For Interviewers: Being as well prepared as your candidates.
For many organizations, interviews are still the most important, even if not the only, tool used to make selection decisions. HR professionals and consultants have gone a long way to increase the validity of interviews, initially by training themselves and line managers in interpersonal communication, listening and questioning skills. When these efforts subsequently generated unsatisfactory results, they were followed by a movement towards detailed job analysis and resulting competency-based and structured questionnaires.

Are HR and line managers equipped and skilled enough to see through the well prepared candidate?” If the is answer is “No” or “More or less”, this may result in some cases in missing out on hiring the best person for the job and in extra costs.

What can go wrong?

Let us be clear. At the outset structured interviews were a substantial improvement over ad hoc, “gut feel” conversations.

But by structuring the questions and by continuously recycling them, we have also made them readily available to any candidate who takes the initiative to prepare properly. These questions usually target the transferable skills and traits that make up over 50% of each job (e.g., problem solving, decision making, planning, initiative, handling conflict, team work, communication, etc.)

Applicants can now obtain both questions and ideal responses from a variety of sources, for example: the Internet and books as well as the career counseling centers. 

This has led to a wave of well-prepared job seekers who may, in fact, not hold all of the true knowledge/skills/abilities required for the job but are good at recognizing competency-based questions and responding with memorized answers.

Applicants will often have a list of relevant accomplishments handy, well practiced and strongly related to the perceived or expected satisfiers for good motivational and cultural fit.

Another problem is that frequently managers don’t stick to “the rules of the game” of competency interviewing because they feel that the questions and answers don’t reliably predict of how well each applicant will perform on the job for the reasons explained above.

These managers return, in fact, to a form of “gut feel” interview, often disguised as competency interview for legal or company political reasons.

What happens? Managers use the structured answers as some sort of checklist to prompt and to lead the candidates more or less unwittingly to a desired score. 

The questions that really matter to the interviewing manager and that will have a direct impact on the hiring decision, have no structured answer but rather a contextual one, flowing out of what the manager believes will lead to successful performance. 

They cover a broad array of features such as: motivation, attitudes or values, level of maturity, and resistance to stress. 

In their feedback, managers who interview candidates with a mixture of contextual and structured questions, make comments such as  “it (the job, the department.) really clicked with the experience of this candidate”, “ the candidate drove home all the right points…”,or ”I remember when I was in such and such a situation and  I did precisely the same thing 

Interviewers are fully aware that applicants have learned to deal with structured questions and now turn to self-help solutions –a mixture of structured and “gut “ interview- without benchmarked reliability.

In the end the person hired may not turn out to be the top performer needed, but rather merely the candidate who most prepared for the interview or who had the best read of the interviewers’ expectations.

What can be done?

The structured interview over-engineered the contrast of job requirements with past accomplishments. More time and energy must be invested in the investigation of the whole person:  intelligence, skills, experience, knowledge as well as the talent or potential to expand on what is already there, and the ability to apply all these on the job.

The objective of using a selection process, and not just picking somebody off the street or from the golf course, should be to investigate each applicant’s “Capacitas” to apply their knowledge and experience to the performance required on the new job. The Latin noun ”Capacitas”, capacity, in this context, is not pre-determined or static; rather it is a potential, which is only realized through use. Many other English words are related to it and can, in some cases, partially substitute  for the “Capacitas” of an individual, for example, competence, skills, but also capability, intelligence  and talent. The use of “Capacitas” expresses the breadth of the investigation a selection process is to conduct, but in a simple and economical way.

The first step is to confront candidates with real life problems that are taken from the job. Applicants are asked to do “work” and/or resolve problems verbally that would be typical of the new job. These questions can be quickly developed because they come directly from the job. Although the approach might evoke similarity with the well-known “inbox exercises” used in assessment centers, these interactions are essentially different in that they only cover critical components of the actual job and not of a carefully written-up business case.

The pre-requisites for the interviewer(s) are, obviously, a complete understanding of the essential elements of the job vacancy and sufficient time to prepare appropriate questions and ideal responses in advance of the interview. When interviewing the candidate, and later on evaluating answers given, particular attention must be given to the way the candidate proposes to accomplish the assignment. Indeed, by probing answers and testing for the “why” of a preferred direction or action, the interviewer explores systematically the content and limits of the candidates’ “Capacitas”.

In order to contain costs, the second step is limited to only those applicants who have successfully passed the job activity based interview. In this step the emphasis is placed on factors that facilitate or limit development, such as: IQ and EQ, character, motivation and  certain personality traits. A variety of resources are available on the market to accomplish this phase in an ethical and professional manner. Look for well-established, validated methodologies rather than exotic five-minute question and answer tools.

You will come away with the better candidate for your vacant position by using this approach. Relevant scientific support for this conclusion can be found in the research conducted by Schmidt and Hunter and published in the Psychological Bulletin as referenced below (1).

To obtain the best results interviewers must be properly trained in order to avoid the well-known (even if training-resistant) errors described above.

It certainly will pay off for all interviewers to be aware of the so-called best answers to difficult questions that are described in books and practiced in career centers.

Do not forget. Probe once for clarification, probe twice for understanding

” How” and probe thrice for getting to the  “why”.

***************
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