
The Savvy Employer’s Guide to

  Hiring Process Questions for Every Stage



“Whenever you are asked if you can do a job, 
tell ‘em, ‘Certainly I can!’ Then get busy and 

find out how to do it.”

–Theodore Roosevelt

Anyone can look good on paper or interview well. And 
while the “can-do” attitude espoused by Roosevelt 
shouldn’t be underestimated when it comes to a job 
candidate’s potential to succeed in a role, as recruiters and 
HR professionals, our job is to shed light on candidates 
who not only want the job, but who also have the best 
likelihood of performing it well.

Sound hiring practices start with excellent job evaluations 
and descriptions, as well as thoughtful screening process 
stages. In this quick reference guide, we’ll highlight 
the latter and dig into ideas about the appropriate type 
of applicant questioning for each phase of the hiring 
process. You’ll discover interviewing insight from over 70 
different recruiting and human resources professionals 
who shared their best questions and sage advice in 
ExactHire’s June 2017 screening question-focused 
survey.

While the survey data especially features input from small- 
and medium-sized businesses, with 80% of respondents 
representing organizations that hire between 1-100 
employees annually, the suggestions and screening 

questions are easily applicable to hiring managers and 
recruiters within employers of all sizes.

The ROI of Smart Screening Process Design

People are the most important and most expensive asset 
for organizations. You probably don’t need to be reminded 
that the cost of employee turnover is significant--figures 
in numerous research studies range from as much as 1.5 
- 3x the cost of an employee’s salary depending on the 
situation and whether the opportunity cost of not finding 
an enduring teammate who excels in the role is included 
in the calculation. 

Consider that the right employee in the right job positions 
an organization to have an appreciating asset. Great 
employees become more valuable with time. So the true 
cost of not finding the best aligned individuals through 
effective employment screening tactics is difficult to 
quantify, though no less damaging. 

Basic Best Practices

This guide illuminates concepts that are good reminders 
to all of us during the application and interviewing 
processes. But knowing what’s right doesn’t always 
equate to the ability to actually execute on best practices 
consistently. So, grab this resource for a refresher and the 
motivation to freshen up your hiring process to improve 
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your employment brand, attract and retain talented 
employees and improve your organization’s bottom line. 

Before your next job requisition remember to

• set expectations with all process stakeholders about 
all stages of the hiring process,

• train everyone involved internally in the hiring process,
• promptly communicate with applicants (and internal 

stakeholders),
• follow through on expectations set, and
• take time to evaluate lessons learned and plan action 

steps to continuously improve your hiring process.

We hope this resource will be a practical reference for 
re-evaluating your own screening process stages and 
question choices to continuously improve your quality 
of hire. In the first section, we’ll share common hiring 
process stages, the intent behind each of them and 
the percentage of ExactHire survey respondents who 
indicated participation in each respective stage.

Then, the following chapters will present respondents’ 
input on effective, job-relevant question design for each 
screening process stage, as well as a section with 
advice on hiring process best practices. Lastly, enjoy a 
“just for fun” section that recounts the worst or cheesiest 
interview questions previously encountered by survey 
respondents.
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CHAPTER ONE 

AN EXPLORATION OF HIRING 
PROCESS STAGES

Before you can plan which questions will gather the 
most insightful feedback from your job candidates, 
you must consider whether the number and scope of 
screening process stages presented by your employer 
is effective. Many factors such as the corporate culture, 
organizational structure, industry, access to technology, 
supply of talented candidates and the engagement of 
existing staff members will contribute to the stages you 
put into place. Stages involved may vary slightly by job 
category as well.

In this section, we’ll explore a relatively robust hiring 
process in terms of number of stages. Each stage is 
designed to not only gather particular information from 
job candidates, but to also give an employer plenty of 
opportunity to paint an accurate picture for individuals 
considering employment. Ideas for questions asked in 
each of these stages were solicited in the recent ExactHire 
survey, as well as the percentage of participation of 
respondents in each stage.

You may find a breakdown of employer industries 
represented in the survey on the following page.
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Additionally, here’s an overview of employers represented based on annual average hires:
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The Employment Application

Most growing employers utilize a standard employment 
application, which may or may not include job-specific 
screening questions. If an employer utilizes an applicant 
tracking system, then application setup can usually be 
handled by the vendor partner, and may even include 
the ability to score and/or flag applicant answers to 
certain multiple choice standard or job-specific screening 
questions.

Applications are an important tool in ensuring a consistent 
experience for all applicants, which is critical when 
it comes to compliance reporting and tracking which 
individuals have expressed intent and are true applicants 
to an organization. 

For organizations concerned about low application 
conversion numbers, a lengthy employment application 
may be divided into two steps to ensure that the first 
stage requires less initial effort on the part of candidates 
applying to hard-to-fill jobs. 

In our recent survey, nearly 84% of 73 responding 
employers utilized an employment application.

% using employment application
Yes 61 83.56%
No 12 16.44%

% in each annual average hires category 
using an employment application

0 - 20 87%
21 - 40 75%
41 - 60 83%
61 - 80 83%

81 - 100 75%
101 - 249 75%
250 - 499 75%
500 - 939 100%

More than 940 100%

The Initial Interactive Screen

Whether an initial interactive screen will be included in 
your hiring process will likely depend on the number of 
applications you typically receive for an open position, 
as well as whether someone in Human Resources or the 
hiring manager handles the conversation.

Phone screens are commonly used as a means to verify 
employment application accuracy and consistency, 
and at times may delve into a few initial behavioral-
based questions depending on the organization. Some 
organizations are now starting to take advantage of the 
ability to interact with candidates via text to pare down 
the number of applicants that will eventually move on to 
an in-person interview as well.

For phone interviews, recruiters should set expectations 
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with interviewees about the duration of the phone 
interview when scheduling the session, and then respect 
candidates’ time by starting and ending the discussion 
promptly.

Just over 72% of ExactHire’s survey respondents 
indicated that they do include a phone interview as a part 
of the hiring process for most positions.

% using phone screen
Yes 53 72.60%
No 20 27.40%

% in each annual average hires category 
using an employment application

0 - 20 77%
21 - 40 75%
41 - 60 50%
61 - 80 50%

81 - 100 75%
101 - 249 75%
250 - 499 100%
500 - 939 75%

More than 940 50%

When respondents were asked to indicate which general 
question topics are incorporated into their phone screen, 
the most frequently cited topic highlights why a candidate 
is interested in a certain position. In fact, over 65% of 

survey respondents admitted to asking interviewees 
about this subject during a phone interview. Three other 
question subject areas split second place with nearly 55% 
of respondents affirming usage for each of the following:

• Ask the candidate what he/she knows about your 
organization.

• Ask about gaps in work history.
• Ask if the candidate has questions to ask you.

Question topics most frequently used in phone 
interviews

Asking why the candidate is interested in 
this position

66%

Asking what the candidate knows about 
your organization

55%

Asking about gaps in work history 55%
Asking candidate if he/she has any  

questions for you
55%

Asking why candidate left previous position 52%
Asking for salary expectations 52%

Asking for examples of how technical skills 
have been used

42%

Using behavioral-based questioning  
(e.g. tell me about a time you...)

37%

Asking about longer-term career  
aspirations (e.g. 5 years from now)

25%

Asking candidate about other positions  
he/she is considering

25%
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The Assessment and/or Real Work Sample

Employee Assessments

An assessment can be a valuable addition to the 
screening process for better understanding the true 
nature and/or abilities of a candidate. Many validated 
job skill, cognitive and behavioral assessments exist in 
the market to assist in this area. And, depending on the 
tool used, guides may be available that suggest specific 
questions to ask to probe during an interview based on a 
candidate’s individual results.

60% of our survey respondents use assessments during 
their organizations’ hiring processes.

% using assessments
Yes 44 60.27%
No 29 39.73%

And, within that 60%, here is a breakdown of which 
assessment type(s) are used.

Assessment types used
Behavioral 27 36.99%
Cognitive 26 35.62%
Job Skills 24 32.88%

% in each annual average hires category 
using an employment application

0 - 20 68%
21 - 40 42%
41 - 60 83%
61 - 80 67%

81 - 100 25%
101 - 249 50%
250 - 499 50%
500 - 939 50%

More than 940 100%

Work Simulations

To better understand whether a candidate is capable of 
performing the responsibilities required for a job, consider 
gathering a real work sample during the interviewing 
process. These hands-on exercises offer a job candidate 
the opportunity to model their aptitude for a particular 
skill, sometimes within an environment controlled by the 
potential employer.

For best results, employers should try to make the 
simulation as close as possible to what an employee 
would expect on the job. For example, if the work task 
would normally be resolved online with the aid of a 
computer, then conduct the simulation online and provide 
equipment to the candidate; or, if an actual employee 
would have a pressing deadline in reality, then the 
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simulation should be time-bound as well.

Just shy of 40% of our survey respondents incorporate a 
real work sample into their screening processes.

% using real work sample
Yes 29 39.73%
No 44 60.27%

% in each annual average hires category 
using a real work sample

0 - 20 48%
21 - 40 25%
41 - 60 0%
61 - 80 50%

81 - 100 50%
101 - 249 50%
250 - 499 50%
500 - 939 25%

More than 940 50%

There’s clearly room for development in this area relative 
to other hiring process stages, and we’ll share some 
specific examples of simulations that work well for our 
survey respondents later in this guide.

The In-Person Interview

If an organization uses any of the steps discussed in this 
guide in its hiring process, you can bet it will be an in-
person interview with the position’s supervisor. During 
this stage, candidates may meet with a variety of people 
in the organization who will interface with the role--
including the hiring manager.

Often the lengthiest interview during the hiring process, 
the in-person interview is a great time to get the 
candidate’s impressions on the process to-date (including 
how he thought he performed on the real work sample, if 
applicable). It is also the stage during which behavioral-
based interviewing questions are heavily used. These in-
depth questions will go beyond what was asked during a 
phone screen, and are most effective when the interviewer 
follows initial questions with multiple probing follow-up 
questions to get clarification on candidate answers.

For example, if the initial question is “tell me about a 
time that you worked on a project that saved money for 
your previous employer,” then ask the following probing 
questions:

• Who else was involved?

• What were the goals of the project?

• What was the time frame for the project?

• Was it completed on time?

• Were the original objectives met upon completion of 
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the project?

• What would you do differently if you could do the 
project again?

The Job Shadow

A less frequently encountered stage during the 
interviewing process is a job shadow for final candidates. 
We believe strongly in using job shadows in our own hiring 
process at ExactHire because it allows the interviewee to 
really understand what he is getting himself into before 
accepting an employment offer. Job shadows paint 
the picture of what the job is really like and encourage 
candidates to self-select out of the process if the reality 
of the position is poorly aligned with their interests and 
abilities.

The key to our success with the job shadow is to, like 
the real work sample, closely match the experience to 
the realities of the actual job. Since we dress casually 
at work, we emphasize to interviewees that they are 
welcome to dress casually for the job shadow. We want 
candidates to feel comfortable enough to ask questions 
of potential peers that they may not have voiced earlier in 
the interview process.

Likewise, this informal final step is a great chance for 
eventual co-workers of this candidate to get to know 
him, his personality and weigh in on whether they could 
productively and harmoniously work with this potential 
new hire. Questions that vet the candidate’s likelihood to 
assimilate into the company culture are well-positioned in 

this stage of the hiring process, too.

Just 23% of the ExactHire survey respondents indicated 
that they utilize job shadows during the hiring process.

% using job shadow
Yes 17 23.29%
No 56 76.71%

% in each annual average hires category 
using a job shadow

0 - 20 23%
21 - 40 17%
41 - 60 0%
61 - 80 0%

81 - 100 25%
101 - 249 50%
250 - 499 50%
500 - 939 75%

More than 940 0%

Before You Ask...

In the next few sections of this guide, we’ll present suitable 
questions for each of the hiring stages presented in this 
chapter based on our own experience and the responses 
of our respondents.



As you consider all phases of your organization’s hiring 
process, keep the following in mind as you select each 
question to be used:

• Is this question job- or company-relevant? Or, do you 
just want to see if candidates can come up with a 
clever dog breed to emulate (in the case of the “if you 
could be a...” questions)?

• Will this question allow you, as the recruiter, to 
stay in control of the interview? Or, will it present 
an opportunity for the interviewee to go off on an 
unrelated tangent?

• Does this question add to a good mix of behavioral-
based questions which are more likely to elicit 
examples of the candidate’s past performance?

13 / ExactHire



12 / ExactHire

CHAPTER TWO
THE EMPLOYMENT APPLICATION
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When approaching your employment application design, 
it can be helpful to divide questions into two categories: 
standard and job-specific. Standard questions are asked 
of all applicants, regardless of job selected. Whereas, 
different sets of job-specific screening questions are 
presented to candidates based on the jobs to which they 
choose to apply.

Standard Employment Application Questions

It’s always a good idea to have in-house counsel or your 
employment attorney review your employment application 
to ensure its compliance with local, state and federal 
restrictions on permissible questions. For example, 
some states and municipalities have introduced laws 
that impact whether you can ask about criminal (“ban 
the box”) and/or salary history. If you employ individuals 
in more than one state, you may need to have different 
application versions for different states.

Your attorney can also advise you on whether you need 
to heed any industry-specific requirements, or include 
voluntary self-disclosure sections for applicants related 
to Equal Employment Opportunity and Affirmative Action 
Planning reporting requirements. 

Aside from collecting information about previous 
employment and education, here are some specific 
questions to capture other “need-to-know” details at 
this early stage in the employment screening process. 
The questions that work for your employer will of course 
depend on the requirements of the position. Include 

as many required multiple-choice or yes/no drop-down 
boxes as possible to vet candidates consistently and 
save time on initial screening.

• Have you applied here previously? If so, when?

• Are you over 18 years old?

• Are you eligible to work in the U.S.?

• Will you require relocation assistance?

• If hired, do you have reliable transportation to and 
from work each day?

• Do you have a valid driver’s license?

• Are you willing to work across multiple locations 
(travel involved)?

• If you are willing to relocate, please cite areas of 
preference.

• How would you like us to contact you?

Asking for this preference is important 
in a multi-generational workforce. 

Communication methods may greatly 
differ between Baby Boomers and 

Millennials, for example. 

• How did you hear about this position? If employee 
referral, who referred you?

• What days and hours are you available to work?
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• Have you ever been terminated?

To ensure a sufficient level of detail, ask 
a version of this question in each previous 

employment experience section.

• What is the highest level of education you have?

If your organization has special circumstances 
related to its employment capabilities

• Do you require or will you require a work authorization?

• Are you eligible to work in the United States without 
the aid of sponsorship, either now or in the future?

If you hire employees that will work at 
government sites that require clearances, 

early in the process, set expectations about 
successful candidates’ need to receive and 

maintain the highest levels of security 
and/or medical clearances.

Consequently, during the hiring process 
questions related to legal, financial, and/

or medical problems that may show up 
in an investigation--as well as foreign 

travel, business dealings and relationships-
-may be used to vet candidates.

• Are there any legal barriers that would prevent you 
from obtaining a level one fingerprint clearance card?

Standard essay question ideas for now or later in the 
interviewing process

Remember to be selective with the number of textbox 
questions you ask--too many and your potential applicants 
will abandon the process. Consider whether applicants 
can auto-populate resume data from LinkedIn or Indeed 
to save time on application completion when considering 
your question length and total volume of questions. If 
available, investigate analytics for your recruiting software 
to discover your application abandonment rate as well 
as the number of applicants who complete submissions 
from mobile devices, too.

• What can your manager do to help you be successful?

• Tell me about the best supervisor you have ever had 
and why he/she was the best. No names please.

• What traits do you seek in an effective supervisor?

• Think of the worst boss you ever had. Why didn’t you 
care for his or her management style?

• What is your primary reason for wanting to change 
jobs?

• Do you work better alone or on a team?

• Describe a time when you were disappointed at work. 
How did you handle it?
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• What part of your current or most recent role do/did 
you enjoy the most?

• Why should our organization hire you?

• Why do you want to work at [insert org. name here]?

• What things do you value most from an employer?

• What factors do you consider the most important to 
you in your next job?

• What did you like the most and the least about your 
most recent position?

• Describe in detail the one or two accomplishments for 
which you have the most passion.

• Give me an example how you have acted with [insert 
value/trait here] at one of your previous jobs?

Examples of values or traits you may 
consider include integrity, discretion, and 

responsiveness to name just a few.

Job-Specific Application Questions

If you think strategically about which questions are a part 
of your standard versus job-specific application sections, 
then future job postings may be processed much more 
smoothly with the ability to easily switch out sets of job-
specific screening questions for different positions. 

At this stage in the process, evaluate whether any of your 

position-specific questions should unearth information 
about candidates’

• income expectations,
• years of experience,
• certifications,
• software proficiency, and
• organizational or departmental size preferences.

Multiple-choice options

• Have you read all the requirements of the position?

• Do you meet the minimum requirements of the job?

• Will you be able to achieve the essential position 
deliverables as listed in the job posting?

• How many years of experience do you have in [insert 
skill or field]? 

It’s helpful to confirm that candidate 
experience matches position requirements 

even if it’s listed on the resume. An 
applicant tracking system can score 

or flag candidate responses and save 
you time that would be otherwise spent 
reviewing unqualified or low priority 

applications.

• Do you posses the appropriate licenses, education, 
experience, knowledge?
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• What are your income expectations?

While this income question is forward-
looking, be careful with questions related 
to pay that look into the past as they may 

violate laws in your hiring area.

• Are you able to provide a link to your professional 
accomplishments/work?

• Rate your proficiency level with [insert software 
application]. Beginner, Intermediate or Advanced?

Ask for proficiency by level rather than 
usage years. Some are adept at mastering 
new software more quickly than others.

Job-specific essay question ideas for now or later in 
the interviewing process

• Why are you interested in this position? 

• How have your past jobs and projects prepared you 
for this position?

• Summarize any training or skills that may qualify you 
as being able to perform job-related functions in the 
position for which you are applying.

• Share a situation in which you needed to think and act 
on your own. How did it turn out?

• What is the most challenging part of resolving conflict 
between co-workers or departments?

• What drives your interest in [insert field related to 
position]?

• How do you stay up-to-date on advances in technology, 
upcoming changes and industry trends?

• What is your interest and desire for travel in this 
position?

• What type of degree do you have and how will it help 
you succeed in this position?

• What industry certifications do you possess?

• What is the most difficult part of customer service?

• Share a story about a time when you had a disgruntled 
customer. What was the situation and how did you 
handle it?

• Do you have any experience with [insert equipment 
type]? If so, please explain.

• Give an example of when you had to work 
independently without explicit training or guidance. 
How did you handle that situation? What was the 
outcome?

• What documented results have you accomplished in 
managing diversity in your current position?

• What do you expect the greatest challenge will be in 
this position?

• Explain why you are the right person for this role.



19 / ExactHire

• Where do you want to go with your career?

• What are you really good at professionally?

• How many people have you led/managed in the past?

• Share a story about a time when you had to handle 
multiple tasks at once. How did you stay on top of 
everything?

• What is your greatest strength and how has it helped 
you in your career?

Rather than go with the cliche “share your 
three weaknesses and three strengths” 

question, this option is better because the 
applicant must use past performance in 
a specific situation to clarify a single 
strength. Past performance is the best 

predictor of future performance.

• Share a story about a situation when your work was 
criticized. How did you handle the feedback?

• You are assigned to participate on a team that has 
several members who are not motivated to work 
hard and contribute. How have you handled this type 
of situation in the past? Or, how would you handle 
it moving forward if you were to experience this 
situation?

• Are you comfortable providing X to Y?

For example, “are you comfortable 
providing direct care to individuals with 
developmental disabilities?” Or, “are you 
comfortable transporting clients and/or 

other employees in your personal vehicle?” 
Plug in what works for your industry and 

job category.

• How would you handle a situation where you are sent 
to finish a job that was started by someone else and 
the job was done incorrectly?

Make this type of question fit your 
situation, too. For example, “how would 
you install glass that was measured by 

someone else and the glass does not fit?”

• Tell me how you handle receiving a “no” from a 
prospect during the sales cycle. What is your method 
for follow up on prospects that are not ready to move 
forward?



CHAPTER THREE
THE INITIAL INTERACTIVE SCREEN



Phone or text candidate screenings mostly serve 
the following three purposes and are usually the first 
opportunity for a recruiter and a candidate to interact in 
real time:

• Ensure the accuracy of the candidate’s answers on 
the employment application.

• Assess the reasons for the candidate’s interest in the 
position and the organization.

• Fill in any gaps about the candidate’s potential 
suitability for the role as it relates to pay, missing work 
history, technical expertise and availability.

Basic Questions

• At a high level, and taking no longer than 10 
minutes, walk me through your employment history, 
focusing specifically on how your background and 
achievements have prepared you for this opportunity.

This is a better option than the traditional 
“tell me about yourself...” inquiry because 

it allows the interviewer to maintain 
control of the trajectory of the interview. 
Otherwise, you might spend ten minutes 
learning about a candidate’s favorite 

hobbies and bucket list travel destinations.

• We appreciate your interest in this position.  What is 
it about this opportunity that interests you the most?

• Why are you leaving your current position?

• What do you know about our company?

If a candidate can’t take a few minutes to 
review your organization’s website to learn 
more about your business, then that may 
be a red flag regarding their viability for 

your position/organization.

• What do you understand about the role so far?

• What experience do you have as it relates to this 
position?

• What characteristics do you have that would make 
you successful in this role?

• Which of your current skills best match what we are 
looking for in this position and why?

• Are you able to work in the office at this job location 
on a regular basis?

This question assumes that the position 
does not offer the ability for remote 

work.

• Are you available to work all of our locations? If not, 
which ones?

• Tell me about your past work attendance record.
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• What shift do you prefer?

• To what other types of jobs have you been applying?

• What is your availability to interview in-person?

• Based on what you have learned during this phone 
interview, are you still interested in pursuing this 
position?

Questions That Take a Deeper Dive

• What is really important to you in your career right 
now?

• If you were hiring for this position, what three things 
would you be looking for in candidates? Which one of 
those three comes to you least naturally?

If you want to assess the candidate’s 
ability to research and/or make educated 
inferences at this point in the process, the 
above question is a stronger option than 
the overused and underwhelming “tell me 
three words that best describe yourself.”

 

• Describe your ideal day at work.

• Describe your perfect job.

• What challenge do you desire most from your next 
role?

• Ask the candidate to define a key industry term in 

a manner that would make sense to a non-industry 
person.

• How do you feel about the state of the [insert industry 

name] industry today?

• What is your favorite part of what you did in your most 
recent position?

• What motivates you?

• Do you love to win or hate to lose and why?

This is a powerful question to assess 
competitiveness for sales jobs, specifically.

• How do you think this position would advance you 
personally and/or professionally relative to what you 
are doing in your current position?

• Tell me about your past experience working in a 
collaborative environment and provide me with 
specific examples of things that went well and things 
that didn’t go well.

• What do you consider your greatest professional 
accomplishment(s) in your previous position?

• Tell me about a time when you showed dedication to 
your job.

• What is the single most important factor that must 
be present in your work environment for you to be 
successfully and happily employed?
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• Now that you have answered that question, what 
were two others that you debated about before 
giving the response that you chose? 

This is a good example of an effective 
follow-up question to probe for further 

information.

• Describe a time when you spoke up even though it 
was unpopular.

Consider including this kind of question 
if your organization values candor, 

especially.

• What would someone who does NOT like you say 
about what it is like to work with you?

• Walk me through something that you attempted to do 
but were unsuccessful.

• What questions do you have for me?

Give candidates the chance to voice their 
own questions at this early stage so that 
they can continue to learn more about 

your organization and the role. 



CHAPTER FOUR
THE ASSESSMENT AND/OR REAL 

WORK SAMPLE



Assessments as Interview Tools

The results of any assessments or job simulations can 
help determine whether certain types of questions are 
asked of the candidate during the subsequent in-person 
interview. While cognitive assessments will give your 
business a sense of whether the candidate has the verbal 
and/or numerical skill and reasoning to perform the job, 
behavioral assessments will unearth candidate traits that 
can be explored further in the interview. 

These assessments may bring to light a candidate’s 
energy level, dominance, independence, willingness 
to accommodate, introversion, objective thinking, 
manageability, attitude, decisiveness, patience or need 
for formality. The following chapter will highlight some 
behavioral-based questions that may probe for additional 
information based on a candidate’s assessment results.

Real Job Simulations

Conducting job simulations during the interview process 
can help you see if a candidate’s claimed experience and 
skills will likely match up with his actual abilities on the 
job. Like any other stage in the hiring process, the results 
of these simulations shouldn’t alone determine the hiring 
decision, but they can help you plan questioning for in-
person interviews.

The use case for the following simulations will depend on 
the role as well as individual manager and department 
preferences. These exercises, when administered in 

a way that closely matches the actual on-the-job task, 
can be a great way to assess past performance and 
understand one’s competency in a certain area.

Positions that operate specific heavy equipment and 
machinery

• Under close supervision, ask candidates to perform 
basic tasks on the same equipment that will be 
used on the job so that they may demonstrate an 
understanding of how job-related machinery works.

Creative and design positions

• Have candidates submit artistic, written, and/or video 
portfolio samples.

• Have candidates share a portfolio of past advertising 
campaign work.

Management and training positions

• Have candidates provide a portfolio with selections 
of e-learning examples, storyboards, writing samples, 
live instructional presentations and/or a business plan 
for business development staff.

Digital and content marketing positions

• Ask candidates to share links to published content 
(e.g. blogs, white papers, e-books), social media 
campaign screenshots and other published works.
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• Ask candidates to proofread and edit a short written 
work.

• Ask candidates to report on specific statistics gleaned 
from a Google Analytics dashboard.

Construction positions

• Have candidates share a bullet-point summary of how 
a previous construction job was completed.

Sales positions

• Invite candidates to demo a product to you either in-
person or via phone -- depending on the type of sales 
position (inside or outside).

Web development positions

• Invite the candidates to review a sample of code and 
make suggestions on what may need to be fixed to 
improve an application’s performance.

Finance positions

• Ask candidates to prepare a financial analysis of 
figures provided.

Administrative support positions

• To assess prioritization and multitasking skills, present 
management assistant candidates the following items 
in a time-capped session: a messy desk with phone, 

three urgent tasks, one letter to be drafted and two 
phone calls.

Customer service positions

• Role play a phone call with an upset customer with 
candidates.

• Present candidates with a series of different inbound 
customer tickets and ask them to review and prioritize 
which should be addressed first based on information 
provided in the simulation.

Business analysis positions

• Invite candidates to interpret and summarize 
information gleaned from an analytics application.

Installation-related positions

• Have candidates demonstrate their ability to do a 
skill basic to the position. For example, have glass 
installer candidates demonstrate their ability to caulk 
a sample window and measure a window frame for 
replacement glass.
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE IN-PERSON INTERVIEW



Depending on the scarcity of candidates for your position, 
as well as the internal resources you have available for 
the interviewing process, you may incorporate behavioral 
interview questions earlier in the process. However, the 
first in-person interview is the stage that tends to heavily 
focus on behavioral-based interviewing techniques.

Results-focused Assessment Questions

• Do you agree with the results of the assessment you 
took earlier in our hiring process? Why or why not?

• Some people learn more quickly when a task 
is demonstrated in-person, others like to read 
instructions on their own. Which do you prefer? 
Provide some examples.

• Share a story about a time when you had to cope with 
a tight deadline. Provide an example. 

Look for clues about the candidate’s 
patience, need for stability and/or 

decisiveness.

  
• Tell me about someone you worked with who was too 

aggressive. 

Look for clues about the candidate’s 
dominance.

• Give a real-world example of the effect of your attitude 

on a customer or client.

• When a customer is wrong, what is the best way to 
confront him?

Look for clues about the candidate’s 
tendency to be accommodating to clients.

• Tell me about a time when a previous employer’s 
policies or processes began to cut into your personal 
freedom on the job? How did you cope? 

Look for clues about the candidate’s 
ability to be managed and/or need for 

structure.

• Tell me about a decision you made that you regret. 
How long did you deliberate before you made that 
decision? 

Look for clues about the candidate’s 
ability to make sound decisions quickly.

Other In-person Interview Questions

• What were your impressions of the real work simulation 
you completed earlier in the hiring process? Is there 
anything you would have done differently based on 
further reflection?
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• When we contact your most recent supervisor to 
inquire about your work performance, what is one 
positive and one negative thing you might expect her 
to tell us? What steps are you taking to mitigate your 
weaknesses?

• Tell me about a time when you witnessed a colleague 
performing an unsafe task. What did you do about it?

• Give me an example of a time when you had to solve 
a complex problem.

• Give me an example of something you taught yourself 
within a work context.

This can be a valuable question if 
your organization especially values 

resourcefulness.

• Describe your communication style by giving me 
examples of past communication.

• What skill or attribute do you feel you still need to 
learn or develop?

• Tell me about a time when you received negative 
feedback.

• Tell me how you turned a negative [customer or 
patient] experience into a positive ending.

• If you encountered [insert item that needs repaired/
fixed], how would you handle it?

• Which of our corporate values resonate with you the 

most?

• [Honesty, integrity or character...or insert your 
preferred values], which of these three best describes 
you and why?

• What does professionalism mean to you and how 
good are you at expressing your professional opinion?

• Based on what you have heard about the position and 
organization, why are you the best candidate?

• What kind of management style is most effective for 
you?

• How would your last supervisor describe you if he/she 
was asked about you and your work style?

• What were some low points during your most recent 
job?

• What three skills will you need to continue to develop 
to be the best you can be in this job?

• How do you earn the trust of others?

• What can our organization do for you that you are 
not getting from your current or most recent employer, 
manager, or team?

• Describe a major case that you were either charged 
with handling or that you were most proud of resolving.

• Tell me about a particular type of person or personality 
with whom you have had difficulty working when you 
were assigned a specific project or task?

• Provide an example of a time when you had multiple 
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internal customers making demands on your time, 
and you knew some would not get what they’d need 
from you.

• What are three of your personal non-negotiables in 
making a career move?

• Describe the best customer service you have ever 
experienced. What made it the best and as the 
customer, how did you feel after the experience?

• What do you think are the most common errors made 
in a position like this?

• What qualities outside your job skills make you a good 
fit to our organization?

• What is important to know about managing you?

• Share an example of how you worked as an individual, 
and then as a team on a specific project.

• Describe three things about the communication that 
you need from a supervisor for you to work effectively.

• What are your techniques for handling an upset client?

• Tell me about a time in which you had to lead a group 
in a results-oriented task.

• What would your friends say about you that drives 
them crazy (i.e. their pet peeves about you)?

• Tell me about a time when things weren’t going well 
at work. How did you respond? What would you have 
done differently?

• Thinking about your previous [role type] position(s), 

what caused you the greatest frustration?

• Give me an example of a situation when you did 
something that was criticized. How did you react?

• Walk me through the process of engaging a new 
client.

• Describe an instance when you were in danger of 
missing a due date or timeline?

• Describe a situation when you had to work with a 
difficult person. How did you handle the situation with 
tact?

• What questions do you have for us?
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CHAPTER SIX
THE JOB SHADOW



An informal final interview is a great opportunity to do 
an in-depth assessment of potential company cultural 
fit as well as set expectations with top candidates about 
what it really takes to shine within the job. Have potential 
departmental peers walk your candidates through a “day 
in the life of” a role and show them related work areas to 
gauge their reaction to the environment.
 
This critical step allows the candidate the chance to 
self-select out of the process if it doesn’t live up to her 
expectations for her next ideal career move. Consider 
including a peer interview offsite at a coffeehouse or 
restaurant after the shadow. An offsite location may be 
more conducive to encouraging the candidate to candidly 
answer and ask final questions related to the job, culture 
and personalities present at the organization.
 
Questions to Assess Potential Company Cultural Fit
 
• Describe your ideal work environment.

• How would your former employer/colleagues describe 
you?

• What are you looking for in your next company’s 
corporate culture?

• What did you like most about a previous employer’s 
corporate culture? What did you like least?

• What are your feelings on company culture and how 
do you think you would fit into our organization’s 
culture?

• What experience have you had with cost saving/lean 

manufacturing?

• Describe your preferred work style -- including the 
physical environment.

 
With the increasing popularity of 

telecommuting and “hot desking”--
where employees don’t have a dedicated 
personal space in the office--alignment 
between a candidate’s work style and an 
organization’s facilities is critical for 

success.
 
• Give me your personal opinion on policies in the 

workplace.

• What concerns might you have working for a small, 
family-owned company [or a large, decentralized 
organization]?

• Share some past situations in which you exemplified 
one or more of our own corporate values.

• What are your preferred methods for continuous 
learning?

• What, in your experience, motivates your best, most 
successful performance? Can you give us an example 
of this motivation in action in the workplace?

• Provide an example of how you dealt with conflict 
among teammates at work.

• Tell me about one or two co-workers you really 
respect, and why you admire them.
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• When in your life have you been so passionately 
focused on an activity that you lost track of time and 
what you were doing?

• What is important to you in serving your clients? What 
steps do you take to make sure your clients are happy 
with the service that you and your employer have 
provided?

• Do you prefer working on the same thing every day 
or do you like to work on a variety of items each day? 
Why?

• When working in a team, what role do you usually 
take and why?

• Do you prefer to work in a team setting or by yourself?

• Tell me about the pace of your past work environments? 
Were they slow or fast? 

• Tell me about the size of the departments and 
organizations for which you worked previously?

• Ask the candidate to relate similar work scenarios 
when showing him what you do during the job shadow.

• Share what you observed and learned during the job 
shadow.

 

See if the candidate processed what she 
observed effectively, or if she gives a 

generic/standard answer.

 
• How do you see your career progressing? To what 

resources and opportunities would you like access in 
the coming years?

• What are your biggest pet peeves related to the work 
environment?

• What do you wish had been different about your 
previous job or employer?

• What has surprised you about the interview process 
so far?

 

Throw this question into the mix for a 
chance to evaluate your organization’s 

ability to set expectations well during the 
hiring process.

 
• Based on what you’ve learned, do you see yourself 

enjoying this position? Why?

• What questions do you have for us?
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

ADVICE ON HIRING 
BEST PRACTICES

While planning the most effective questions for each 
stage of the hiring process is an important step in hiring 
the best talent for your open positions, it isn’t the only key 
to a successful, sustainable selection process. For more 
advice, check out the hiring tips we received from our 
ExactHire survey respondents.
 
“Active listening is a skill needed to best plan your 
interview questions. Candidates will drop hints as to 
what is important to them and it will help you to explore 
additional areas that may prove helpful in the decision-
making process. For example, if a person asks about 
compensation upfront, money may be a driving force and 
you will want to prepare for a negotiation if you offer the 
job to this candidate. If a candidate tells you he left his 
last position because he is looking for a job with benefits, 
you know that benefits are important to this person 
and this information can help you create your interview 
questions.” - Tricia Casey, Talent Manager at Briljent
 
“Two steps help in this process: 1) having the candidate 
job shadow someone who serves in the same job 
function, and 2) communicating what’s going on with a 
current hiring process to other staff members. That way 
the department can make suggestions about what it 

needs in its next employee.” - Anonymous
 
“Most often we do a small panel interview. I ask one 
person to take notes, one to ask the questions, and one 
to concentrate on observation and follow-up questions. I 
find when you are asking initial questions you don’t do a 
good job with follow up questions and take the first pat 
answer at face value. Also, skip a question if not relevant 
anymore - and don’t be afraid to shorten an interview if 
it becomes obvious the candidate is not viable.” - Don 
Crankshaw, Organizational Development Officer
 
“Always do a phone screen and get in-depth into the 
work history. You can find out quite a bit about a potential 
candidate this way. During the interview, find out how 
people deal with disappointment. Do they work through 
things or take their ball and bat and go home? We find 
that with some new hires if things don’t go their way all 
the time...or the first time they are written up...they think 
the world has come to an end. Telling them to expect to 
be disappointed on the job is stating realistic facts and 
preparing them for this when/if it occurs.” - Anonymous
 
“Coordination between all parties involved is key. Making 
sure that candidates are not asked the same questions 
by each person interviewing them helps you to come 
across as well prepared.  Oh, and make sure to review 
the candidate’s credentials BEFORE you meet with 
them.” - Anonymous
 
“Plan for the interview with the team first. I develop a 
scorecard that provides guidance on the areas each 
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interviewer will focus on. This ensures a great experience 
for the candidate and helps eliminate redundant questions 
from each of the interviewers.” - Holly Konieczny, 
Director, Human Resources at Endeavor Robotics
 
“When we get to our final interviews, most questions focus 
on behavior, interpersonal skills, character, situational 
challenges, etc. because those are skills that can’t be 
trained.” - Lisa Lawless, CEO
 
“Before posting any job, sit down with the hiring 
manager to determine which 4-6 ‘drop-dead,’ bottom-line 
deliverables must be accomplished for success in the 
job.
 
Determine whether there is a talent surplus, or talent 
scarcity in the external applicant pool. If there is 
a talent scarcity, you will need to adopt a different 
recruiting method.  You will need to utilize Success 
Profiles instead of the boring, generic job descriptions 
that 99% of the companies use. Success Profiles 
are compelling job descriptions that are focused on 
key performance objectives or success deliverables. 
Properly prepared Success Profiles (aka performance-
based job descriptions) can identify and document the 
essential functions of a job better than traditional position 
descriptions, facilitating the reasonable accommodation 
of disabilities and making it easier to comply with the 
Americans with Disabilities Act and similar laws. The 4-6 
essential deliverables replace the long list of job duties 
that are common in job postings.

These Success Profiles will enable you to recruit passive 
candidates, rather than just active candidates. Passives 
make up approximately 80% of the external talent pool, 
and are often higher quality than Actives. The problem is 
that you will need to utilize different sourcing techniques 
with Passives, and they will not be interested in generic 
job description postings, because they are written from 
the viewpoint of the employer, rather than providing the 
Employee Value Proposition (i.e. why the Passives would 
leave their current employer to come work for you.)

There are many other reasons to use performance-based 
job postings and interview questions, rather than utilizing 
the outdated, boring, ineffective, generic job postings 
and behavioral questions that have been around for 
the last 30 years.” - Glenn Powell, Director & Chief 
Employment Equity Officer
 
“Behavioral-based questions tend to reveal more about 
how closely a person is paying attention in his/her life 
than they reveal how a person will behave in any given 
situation. I tend to start with simple behavioral questions 
and make them slightly more challenging as the interview 
proceeds.  Ex: Can you give me an example of something 
that you’ve done that upon reflection, makes you feel 
proud.” - Anonymous
 
“Make sure to partner with the Hiring Manager to ensure 
you are asking questions that pertain to the KSA’s the 
Hiring Manager is looking for.” - Jessica Stevens, 
Director of Human Resources at Ward Leonard
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“The number one key is to be familiar with the job for 
which you are hiring and the skills it requires. An exit 
interview for the previous associate and a simple Google 
search are highly recommended.” - Paul Woodard, 
Employment and Training Coordinator
 
“Cultural fit will mitigate your largest risk in a bad hire.”  
- Anonymous
 
“Do your homework. Vet the prospective employee, 
call/email references, double check work history. Ask 
questions and don’t just take what’s on paper as the 
gospel truth. It may just come back to bite you if you don’t!” 
- Jeannette Hamilton, Business Support Specialist at 
EPIC Aviation, LLC dba EPIC Fuels
 
“If you’re looking for someone that needs to have a strong 
attention to detail, make sure the candidate is giving 
very specific answers and not speaking in generalities.”  
- Anonymous
 
“I like to make interviews fun. I want the candidate to relax 
and they will usually reveal more about themselves.”  
- Marie Reed, Human Resources Director at Veritex 
Community Bank
 
“The interviewer needs to be prepared as much as 
the candidate. Make sure you’re ready, engaged and 
fresh. It’s too easy for interviewers to fall into the trap of 
complacency.” - Steve Browne, Executive Director of 
HR
 

“Make sure the questions are relevant to the position. I 
see a lot of people asking questions that are not relevant 
to the position because they have taken recommended 
questions from a website.” - Anonymous
 
“Have a rating system for the way questions are 
answered...a simple indicator to remind you if you felt the 
question was answered well, in an average manner or 
poorly.  An example is up arrow, side arrow, down arrow.” 
- Niki Suazo, Owner in fitness industry
 
“Behavioral questions should be tailored to the 
position (i.e sales, engineering, administrative, etc.)”  
-  Doug Craven, Senior Onboarding Coordinator at 
Citrix Human Resources Shared Services
 
“Make sure you have a solid profile written out, which 
enables you to ask the right questions. Meaning, don’t 
pull out the standard job description and do a ‘repeat’ 
on the last hiring in that job for the hiring manager. For 
every vacancy: start with ‘why’ is the vacancy open, what 
is the vision of the hiring manager about the role, are his 
expectations feasible and aligned with the strategy of the 
company, what is the short-term and long-term forecast 
of this role, etc.

Be open and transparent about what you offer when it 
comes to culture, career opportunities, work environment, 
compensation and benefits package, etc. You can 
pull them in via enthusiasm and storytelling, but if the 
picture you have painted is not matching up with reality, 
it will backfire and the psychological contract will start to 
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crumble. There is no ‘undo’ or ‘rewind’ button when the 
damage is done. So align your questions with what you 
can offer.” -  Ingrid Waghemans, HR Director
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BONUS CHAPTER

LEAVE THE WORST AND 
CHEESIEST QUESTIONS IN THE 
DARK

While the secret to hiring top talent has much to do with 
your organization’s ability to ask candidates the right job-
relevant, probing questions...knowing which questions to 
avoid is paramount, too. Aside from avoiding the obvious 
illegal questions, we asked our survey respondents to 
share past questions they’ve personally encountered 
that were relatively ridiculous. Let’s leave these in the 
dark, shall we?
 
The Worst Question I’ve Personally Been Asked in an 
Interview
 
• “I’m reading a newspaper about you, what is the 

headline?” - Mike Brooks, HR Director at National 
Business Furniture

• “What is your favorite flavor of yogurt?” - Tricia Casey, 
Talent Manager at Briljent

• “The ‘if you were a tree...’ or ‘if you were a fruit...’ 
questions are the cheesiest.  The worst was when 
interviewed by a professional HR person at a state 
university. I was asked ‘in your life what comes first 
work, family or God?’ The woman next to her on 
the panel kicked her shin under the table.” - Don 

Crankshaw, Organizational Development Officer

• “What music is on your iPod?” - Anonymous

• “Draw your favorite cartoon character.” - Kristie 
Holmes, Human Resources Manager at VeriFacts 
Automotive

• “Tell me about yourself.” - Anonymous
 

Gasp! How many of you still think it is 
productive to make this blanket inquiry?

 
• “‘Are you from a large family or a small family?’  

Seriously!  My response: who tends to do better in 
this role, people from big families or people from small 
families?” - Anonymous

• “What movie most resembles your life?” - Anonymous

• “Did you play sports?” - Anonymous

• “Do you have a jewelry box? If so, what’s in it?”  
- Anonymous

• “What is your personal motto?” - Anonymous

• “What do your parents do for a living?”- Anonymous

• “For a Director role: ‘Since you are a woman with 
two kids in your household, how can you assure me 
you can pull that off in combination with this high 
demanding job we have here?’” - Ingrid Waghemans, 
HR Director
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• “Would you like this office to be yours someday?”  
- Terri Wiksten, VP of Marketing

• “If you won the lottery what would you do?”  
- Anonymous

• “What is your spirit animal?” - Anonymous 
 

Cheesy awesomeness!

•  “Why did you wear the outfit you are wearing today to 
this interview?” - Anonymous

• “What is your political party?” - Bonnie Wedo, Human 
Resources Manager

 

Ahhhhh...no! 
 
• “How many days per year do you plan to take off?”  

- Doug Craven, Senior Onboarding Coordinator at 
Citrix Human Resources Shared Services

 
“If You Could Be A...”

And so we discover the most popular cheesy question 
format!
 
• “If you were a tree, what kind of a tree would you be 

and why?” - Anonymous
 

The tree question was the most popular in 
this category--three different respondents 

have endured this one.

• “If you could be any dessert, which one would you 
be and why? (This was a small advertising agency--
probably trying to be creative.)” - Jessica Stephenson, 
VP of Marketing and Talent at ExactHire

• “If you were a bird, how high would you fly and why?” 
- Jim Carwardine, President at Omnia

• “If you were a bicycle - what part would you be?”  
- Riann Decesaris, Salary and Benefits Coordinator

• “If you were an animal what animal would you be and 
why?” - Anonymous

• “If you were a dog, which breed would you be and 
why?” - Jeannette Hamilton, Business Support 
Specialist at EPIC Aviation, LLC dba EPIC Fuels

• “If you were a color, what color would you be and 
why?” - Niki Suazo, Owner in fitness industry

 
And Honorable Mention Goes To...
 
• “What is the salary of your position? ...As I am looking 

at several offers right now.” - Anonymous
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One of our respondents said he was asked 
this question by a candidate during the 
first in-person interview. The candidate 

must have been kind of a big deal.

 
• “The worst interview question I’ve had to ask was 

during an interview with a co-op student when he 
commented that we didn’t have a TV in our company 
break room. I asked, ‘Is that a deal breaker?’ He 
said, ‘Yes.’ - He didn’t get the job.” - Steve Browne, 
Executive Director of HR

• “When do I get vacation time off? ...As one of the first 
questions out of the candidate’s mouth.” - Anonymous
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CONCLUSION
There is no single light bulb moment when it comes 
to crafting the right screening questions. What works 
for your organization may be ineffective for another 
employer. However, with thoughtful job evaluation and 
regular communication with hiring process stakeholders, 
you’re bound to shed some light on which questions will 
be shining stars for your organization.
 
Just remember to stay abreast of employment laws that 
could affect your application, train those involved in the 
hiring process about suitable questions and be proactive 
about setting expectations with applicants throughout the 
selection process.

WANT MORE INFORMATION?
ExactHire helps small- and medium-sized organizations 
automate and improve the hiring process. Our HireCentric 
applicant tracking system allows you to have multiple, 
mobile-friendly employment application versions and job-
specific screening question groups. Other related ATS 
features include:
 
• standard and job-specific screening question answer 

scoring and flagging filters,

• customizable applicant status codes,

• customizable survey capability with scoring,

• optional two-step employment application format,

• the ability for applicants to apply with LinkedIn or 
Indeed, and

• customizable email templates with personalization 
strings.

 
In addition to applicant tracking software, ExactHire’s 
other solutions can support your organization’s hiring 
efforts:
 
• Employee onboarding software
• Reference check software
• Employee assessments
 

Have questions? Contact ExactHire Here.
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