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Introduction


A large part of leading an organization to peak performance is hiring the right people.  And that is easier said than done.  In this paper, we will look at the interview process and discuss strategies for developing questions that will help you make better-informed hiring decisions.
Résumés Speak Volumes


Hiring the right person starts well before the interview.  Seriously scrutinize résumés and applications to look for red flags.  Here are a few things to consider.
· Unprofessional contact information
We use applicants’ emails and cell phone numbers to contact them.  If the email address or the voice mail greeting don’t demonstrate a professional demeanor, be leery.  Too much good information about creating a polished résumé is available online for any serious job applicant to miss this one.  
· Gaps between employment

Some gaps in employment are easy to explain.  Others aren’t.  Look for employment gaps and be prepared to ask the applicant to explain them.
· Job hopping
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Job hopping can be a sign of trouble.  Is the person not sure what he wants to do?  Does he have problems getting along well with others?  Is he easily bored or, worse, does he bolt when the work gets hard?  Does the career trajectory show signs of stagnation or even regression?
· Attention to detail

Do you really want to consider someone whose résumé has grammatical and typographical errors?  
· Discrepancies

Look at the résumé, the cover letter, and application carefully.  Are there discrepancies?  If so, consider whether the applicant is careless or downright dishonest.  
Interviewing is Serious Business


Interviewing job applicants is an art.  The application process, even an in-depth one, does not always give us enough information to determine whether a particular person is a good fit for the organization professionally or personally.  The interview itself is crucial to judging an applicant’s qualifications for the position.  But the interview can also be a trap that leads to liability for the employer.  Therefore, anyone who is responsible for interviewing applicants needs to know a few things.  
A.
Avoiding Discrimination Claims


State and federal laws prohibit employers from refusing to hire someone because of certain protected characteristics, including the applicant’s:

· Race
· Color
· Sex
· National origin
· Religion
· Age (40 or older)
· Disability
· Immigration status
· Marital status
To avoid discrimination claims, interviewers need to avoid any question designed to elicit specific information on those characteristics.  Some exceptions exist, of course.  If the job truly requires a specific characteristic, and those cases are few and far between, then the question may be relevant.  Similarly, if the employer has a specific legitimate business reason to know certain information, then the employer can ask for it – but the employer should explain to the applicant why the information is needed.  For example, if the employer plans to run a background check on the applicant and the applicant’s name is fairly common, then the employer could ask for a date of birth to ensure the background check information obtained is on the right person.

The best practice is to focus on what you really need to know.  Ask yourself:  “Does this question give me information that is relevant to the job the applicant wants?”  If the answer is “NO,” then stop and think HARD before asking the question.  You probably shouldn’t ask it.  Attachment A is a list of appropriate and inappropriate questions for the interview process listed by subject matter.

B.
Establishing Rapport without Violating the Law


Set a friendly, professional environment for the interview.  The applicant needs to feel comfortable to answer your questions candidly.  Use your voice, body language, and space to welcome the applicant and ask appropriate questions for building rapport.

Too often interviewers start the meeting with small talk to try to set the applicant at ease.  Unfortunately, those conversations often involve topics that are not relevant to the position.  Jurors will assume that if you asked the question, you used the information learned in making the hiring decisions.  Common mistakes include:
· Asking about or commenting on an applicant’s accent.
· Asking whether the applicant has children.

· Asking what year the applicant graduated.

· Asking the applicant where he/she goes to church/temple/mosque.

· Asking the applicant whether he/she is involved in any civic or social organizations.

These questions, and others like them, will get you into a conversation you will regret later.  These topics are simply none of our business and can be construed as veiling an illegal discriminatory intent.  


Instead of personal questions, try building rapport with questions like:

· Did you have any trouble finding the building?

· I just poured myself a cup of coffee.  Would you like something to drink?

· How was the traffic on your way here?

C.
Responding When an Applicant “Goes There”

Sometimes an applicant will volunteer information that puts the interviewer in an awkward situation.  Here are some thorny questions and appropriate responses to each.
· I am pregnant.  Will that affect my getting or being considered for this job?
Thank you for being so upfront with that information.  Let me assure you, though, we have worked with pregnant employees many times.  Your condition is not a consideration in our decision.
· Do you hire people with felonies or misdemeanors?
There is no blanket barrier to employment based on a criminal background.  A criminal background will be considered in the context of the job requirements and a decision regarding employment will be made on a case-by-case basis.
· Do you hire people my age?
It is always our intent to hire the best qualified applicant for a position.  We have hired applicants both older and younger than you are.  It all depends upon their qualifications and the needs for the job.
· I need an accommodation, will that prevent me from being hired?
Our only focus is on your ability to do the job.  We will consider any request for a reasonable accommodation that allows a candidate to do the job and hire the most qualified candidate with or without the need for a reasonable accommodation.
If the applicant has an obvious or disclosed disability, you may ask if he can perform the essential functions of the job with or without a reasonable accommodation.  If he needs one, ask what that reasonable accommodation might be.  Employers are also allowed to ask those candidates to demonstrate how they would perform any of the essential functions of the job.

Behavioral Based Interviewing Goes Deeper


Past behavior is the best predictor of future behavior.  Someone who has worked well with customers in the past will probably work well with customers in the future.  Someone who has had communication issues in the past will probably have similar issues in the future.  Behavioral based interviewing requires the employer to identify what specific qualities are needed to fit in with the team as well as perform the work before planning the interview questions.
A.
Three Sets of Requirements for Each Position
Every job has three components.  
The first component of any job is Competency.  It is the actual knowledge, skills, and abilities a person must possess to do the job well.  Can the applicant do the job?  Checking competency includes verifying certifications, degrees, and licensures.
The second component is Commitment - the personal standards and motivation needed to be successful on the job.  We want people with a “sense of urgency.”  We need to know we can trust the person to do the job even when the boss isn’t looking.

The last component of any job is Compatibility.  These are the values and working styles needed to fit successfully in your organization.  Will this person work well with others?  Will he recognize the importance of our core values?  How will he react when he gets feedback?
Before you can formulate questions to analyze whether a candidate has the Competency, Commitment, and Compatibility to be successful in your organization, you have to identify what those are.  Start with your office’s core values – what are they?  
B.
Exploring Competency, Commitment, and Compatibility

During this part of the interview you will ask the questions you prepared ahead of time to assess the applicant’s qualifications in all three areas.  You may have to ask additional questions to draw out answers that are specific enough for your analysis.  Vague answers are useless.  Here’s an example:

Interviewer:
Tell me about a time you had a difficult customer service issue and how you resolved it.

Applicant:
One time this lady came in and she was really mad.  But I was able to calm her down.

Not enough, is it?  One way to get more information is to let silence do the heavy lifting.  People by nature want to fill in moments of silence.  Staying silent is an effective way to get people talking.  Another strategy is to explain to the applicant you need more information and give them time to think of a specific example.  If that doesn’t work or if the person is still too nervous to provide you with details, use follow-up questions to get more information about the situation.  
· What was she mad about?

· How do you know she was mad? 
· What did you say to her?

· How did she respond to that?

· What was the end result?

· How did you feel about that result?

Try exploring Competency, Commitment, and Compatibility from different perspectives.  For instance, ask questions about things that may have gone wrong in the past.

· Tell me about a time when you had an angry customer and the situation didn’t work out the way you wanted it to.

· Tell me about a time you received some constructive (or negative) feedback and how you handled it.

· Tell me about a time you missed a deadline at work.  

Asking follow-up questions on situations like those can lead to important information about an applicant’s self-awareness and candor.  
C.
Describing Your Organizational Culture


Setting realistic expectations during the interview, increases employee satisfaction because the job described will match the job the successful candidate gets.  And you’ll build trust in your relationship with the employee, which is crucial for organizational excellence.  Talk to the applicant about what the working environment is really like, physically, mentally, and emotionally.  Describe the relationships between people and working groups.  Share your philosophy as a leader and your office’s core values.  
D.
Answering Questions


Be sure to give the applicant a chance to ask any questions he/she desires about the position or the organization.  Listen carefully because the questions the applicant asks can reveal a lot about the person.  Answer honestly.  If you lie or sugar-coat it and the applicant gets hired, you will wind up hurting your credibility and the organization’s.  With that said, it’s okay to focus on the positive when answering questions.  If you don’t know the answer, that’s okay, too.  Promise to check it out and get back to the applicant with accurate information.


E.
Wrapping it Up

After the employee has had a chance to ask questions, end the interview by describing the next steps in the hiring process.  Explain who will be in contact with him and an approximate time frame.  Be sure to thank the person for considering the Harris County Attorney’s Office as a potential employer.
Conclusion


Like anything worth doing well, hiring the right people takes a strong commitment: from building an accurate (and legal) job description, to recruiting from the right sources, to interviewing and choosing wisely from the pool of qualified candidates.  Being part of the hiring process is a tremendous responsibility.  Take it seriously.  Indeed, if the new employee will be part of your team, YOUR success depends on it.  


We Know Local Government.


It’s What We Do.


It’s Who We Are.





I am convinced that nothing we do


is more important than hiring and


developing people.  At the end of the day,


you bet on people, not strategies.


Lawrence Bossidy


Former Chief Operating Officer, GE


Retired Chairman and CEO, Honeywell International, Inc.
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Avoid these questions and others like them.





�





�





�





What are YOURS?
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