH YOU ONCE THEY HAVE DEBRIEFED THE CANDIDATE. Be 
prepared to give your honest feedback to your consultant. Decide if they are a fit or not.  
 

Your interview process reflects the value your company places on each candidate and, by extension, each 
employee. Be a good ambassador for your company by conducting a professional interview, communicating 
honestly, and basing hiring decisions on an honest evaluation of each candidate's capabilities. Not only will you 
make great hires, but you'll build goodwill in the community and enhance your future recruiting efforts. 

 
LEGAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS & HIRING GUIDELINES 
 

Fair hiring laws were enacted to give every candidate a fair shake in the interview and selection process. Yet more 
than 40 years after the first of these guidelines became law, job candidates today still are asked questions that are 
illegal, insulting, and irrelevant to job performance. The keys to eradicating this kind of behavior are ongoing 
education and consistent interviewing and selection practices.  
 

Your interview questions should be designed to determine a candidate's capability to perform the essential 
functions you have defined for the job. Just be sure to couch your inquiries in job-relevant language, and don't 
make assumptions about a candidate's ability or disability.  
 

For example, if you are interviewing a wheelchair-bound candidate for an account manager position and an 
essential function of the role is to visit client sites …   
 

YOU CAN SAY: “This job will require you to be out of the office meeting with clients several days per week. Can you 
tell me how you would get around?” 
 

YOU CANNOT SAY: “How long have you been disabled?” 
 

In other areas, where a disability is not visible, again, you should confine your questions to essential job functions 
or workplace environment issues.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
For example, if the position you are hiring for requires travel … 
 

YOU CAN SAY: “This job requires you to travel overnight about 2 days per week and to attend out-of-town 
conferences once per month. Does this travel schedule present a problem for you?” 
 

YOU CANNOT SAY: “Do you have children or adequate childcare?”  
 

Following are some of the key areas that are covered by fair hiring laws. You will see a trend in what is legal and 
what is illegal—essentially, you cannot ask questions that will reveal information that can lead to bias in hiring, 
but you can ask questions that relate to job performance. 
 
AFFILIATIONS. Do not ask about clubs, social organizations, or union membership. Do ask about relevant 
professional associations.  
 

AGE. Do not ask a candidate's age other than, “if hired,” can a candidate produce proof that he or she is 18 years 
of age. 
 

ALCOHOL OR DRUG USE. The only allowable question relating to current or past drug or alcohol use is, “Do you 
currently use illegal drugs?” 
 

CRIMINAL RECORD. Do not ask if a candidate has been arrested. You may ask if the candidate has ever been 
convicted of a crime. 
 

CULTURE/NATURAL ORIGIN. You may ask if the individual can, “upon hire,” provide proof of legal right to work in 
the United States. You may ask about language fluency if it is relevant to job performance. 
 

DISABILITY. You may ask if candidates can perform essential job functions, with or without reasonable 
accommodation, and you may ask them to demonstrate how they would perform a job-related function. You may 
ask about prior attendance records. And you may require candidates to undergo a medical exam after an offer of 
employment has been made. 
 

MARITAL/FAMILY STATUS. Questions about marital status and family issues are discouraged except as they relate 
to job performance, as in the childcare example above. 
 

PERSONAL. Avoid questions related to appearance, home ownership, and personal financial situation. 
 

RACE/COLOR. No race-related questions are legal. 
 

RELIGION. If Saturday or Sunday is a required workday, you may ask candidates if they will have a problem 
working on those days. 
 

SEX. You may ask if a candidate has ever worked under another name. Be sure not to make gender-related 
assumptions about job capabilities. 
 

Despite your careful preparation and question selection, some candidates will volunteer information that you  
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
would prefer not to know. The best way to handle this situation is not to pursue it nor to make note of it. You can't 
erase the information from your memory, but you can eliminate it as a discussion point and selection factor. 
 

Carefully planned questions and a structured interview process that is the same for all candidates will ensure 
equal treatment of all who apply. Keep the focus on what the job requires and how each candidate has performed 
in the past. Perhaps most importantly, make fair hiring part of your company's mission and value statement, 
championed from the top down and an integral part of the selection process. 

 
ADDITIONAL SUGGESTED QUESTIONS 
 

Tell me about yourself. 
Why are you interested in this position? 
What are the most significant accomplishments in your career? 
Describe a situation in which your work was criticized. 
What do you know about our organization? 
How would you describe your personality? 
How do you perform under pressure? 
What have you done to improve yourself over the past year? 
What did you like least about your last position? 
Are you leaving (did you leave) your present (last) company? 
What is your ideal working environment? 
How would your co-workers describe you? 
What do you think of your boss? 
Have you ever fired anyone? If so, what was the situation and how did you handle it? 
Are you creative? 
What are your goals in your career? 
Where do you see yourself in two years? 
Why should we hire you? 
What kind of salary are you looking for? 
What other types of jobs/companies are you considering? 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


