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THE EMPLOYMENT INTERVIEW

Most hiring officials, including personnel experts, feel the employment interview is the critical selection procedure.  They believe how well an applicant comes across during the interview is the best way to judge how well the person will perform on the job.  

The interview is informa​tive and useful if you apply it properly and use it in combination with other selection procedures.  However, it has a lot of shortcomings that we need to recognize.
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What problems are there?

At least part of the interview’s popularity stems from the mistaken idea that interviews aren’t tests.  People think interviews aren’t subject to the same scrutiny as written selection procedures.  This isn’t the case.  The same requirements of the Uniform Selection Guidelines that apply to other tests apply to interviews as well.  A U.S. Supreme Court decision, Watson v. Fort Worth Bank and Trust (1987), upholds this position.  (See “Chapter I – Discrimination, Preference, and Other Laws” for more information on the case.)

Under Title VII and the Uniform Selection Guidelines, interviews are considered tests because employers use them to decide on hiring.  It’s inevitable that all applicants but one are eliminated in the process.  Employers need to ensure that their interviews don’t result in discrimination.

To avoid unlawful discrimination, interviews need to be as objective as possible.  Many employers use informal, unstructured interviews, which tend to be subjective.  Unstructured interviews often lead to questions or actions that can leave you open to a discrimination charge.  

This doesn’t mean you’re forbidden to ask certain questions during an interview.  On the contrary, you can ask any question you want.  But once you ask a question, the law presumes you use the information you get from it.  It can be hard to prove you didn’t use the information to unlawfully discriminate.

Why not use an informal interview?
The informal interview suffers a variety of flaws.  Each of them makes the process vulnerable to legal attack and limits its usefulness in hiring good employees.  Casual interviews can lead to decisions based on bias, stereotypes, and other non-job-related factors.  Here are the main concerns:

· The interviewer might judge the applicant's entire performance on a single positive or negative characteristic.

· The interviewer might allow personal bias or stereotypes about such things as age, sex, or race to distort his or her perspective.

· The interviewer tends to evaluate the applicant early on.  One study showed the decision to hire or not takes place in the first four minutes of the interview.

· The content of the interview might not relate to the job.

· The interview process might be inconsistent; for example, the interviewer might not pose the same questions to all applicants.

· The interview might explore personal areas that invade the applicant's privacy or result in discrimination.

The following examples came from actual cases.  They show some of the pitfalls of unstructured interviewing: 

· Age discrimination – The interviewer asked an applicant's age.  The applicant was able to show that the employer consistently evaluated applicants in his age group more poorly than younger applicants.

· Race and sex discrimination – The interviewer asked about military experience.  This was shown to have an adverse impact on women and minorities who had no military experience.

· Sex discrimination – The interviewer asked female applicants if their families would be upset if the women needed to work overtime; male applicants weren’t asked.

Why is a structured interview better?
You can avoid most potential pitfalls by using a structured interview.  Take a systematic approach:

· Design job-related questions (based on job analysis).

· Develop the questions before reviewing any applications. 

· Develop suggested responses or criteria for evaluating questions, also before reviewing any applications.

· Ask the same questions of all applicants you interview (You can still ask follow-up questions to get more information or clarify points.).

· Have similar conditions for all applicants you interview.  If possible, use the same interview panel and location.  At times, a conference call interview is appropriate.  If you need to replace a panel member, thoroughly brief the new member on the questions, suggested responses, and any other information given to the original panel.

· Use more than one interviewer to increase reliability.

· Document the process well.  

· Make sure interviewers are familiar with the job (job experts)  (Human Resource-EEO officers familiar with the selection process also may be panelists.).

By structuring the interview and creating suggested responses, you boost the interview's accuracy as a predictor of job success.  You also help ensure fair and consistent treatment of applicants.  A structured interview strengthens your ability to defend decisions based on the interview.  You can find the “Guidelines for Developing and Conducting the Structured Interview” in Appendix 15.

Job-related information

Job analysis is critical (see “Chapter II – Developing a Selection Plan”).  Structured interviews assess the knowledge, skills, and behaviors identified in job analysis.  The content and context of interview questions should focus on work samples or work behavior (see Chapter I on content validation).  

Job experts should evaluate the questions and suggested responses.  They need to agree the interview questions accurately reflect the competencies for the job.  The employee in the job, the direct supervisor, and the person next in authority are the best job experts.  Human Resource staff and trained classifiers can also give you valuable insight.  The job experts provide job-specific knowledge, while personnel experts provide hiring-specific knowledge.  Together, they can help you find the best interview questions.  
You might get tired of hearing this, but it bears repeating: make sure you develop all structured interview questions, suggested responses, and rating procedures before reviewing any applicant qualifications.

Developing a structured interview question

Identify the job area for the question

The first step is to identify the job duties or activities you want to assess, along with the knowledge, skill, or behavior required to perform the duty.  Use your Selection Plan to confirm KSBs you want to question (see Chapter II and Appendix 5).  List what the person actually does on the job; state the KSBs required to do it.  Here’s a sample statement for the one duty in Human Resource Technician job: 

Supports Recruitment – Must possess strong independent judgment and communication skills to tactfully and diplomatically respond, at all times, to a wide range of questions about the application and recruitment process.  Provides general and specific information to applicants and hiring authorities.  Designs and revises recruitment forms and processes, provides input to Human Resource Specialist on process inefficiencies, and acts as a back-up to the Recruitment Human Resource Specialist.  When background checks are necessary on an applicant, incumbent contacts agencies in the appropriate states to get the necessary information.  Gathers necessary information and documents on time and sends them to the proper agency to process the request.

The knowledge, skills, and behaviors (KSBs) needed to perform this duty look like this: 

Detailed knowledge of the State of Montana personnel policies and procedures, and specific knowledge of recruitment and selection laws, regulations, and rules.

Skill in operating computer equipment and various software packages (Word, Excel, Outlook, PeopleSoft)

Strong customer service orientation:

· Develops in-depth understanding of the customer’s needs in order to be more helpful

· Proactively informs customers; resolves problem and issues with them

· Follows up to ensure the customer’s expectations have been met.

Communicates effectively verbally and in writing; exercises strong independent judgment; works effectively with confidential information; establishes and maintains effective working relations with a wide range of people.
Together, the two statements give a clear idea of what’s needed on the job.

Design the question

The next step is to design a question that will address the areas needed.  Look at the job behavior and KSBs you listed.  Will the question draw out the applicant's level of KSBs in those areas?  Is it too vague to elicit those KSBs?  Is it too specific?  The question should require the applicant to demonstrate his or her knowledge, skill, or behavior in that job area.   

A sample interview question for the Human Resource Technician position follows:

Tell us about the most difficult customer service experience that you’ve ever had to handle, perhaps an angry or irate customer.  Be specific.  Tell us what you did and what the outcome was.

Apply a weight to the question (optional)

You may want to give greater weight to certain questions in the interview.  You can give greater emphasis to questions that address duties and KSBs vital to successfully doing the job.  You can assign weights to reflect the relative importance of the duty or KSBs.  

If each question measures duties or KSBs of equal importance or value, no weights are needed.  But if you develop questions reflecting duties or KSBs that are two or three times as important to success on the job, give those questions added weight.  (See “Chapter III – Developing Selection Procedures” for additional information on applying weights to questions and other application procedures.)

Develop suggested responses

Once you have designed the question, you need a way to measure the applicant's response to it.  It’s best to develop a suggested response for each question or standard in the interview.  (See “Chapter I – Discrimination, Preferences, and Other Laws” on content validation.)

A typical way to develop suggested responses is to ask three or four people who are most familiar with the job.  Have them list as many responses as possible to each question.  You can then put together all relevant points to create a suggested response. 

Devise a rating scale for the response

Define the responses necessary for a top score, acceptable score, or unacceptable score.  You can use a numerical scale or the “plus-check-minus” (+ √  –) method. 
A numerical rating scale allows the panel to come up with a total number of points for the procedure.  You can plan to combine those points with scores from other selection procedures.  The intended result is an overall score for each applicant.  

A symbolic scale (+ √  –) gives a consistent rating method when the process doesn’t use numerical scoring.  Despite the lack of numerical points, the method provides a quick, reliable, visual way of assessing applicants and comparing them at the end of the process.

For example, say you develop five elements to a suggested response.  You decide two of them are critical to proving an applicant's competency.  In order to get a top score, an applicant must mention at least four of five elements in the suggested response, including the two elements you consider critical.  To get an acceptable score, the applicant need only mention the two elements you consider critical.  

Sometimes an applicant will raise applicable details that aren’t part of your suggested responses.  You can consider these parts of the response when scoring the question.  You can also downgrade the score if the applicant includes details you consider incorrect.  

To set an unacceptable score, you need to establish a cutoff.  For example, an applicant failing to mention a minimum accep​table number of elements or failing to mention critical elements may lead to an unaccept​able score.  In addition, an applicant may respond in a way so blatantly wrong that he or she should receive an unacceptable rating.  

(Note: When making your final decision, remember that it’s difficult to defend small differences in numerical scores.  This is especially true when Veterans' Employment Preference and Persons' with Disabilities Employment Preference are at issue, or when the job is targeted for affirmative action.  Don’t rely on 1 or 2 points out of 50 to justify your decision.)

And that’s just one interview question?

Yes.  You should follow these steps to develop each interview question.  Appendix 10 has other examples of structured interview questions and suggested responses.  For examples of behavioral interview questions, discussed later in this chapter, see the Competency Guide, Chapter 6 - Staffing at the State Personnel Division website:

http://www.discoveringmontana.com/doa/spd/css/resources/competencyguide.asp. 

 Are there tools to help develop questions?
There sure is.  In Appendix 11, you’ll find the “Structured Interview Procedure Rating Guide.”  This guide takes you through the process of developing a question and suggested response, and then weighting and scoring the answer.

Appendix 12 provides an example of another helpful tool.  The interview rating form can help you rate each applicant during the interview.

Are there different types of questions?

When developing interview questions, you can use different techniques to measure knowledge, skills, and behaviors.  By varying the techniques you use, even a structured interview can be comfortable.  This lets applicants relax and feel you are interested in them.  Using any one technique too much is bad.  The art of interviewing is using the right technique at the right time to meet your objectives.

Open-Ended Question – This type of question allows the applicant to choose the information he or she will include in the answer.  For example: 

· "Tell us about your experience with the aircraft company."  

· "How did the merger affect your job?"  

· "What do you think are your best qualifications for this position?"  

· "In what personal skill do you expect to grow the most in the next few years?"

Advantages

· often brings out unexpected and valuable information not obtained in other ways

· shows how well the applicant can organize his or her thoughts

· sometimes reveals attitudes and feelings that may affect job performance

Disadvantages

· the answer is sometimes trivial and sketchy

· applicants can ramble

· some applicants go into too much detail or reveal personal information

Closed Question – This type of question usually gets a "yes" or "no" answer or some other single word or short phrase.  Closed questions tend to close down communications, but can be helpful in certain situations.  (See the "checking question" below.)  For example:

· "When did you go to work there?"  

· “Have you ever supervised other people?”

· "How many people did you supervise?" 

· “Do you listen well?”

· “Are you allergic to cats?”  (Wait, that’s not job-related)

Advantages

· easy to understand

· usually gets a concise answer

· produces specific information

· allows a lot of direct questions in a short time

Disadvantages

· restricts the applicant’s answer 

· limits the information you get

· doesn’t gets at the level of competency in doing the job

· sometimes appears abrupt to the applicant

Situational or Hypothetical Questions – This type of question explores an applicant’s approach to certain parts of the job.  The question hinges on, "What do you think you would do if . . . ?"  The interviewer describes a situation with the applicant as the central figure and asks how he or she would proceed.  The question usually involves a critical situation or incident that showed up in the job analysis.  For example: 

· "If you were a Correctional Officer in charge of a work detail away from the facility, and one of your crew members refused to work, what would you do?"  

· "If you were an Auditor checking a taxpayer's records and you found evidence of embezzlement, what would you do?"

· “If an applicant came into the Personnel Office where you were the Human Resource Technician and angrily demanded to know why he wasn’t hired, what would you do?”

Advantages

· matches up well with your suggested response and rating scale

· easy to evaluate the answer

· requires the applicant to analyze a situation

· may show the limitations of an applicant's experience

· may show an applicant’s appreciation of ethics or practices in the occupation

Disadvantages

· raises the question whether applicants would really do what they say they would do

· usually requires lots of time to answer fully

· sometimes applicants feel the questions are artificial

Checking Question – This type of question helps the interviewer confirm some idea or information.  Checking questions usually get a "yes" or "no" answer.  Some examples below show how the same idea may be explored in both "Checking" and "Direct and Open" ways.

· Checking: You were a supervisor at that time?

· Direct and open:  What was your position at the time?

· Checking:  You majored in engineering?

· Direct and open:  What was your major?

· Checking:  You felt pretty badly about that, didn't you?

· Direct and open:  How did you feel about that?
Probe Question – This type of question seeks further information on a subject or issue.  It is usually a follow-up to an applicant’s response.  For example:

· "Can you tell me more about that?" 

· "Why do you think that‘s so?" 

· "I'm not sure I understand."

· “Do you have anything to add?”

· “When was that, again?”

Many people doing a structured interview seem to feel that a probe question gives that applicant an advantage.  That is, “posing a probe” to one applicant is unfair to other applicants who don’t get the probe.  Some applicants don’t need any probing; they’ll talk at length.  Others may be succinct, and you need to probe to get enough information to evaluate their answers.  It’s also a good communication tool to make sure you heard correctly and understood the answer.  

The important thing is to use good judgment.  If you treat all applicants fairly and consistently, probe questions will be a normal part of your interviewing toolbox.

Are there questions you shouldn’t ask?

Don’t ask probing or follow-up questions that, in essence, give away the answer.  If you’re trying to find out how an applicant would deal with an angry customer, don’t ask, “Wouldn’t you try to summarize what he said to show you understand the problem?”  This is just telling the applicant what you want him or her to repeat back to you.  

Along the same vein, don’t ask questions to try to mislead or trick the applicant.  For the angry customer situation, don’t ask, “Wouldn’t you cover your ears and sing to show you don’t have to listen to angry language?”  Applicants will either step in the trap or see it for what it is.  Either way, they’re bound to have second thoughts about working in your agency.

Eliminate any questions getting at information that could lead to discrimination.  Most often, it’s the wording of a question that causes problems.  Ask yourself whether the information is truly job-related.  

You might ask some questions in a different form.  For example, asking a woman whether her family minds if she travels on the job is taboo.  It’s appropriate to tell every applicant what amount of travel the job requires, and then ask if that’s acceptable to him or her.

You shouldn’t ask some questions at all.  How old are you?  Are you married?  Do you belong to a church?  Ever had a sex-change operation?  These are all totally taboo.

The law presumes this: if you ask for information, you use it.  It’s then up to you to prove that you didn’t use it to illegally discriminate.
What is behavior-based interviewing?tc \l1 "What is Competency- Based Interviewing?
Behavior is the way a person acts in given situations that demonstrates personal and interpersonal competencies.  The person’s behaviors can be evidence of competencies critical to success on the job.  Behaviors are observable and measurable.  A mix of knowledge, skills, and behaviors (KSBs) leads to performing the job.  Behavior-based interviewing helps determine whether an applicant has the competencies that will enable him or her to effectively do the job.  

Past behavior is the best predictor of future performance in similar situations.  With this in mind, the interviewer looks for clear evidence that the applicant has demonstrated important behaviors in past situations by asking for examples from the person’s experience.

Behavior-based interviewing focuses the selection process on essential knowledge and behaviors.  A behavioral question asks for an applicant’s detailed description of a past job-related event that was important to him or her.  The focus on actual events differs from common interview questions that ask for ideal responses to hypothetical situations.

How does it differ from traditional interviews?

tc \l1 "Difference from Traditional Interviews
Traditional interviews often ask hypothetical questions.  These questions focus on, “What do you think you would do if …?”  The interviewer describes a situation with the applicant is the central figure and asks how he or she would proceed.  Applicants realize the interview is looking for an “ideal” response, so they’ll try hard to give one.  But there’s no way of knowing if the applicant really would act that way in that situation.

Behavior-based interviews focus on what the applicant actually did in the past, rather than what they might do in the future.  For example, “Can you describe an experience in which you had to go more than half way to communicate with a ‘problem person’?”  Behavioral questions explore the applicant’s performance in terms of specific behaviors that predict success on the job.  They also enable applicants to tell about past performance and support their claim that they can do the job.

Behavior-based interviewing provides several advantages:

· gets beyond stated values, or what people think they should do, to what they actually have done;

· focuses on what people do that’s most important for job success;

· gathers highly detailed and specific information efficiently; and

· promotes objectivity through a common language and common criteria for selection.

Selecting or developing behavioral interview questions

Behavioral interview questions elicit information to help you see if the applicant has the competencies to be successful in the job.  The questions should generate responses that interviewers can use to evaluate and rate behaviors.  In particular, they ask applicants to provide examples from their past about a specific time when the behavior was used. 
Here’s a behavior-based interview question for the Human Resource Technician job:

Tell us about the most difficult customer service experience that you’ve ever had to handle, perhaps an angry or irate customer.  Be specific.  Tell us what you did and what the outcome was.

You can ask follow-up questions if the initial response doesn’t give you the information you need.  For example:

You said the customer calmed down after you listened to him.  How did you show that you were listening?


Good questions will boost the chances of getting information about critical behaviors listed on the job profile or in a competency model.  You can develop your own questions with the help of the “Structured Interview Procedure Rating Guide” in Appendix 11.  You can also get more information on behavior-based interviews and select behavior-based questions from the Competency Guide, Chapter 6 - Staffing.  Those questions focus on the six statewide competency categories:

· Commitment 

· Communication 

· Initiative and Accountability

· Influence 

· Personal Effectiveness 

· Thinking and Problem solving

http://www.discoveringmontana.com/doa/spd/css/resources/competencyguide.asp.

tc \l1 "Rate SkillsBase your rating scales on behaviors, as revealed in responses to interview questions, not on intuition.  Be able to document your ratings.  Behavior-based interviewing rests on the principle that behavior ratings, not personality factors, will provide an accurate and fair basis for assessment.

Skillful behavior-based interviewing will generate valid and reliable information.  Using this information, interviewers will agree closely when evaluating applicants.  

Keep in mind, not all your interview questions have to be behavior-based.  Depending on the job, you may want to ask knowledge and skill questions as well.  Whether you use behavior-based interviews or not, you need to ensure good interviewing techniques.  The remainder of this chapter focuses on those techniques.

What are some of the common errors that interviewers make?

Interviewers can easily make several errors when rating applicants.  These reflect human tendencies and are often subtle.  Knowing about possible errors and using suggested responses will cut down on rating problems.

Central Tendency – This is the practice of rating all items at an "average" or "standard" level.  This makes all applicants seem equally qualified.  This error usually happens because “going right down the middle” is an easy way out.  Raters need to be as realistic and objective as possible for each applicant on every item.

Leniency – You could call this the "country club" or "nice guy" approach to rating.  The rater tends to rate people high in all areas because he or she doesn’t want to cause hard feelings.  Again, all applicants look much the same, just at a higher level than with central tendency.  

Halo Effect – This is the practice of letting high performance in one area produce high ratings in other areas, whether they’re justified or not.  An applicant who looks good in one area may have definite shortcomings in other areas, but they don’t show up in the ratings.  The “halo” of an advanced degree, for example, might outshine an utter lack of experience.  Raters need to apply the necessary criteria to each area independently.

Contrast and Similarity – People tend to compare others to themselves, rating people who are different lower than people who are like them.  Raters need to put aside biases and be open to differences in style, appearance, and presentation.

Recency Effect ​– What has happened most recently can influence judgment.  After a series of interviews, the last one or two can overshadow how earlier applicants performed, either good or bad.  Raters should have time to complete the rating of each applicant at the end of each interview.

How do you select and train interviewers?

Each interviewer should have a variety of qualities, but knowledge of the job to be filled is most critical.  In addition, an interviewer must be able to:

· listen;

· stay alert;

· make fine distinctions; and

· perceive accurately.

Interviewers often serve as the job experts for all areas of the selection.  Their experience and knowledge of the job are of great help in job analysis, vacancy announcements, supplement questions, interview questions, suggested responses, and rating scales.

Make sure each interviewer has time to become familiar with the application materials, application forms, questions, and suggested responses.  This must take place before interviewing begins.

Keep these things in mind as you select interviewers:

· Have you recruited interviewers who know a lot about the job?

· Are they experienced in conducting interviews?

· Have they shown good judgment in the past?

· Can they adapt to different situations that may crop up in interviews?

· Have they received information and instructions about:

· using rating forms, questions, suggested responses, and any other tools they will be working with?

· avoiding common interviewer flaws such as halo effect, central tendency, leniency?  (These are explained in the previous section.)

· avoiding certain issues that pose legal risks, such as arrest records, religion, political beliefs, military experience, family status, and other protected areas? 

Scheduling and preparing for interviews

Now that you have chosen interviewers, developed questions, suggested responses, and rating procedures, it’s time to look at some other areas.  Consider the sequence of the questions and who will ask them.  Be clear on this before interviews begin.  
You can prepare the panel members by having each of them choose one or two questions to be responsible for.  During the interview, each panel member will be the person to pose the chosen questions and summarize the applicant’s response.  You might have panel members hold a mock interview beforehand to become comfortable with the process.  They can check whether the questions get the suggested responses you want.  They can also see how much time the interview will likely take.

It’s good to review applicants’ materials.  Take a look at their applications, supplement questions, résumés, transcripts, and any other materials.  You and other panel members did this during screening, but it helps to refresh your memory.

Schedule a comfortable and quiet room.  Make sure you choose a facility that’s accessible.  This includes parking, entrances, restrooms, and the room where the interviews will take place.  Arrange the room to accommodate any applicant with a disability. 

As you schedule interviews with applicants, keep in mind some important aspects:

· Don’t schedule too many interviews in a day.  You want interviewers to be alert and attentive.  Fatigue can interfere with this.  Four interviews a day – two in the morning, two in the afternoon – is about the most you should schedule.

· Set aside more time for each interview than you think it will take.  If you think the interview will take an hour, schedule 90 minutes.  You may need the extra time. 

· Schedule enough time between interviews so panel members can evaluate the applicant who just finished.  It’s best for interviewers to individually review responses, score the results, and make relevant notes.  They can then file that interview away and get ready for the next one.

· When calling applicants to line up interviews, it’s helpful to give them directions to your site.  It’s also nice to give them tips on where to park.
"Humanizing" the inter​view
When an applicant arrives for the interview, give him or her 20 to 30 minutes to read the questions and make notes.  You should arrange a quiet spot, such as a vacant office, where the applicant can do this alone.  Allowing the applicants to prepare in this way helps cut down their nervousness.  It also helps them give their best responses to the questions.  Remember to collect all questions and notes from the applicant at the end of the interview.

If you’re using behavioral interview questions, let applicants know that you want them to be very specific.  You’re going to ask them to recall situations in their past.  You want them to talk about what they actually did, said, and thought in those situations.  

Interviews have a serious purpose.  Still, your panel should create a friend​ly, comfortable atmosphere.  This can make a big difference in how an applicant performs in the interview – and how he or she perceives the job and your agency.  

· Smiles and friendly comments on non-comm​ittal topics help everyone to relax.

· Sit around a table as a way of giving equal status to all partici​pants.

· Use follow-up questions and other techniques to clarify an appli​cant's response.

· Plan your interview in a sequence that gives everyone a chance to “warm up” – describing the job and asking a couple general questions at the beginning can be helpful.

Conducting the interview
Keep this in mind – as much as you use the interview to evaluate the applicant, the applicant uses the interview to evaluate you and your agency.  And first impressions count.  The atmosphere of the interview will influence an applicant’s decision to accept or reject a job offer.

Welcome the applicant to the interview.  Introduce each interviewer by name and job title.  Explain the relationship of each interviewer’s job to the job the applicant is vying for.  Ask “small talk” questions to help build rapport.  These could be based on their application, such as a city where they worked before.  Other suggestions: “Did you have trouble finding a parking space?”  “Would you like a glass of water?”

Briefly describe the job and your agency.  Important elements include:

· tc \l1 "C.  Review the Position (5 min)major duties;

· nature and schedule of the work;

· travel requirements;

· benefits available;

· behaviors required and desirable;

· special knowledge needed;

· working conditions; and

· career path, if any.


Explain the interview process.  Important elements include:

· Explain the time frame for the interview.

· Go over how you will conduct the interview.  Let the applicant know you’ll be writing down responses to interview questions.  Explain that you’re paying attention while writing and not ignoring the applicant. 

· Explain that behavioral questions focus on situations in the applicant’s past.  Tell the applicant you want to hear actual stories of important past job events.  Emphasize that it’s important to be specific.

· Explain that you might ask follow-up questions to get more information.

· Explain that you will summarize the response at the end of each question.  This will give the applicant a chance to add or amend information. 

What are some useful interviewing techniques?

As you and your panel prepare to interview, you can review some techniques that help make interviews go smoothly.

Echo – A useful technique is to repeat what the applicant said as a question.  This implies you want more information.  The applicant says, "I didn't like the work."  You say, "Didn't like the work?"  This way you avoid asking too many direct questions.

Silence – Silence can be golden.  Prolonging a break in the conversation can impel the applicant to talk some more.  Watch out, though – overusing this technique can cause stress.  If you sense the applicant is getting uneasy, move on to another question.

Summary – This technique helps make a smooth transition between questions.  Summarize the applicant's response to a question, say you would like to move on to the next question or area, and then ask the next question.  You can use the summary to make sure that what the raters heard was what the applicant said.  And it gives the applicant a chance to add any thoughts he or she may have omitted.  It also gives the applicant a little breathing time.
Nonverbal Behavior – Look applicants in the eye when you are talking to them.  You don’t want to stare them down, but direct eye contact and using the applicant's name makes the interview more personal.

Be aware of your posture and voice.  Fatigue and boredom are two major problems that interviewers confront; both show up in posture and voice.  Work at keeping your energy level high.  Leaning forward in your chair shows interest and encourages the applicant to keep talking.  What you say is important; how you say it is just as important.

How do you record the applicant's answers?
It’s important for panel members to keep a record of the applicant's answers.  You can use a tape recorder, but this is awkward and takes a lot of time to review.  Taking notes is now common.  Notes give the panel a basis for comparing answers, especially if there is a big difference in scores.  Good notes reveal subtle differences that can be helpful in deciding who gets the job.  The notes will go into the selection file as part of documenting your decision.  

When taking notes during the interview, it’s important to get complete information.  Notes don’t need to be word-for-word.  They should give accurate summaries of what the applicant said in the interview.  Taking notes effectively can help you stay alert during the interview.  But watching a group of people scribble down answers can be disconcerting to applicants, so explain the process to each person.

Another tool for recording responses is an outline of the suggested responses for each question.  The question is listed, followed by key words or phrases from the suggested responses.  As panel members listen to an applicant’s response, they can check off elements of the suggested response that they hear.  Adequate space between each point allows panel members to make additional notes, if necessary.  Using this method lets panel members concentrate on what the applicant is saying and maintain better eye contact.  Each interviewer needs a copy of the outline for each applicant.  

Useful note-taking tool for behavioral questions
The acronym STAR can help you remember the information you are looking for in responses to behavioral questions. 

S — Situation

T — Thoughts

A — Action taken

R — Results
The applicant’s response – and interviewers’ notes – should clearly describe the situation in the event they are describing.  For example, was the applicant on the job, in a classroom, in private life, or volunteering?  It’s also helpful to know and note the level of responsibility the applicant had in that situation.

The response should relate what the applicant’s thoughts were at the time.  Getting a clear idea of the thought process helps define the applicant’s competencies.  When reviewing notes later and comparing applicants,  you’ll find the information valuable. 

The action taken is usually the easiest part for the applicant to convey.  Make sure your notes include this information.  In your notes, use the same verbs the applicant uses.  Try to capture the “tone” of their response, as well as the content.

The results of the event will help determine the competencies of the applicant.  They may also show what the applicant learned from the event.  A lack of successful results doesn’t always mean failure.  What the applicant learned from the experience can mold future success. 

At the start of the interview, make sure you let applicants know what you’re looking for in responses.  During the interview, use good techniques to help get information relating to each aspect of STAR.  Make use of such methods as probe questions, checking questions, echoes, and silence.

Closing the interview

After getting through all the questions, let the applicant know what to expect.  Explain how the panel will proceed, when you expect to decide who gets the job, and how you will notify the applicant.  

This is a good time to ask if the applicant has any questions.  Most applicants come prepared with questions.  Nervousness or a desire to get through the interview often keeps them from asking the questions early in the interview.  Once your interview questions are done, applicants feel a certain relief and will open up to ask their questions.

Thank the applicant for investing their time and effort in the interview.  

After the interview

Individual panel members should compare the applicant's responses to the sug​gest​ed responses or criteria.  Each panel member will score each item in the interview.  If you have enough time, the members can compare their scores, discuss the results, and reach a consen​sus on the applicant. 

This is a process of evaluating one applicant in relationship to your criteria.  Don’t compare applicants to each other until you have finished all the interviews.  

What’s next?

The remaining chapters in this manual will guide you through the final, critical steps:

· checking references;

· background checks and credit reports, if applicable;

· comparing applicants’ results;

· deciding who to hire;

· documenting your decision; and

· assessing your process.
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