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How to Conduct a Successful Interview

The interview is the most common method for seiecting new employees. It is the culmination
of a recruitment process, which may begin by examining the resume and application forms.
The initial screening for basic qualifications is done by your Human Resources Office (HRO).

The Guidelines

Ensure the interviewers have a shared understanding of what it is you are looking for.
A job description is a good starting point for establishing clear criteria against which
candidates can be assessed for their suitability.

Select the interviewers. This will help to ensure a balanced judgment is formed and
will help protect you against accusations of unfair treatment.

Make sure interviewers are appropriately briefed and prepared whatever the position,
and that the interview room is properly prepared.

Ensure that you are not interrupted during the interviews and that mobile phones are
turned off.

Structure the interview to ensure that any factual information is gathered, relevant
experience and skills are explored, key competencies are evaluated and future aspirations
discussed.

Do not interview in a way that discriminates. Avoid personal questions that aren‘t
necessary.

Specific Questions

Have a list of specific questions to ask based around the candidate’s application. F;bcus on any
gaps in education or employment, or facts that are unciear. Ensure questions are open-ended
(i.e. the applicant can't just answer ‘yes' or 'no’) and competency-based. These could include:

"Tell me about yourself.” You want to hear them talk and to see what they emphasize
or leave out

"How would you describe your career to date?” This can give a good lndlcatlon of
levels of self-confidence.

"What are/were your main responS|b1ht|es in your current/previous job?” ThlS may
give you an indication of the candidate's suitability for your position.

"What are your strengths?” This should tell you what they are good at and how that
will help you.

"What are your weaknesses?” This will also tell you if they can take crutmsm and learn
from their mistakes.

"Where do you see yourself in five years time?” This should determine the| candidate’s
aspirations.

"Tell me how you have used external relationships to add value to your employers in
the past.” This will give you an indication of the level of their relationship building skills if
appropriate,

Propose a situational question, testing the candidate's ability to think on tt eir feet
evaluating how they might practically handle a likely work-scenario.




Key Considerations

Body language and initial impressions are very important. You should assess how
comfortable you felt with the candidate's attitude and. approach, and whether this fits with
the way your office works.

Describe the job and encourage questions. If no questions are asked, this usually
means the candidate has limited interest in the position. Don't oversell the job.

Probe to find out how much they know about your business. If they have d}one some
preparatory research this is a good sign.

As a guide try to keep interviews no shorter then 30 minutes but no longer than
an hour. During this time, the candidate should have done at ieast 75% of the| talking.

Carefully record what has been said at the interview and how the selection|decision
has been made using the same format for every candidate. Don't write down anything that
could be used against you (e.g. anything that could be interpreted as discriminatory).

Consider your interview to be similar to the crediting plan for the position you are
filling. Look at the four or five main tasks to be done for the position. Then, assign
percentages (to equal 100%) to each task. Once that is done, select the questions from
the choices in the guide that reflect the tasks and their percentages. If you have a position
that requires 50% supervisory work, then select the largest amount of questions from the
supervisory list.

Do not make job offers on the spot. Your HRO will make the officiﬂl offer,
after the selection has been approved by the State Conservationist. There is no
harm, however, in finding out at the end of the interview if the candid ‘te is still
interested in the job, and what sort of notice period they would have to give if
offered the position. ‘




General Interview Questions

Below is a listing of sample interview questions to use as a guideline when developing
questions you might ask a potential employee. The trend in developing these interview
guestions has been to make them behavioral based, allowing the interviewer to get the
maximum benefit from the interview,

General

Tell me about your recent work experience(s).

Why did you leave your previous place of employment?

Why are there gaps in your employment history?

What strengths and weaknesses would you bring to this position?

What is your understanding of this position and what skills do you bring to the
position?

What types of job responsibilities do you find to be most rewarding? Why?
What types of job responsibilities do you find to be most frustrating? Why?

Tell me about your computer skills and what type of software you are experienced
with.

What type of management style do you prefer (hands-on, frequent supervision,
minimal supervision, etc.) and why?

Behavior Questions

Describe a situation when you had to take directions from several people at the same
time.

Describe a time when you had to sacrifice quality for a deadline, or visa versa. How
did you react to this?

Describe a tough problem that you have dealt with, tell me how you approached it and
the outcome.

Tell me about a specific occasion when you conformed to a policy even though you did
not agree with it.

Tell me about a time when your manager was unavailable and you had to solve an
immediate problem. What did you do and what was the outcome?

Tell me about a project you have been responsible for and how you organized the
necessary paperwork, tasks, goals, etc.

Have you ever intervened on behalf of an employee who was not being treated fairly?
Tell me about it.

Describe for me two improvements you have made in your job in the past six months.
When you delegate assignments to others, how do you keep track of their progress?
Tell me about a decision you made that your supervisor disagreed with. How did you
handle it?

What do you feel would be the most common errors made in a position such as this?
Tell me about a time when you were late or absent to work. How did you communicate
that to your supervisor?

How do you deal with difficult or demanding managers/co-workers/customers?
Describe a situation.

Tell me about a time when a supervisor asked you to complete a task that you thought
was not necessary, or could have been done another way. What steps did you take to
achieve the task?

Tell me about a time when you felt you had to break a company rule in order to get
something done.



Customer Service

How would your supervisor describe your relationship with your peers?

Describe a customer compliant that you have resolved.

Describe a day when you were faced with multiple interruptions and had to assist in
covering an additional position. Tell me how you managed your day to accomplish
your work,

Tell me about a time when you were given high priority tasks from multiple
supervisors. How did you decide which to complete first?

How would the people you supervise describe your management style?

End of Interview

What aspect of your past positions did you enjoy the most?
Why should 1 hire you?

Do you have any questions for me?



QUESTIONS TO AVOID

Regulations and US Law provide extensive protection against discrimination in employment.
This means that we do not discriminate on the basis of age, gender, marital status, religion, or
sexual orientation, to name a few,

The Persons with Disabilities Acts aiso specifically protects people with physical or mental
disabilities or handicaps in addition to providing special accommodations for them (e.g.
wheelchair access). Because of these laws, organizations are increasingly careful about the
way in which they ask questions in interviewing; no one wants to be the subject of a lawsuit
claiming discriminatory hiring practices. Generally, employers must focus on what they need
td know to ascertain whether the candidate is capable of doing the job. All questions must be
directly relevant to the job for which the candidate is applying.

While no specific federal, state, or local entity specifically provides a list of illegal interview
questions, there is sufficient precedent (legal history) in court rulings, legislative decisions,
regulations, and constitutional laws to govern certain categories of questions.

Illegal Interview Questions

The key to understanding unlawful inquiries is to ask only questions that will provide
information about the person’s ability to do the job, with or without a reasonabie
accommodation. Also note that inquiries which are unlawful to ask a candidate directly may
not be asked as part of a reference check.

Age/Date of Birth

Age based inquiries shouid be avoided because tbe law prohibits discrimination against
persons age 40 and older. Your HRO will screen applicants to make sure they meet age
requirements for the position being filled.

Example of Illegal Questions Possible Legal Alternatives

How old are you? Are you over the age of 187

When is your birthday? Can you, after employment, provide proof of
In what year were you born? age?

In what year did you graduate from
college/high school?

Marital/Family Status (often alludes to sexual orientation)

The purpose of these “family” inquiries is to explore what some believe is a common source of
absenteeism and tardiness. Typically, these questions are asked only of women making the
inquiry ctearly unlawful. However, even if such inquiries are made of both men and women,
the questions may still be suspect. Such information has been used to discriminate against
women because of society’s general presumption that they are the primary care givers. If the
employer’s concern is regular work attendance, a better question would be, “Is there anything
that would interfere with regular attendance at work?”

Example of Illegal Questions Possible Legal Alternatives



Are you married or do you have a permanent
partner?

With whom do you live?

How many children do you have?

Are you pregnant?

Do you expect to become have

a family? When? How many children will you
have?

What are your chiid care arrangements?

Would you be willing to relocate if necessary?
Travel is an important part of the job. Do you
have any restrictions on your ability to travel?
Do you have responsibilities or commitments
that will prevent you from meeting specified
work schedules?

Do you anticipate any absences from work on
a regular basis? If so, please explain the
circumstances.

Personal

Minimum height and weight requirements are uniawful if they screen out a disproportionate
number of women or minorities. Unless the employer can show that a height or weight
requirement is essential for job performance, such inquiries should be avoided.

Example of Illegal Questions Possible Legal Alternative
How tall are you? Are you able to lift a 50-pound weight and
How much do you weigh? carry it 100 yards, as that is part of the job?

(Questions about height and weight are
always illegal unless

it can be proven that there are minimum
reguirements to do the job.)

Disabilities

Inquiries about a person’s disability, health or worker’s compensation histories are uniawful if
they imply or express a limitation based on disability. Under the federal Americans with
Disabilities Act, any inquiry at the pre-employment stage, which would likely require an
applicant to disclose a disability, is unlawful. Supervisors must avoid such inquiries during the
interview process. However, an employer may inquire about an applicant’s ability to perform
certain job functions.

Example of Iliegal Questions Possible Legal Alternatives

Do you have any disabilities?

Have you had any recent illness or
operations?

Please complete this medical questionnaire.
What was the date of your last physical
exam?

How's your family's health?

When did you lose your eyesight/ leg/
hearing/ etc.?

Are you able to perform the essential
functions of this job with or without
reasonable accommodations? (Legal if the
interviewer thoroughly described the job.)
Will you be able to carry out in a safe manner
all job assignments necessary for this
position?

Are you able to lift a 50-pound weight and
carry it 100 yards, as that is part of the job?
NB: Medical exams are legal AFTER an offer
has been extended; results should be held
strictly confidential except for reasons of
safety.



National Origin/ Citizenship

Inquiries about a person’s citizenship or country of birth are unilawful and imply discrimination
on the basis of national origin. Your Human Resources Office will not refer any candidates that
have questionable citizenship status.

Example of Illegal Questions Possible Legal Alternatives

Do you have any language abilities that would
be helpful in doing this job? (Legal if language
ability is directly relevant to job
performance.)

Where were you/your parents born?
What is your native fanguage?
What is your country of citizenship?
Are you a US citizen?

Arrest Record

There are laws that prohibits inquiries about past arrest records but permits consideration of a
current arrest. An employer may not refuse to employ or discharge a person with a conviction
record unless the circumstances of the conviction substantially relate to the circumstances of
the job. The Human Resources Office will provide guidance on any questions about arrest
records.

Military Service

It is unlawful to discriminate against someone because of membership in the National Guard,
a state defense force or another state or Federal Reserve unit.

Example of Iliegal Question Possible Legal Alternatives

In what branch of the Armed Forces did you
serve?

What type of training or education did you
receive in the military?

What type of discharge did you receive?

Affiliations
Example of Illegal Questions Possible Legal Alternative
What clubs or social organizations do you Are there any professional or trade groups or
belong to? other organizations that you belong to that
Do you go to church? you consider relevant to your abiiity to
perform this job.
Race/Color/Religion

This question may discourage an applicant whose religion prohibits Saturday or Sunday work.
If a question about overtime work is asked, the employer should indicate that a reasonable
effort is made to accommodate religious beliefs or practices. An employer is not required to
make an accommodation if doing so would create an undue hardship on the agency.



Example of Illegal Question Possible Legal Alternative

All questions are illegal. Are you available to work overtime?

Credit or Garnishment Record
Answers to these inquiries are almost always irrelevant to job performance. Therefore,
requests of this nature may be unlawful unless clearly required by business necessity.

Educational Background

While employers may inquire about a person’s education, only clearly job related education
should be considered in making the hiring decision. Educational requirements that are not
necessary for performance of the job may be unlawful if they adversely impact protected
group members. Rather, find a reliable way to determine if applicants have the skills
necessary to function successfully in the job.

Friends or Relatives working for NRCS
This question is not relevant to an applicant’s competence and should be avoided.

Language Proficiency

Some level of English skill may be necessary for many jobs. But, it is also clear that fluency o
absence of an accent is not reievant for a substantial number of jobs. Employers must be
careful about requiring English language proficiency and ensure the skill level being sought
does not exceed the level required for successful job performance.

Maiden Name, Spouse's Name

None of these inquiries are relevant to job performance and could be used to discriminate. A
woman’s maiden name or spouse’s name may indicate religion or national origin. Having a
person check a box for Mr., Mrs, or Miss may be an impermissible inquiry with regard to
gender or marital status. An employer may not discriminate against a person because of their
status of being married, single, divorced, separated, or widowed.

Use or Nonuse of Lawful Products (Do you smoke? Do you drink alcohol?)
A person may not be discriminated against for using or not using “lawful products” off the
employer’s premises during nonworking hours. The law contains some exceptions, but
employers generally should avoid inquiries in this area.



Job Performance Questions

What were your most significant accomplishments at your last job?

What is the biggest failure you've had in your career? Why do you believe it was your biggest
failure?

What were your three most important responsibilities in your last job?

What was the most important project you worked on in your last job and why did you choose
this example?

Describe how you have progressed through the ranks and landed in your current position?
How have you added value to your job over time?

How have you had to reinvent or redefine your job to meet your employer’s changing needs?
What proactive steps did you have to take to increase the output of your position?
Cooperation with Co-workers

What types of people have trouble getting along with you?

Do you prefer to work by yourself or with others?

Tell me about the last time you had a conflict with a co-worker, what was the conflict and how
did you resolve it?

How would your co-workers describe you?

The successful candidate for this position will be working with individuals who have been with
the company for a long time. How will you mesh with them?

What kind of people did you have contact with on your previous jobs (titles/positions)?
What kind of person do you get along with the best?

Define cooperation,.

Tell me about an occasion when, in difficult circumstances, you pulled a team together.
What do you find most challenging in working with co-workers?

Do you function more effectively as a team member or as an individual contributor?

Describe the most difficult customer you have dealt with. What was the situation and how did
you handle it?

Describe a group project you were recently involved in. Describe your role, the purpose of the
project, how you handled differences of opinion. What was your outcome?

What do you do when you know you are right and others disagree with you?
How do you build consensus?

Define teamwork.



