Developing interview questions – a critical behavior approach
There are three things to find out about each candidate during a selection process:

1. Can they do the job?
2. Will they do the job?
3. How will they do the job?
To a large extent, the first can be covered in the application process and followed up, if necessary via telephone interview.  Work samples or simulations may also be useful, if reliable evidence of proficiency in very specialized skills is necessary.

The second can be explored in the interview, but is often clear from references.

The third is often the most important information on which to base a good hiring decision.  This is the information that the interview should focus on gathering.

Traditional interviews tend to rely heavily on asking hypothetical questions about how the candidate ‘would’ act in a given situation or how they ‘would’ tackle a particular challenge.  This measures the candidate’s ability to guess what the interviewers would consider a good answer and produce it under pressure.  It does not reliably predict how the candidate will act when they find themselves in the situation described.

The critical behavior interview approach is currently considered one of the most effective ways to use interviews to inform hiring decisions.  The approach is based on considerable research evidence demonstrating that the best predictor of future behavior is past behavior.  The majority of the interview questions are developed around a list of critical behaviors identified as predictors of excellent performance in the position to be filled.  The candidate is asked to describe a situation in which they have demonstrated a specified critical behavior, with emphasis on how they approached a task, not what the task was.  (See the story below for illustration of the difference.)
The critical behavior approach also differs from traditional interview questioning in that it considers all life experience to be relevant, so questions are designed to allow candidates to answer from contexts outside of work just as easily as inside work.  For example, if an individual can organize a large, formal event for a club or family gathering, they will be able to organize a similar-sized event in the work environment.  The demonstration of a critical behavior is what should be measured, not the content of their work experience.  This is a fairer, more inclusive approach as it gives equal value to relevant skills and abilities when they have been developed along a non-typical career/life path.
Of course, some of the questions will need to be tied directly to the work to be performed in the position, especially if specific knowledge or skills are required that the candidate will need to function effectively as soon as they take up their position.  However, the idea of critical behavior interviewing is to prioritize the critical behaviors for effective performance that can’t be, or are very resistant to being trained (such as careful attention to detail or self-monitoring).
Distinguishing between average and excellent performance – a story

Two sons work for their father on the family's farm. The younger brother had for some years been given more responsibility and reward, and one day the older brother asks his father to explain why. 

The father says, "Go to the Kelly's farm and see if they have any geese for sale - we need to add to our stock."

The brother soon returns with the answer, "Yes they have some geese they can sell to us."

That father then says, "Good, please ask them the price."

The son returns with the answer, "The geese are $10 each."

The father says, "Good, now ask if they can deliver the geese tomorrow."

And duly the son returns with the answer, "Yes, they can deliver the geese tomorrow."

The father asks the older brother to wait and listen, and then calls to the younger brother in a nearby field, "Go to the Davidson's Farm and see if they have any geese for sale - we need to add to our stock."

The younger brother soon returns with the answer, "Yes, they have five geese for $10 each, or ten geese for $8 each; and they can deliver them tomorrow - I asked them to deliver the five unless they heard otherwise from us in the next hour. And I agreed that if we want the extra five geese we could buy them at $6 each."

The moral of the story is that it is how someone carries out a task that makes the difference between average and excellent performance, not just whether they have done it or not.

Taking time to consider what critical behaviors are necessary for excellent performance in a position allows questions to be designed that effectively distinguish between average and excellent candidates.   

The first step is to list the critical behaviors.  The next step is to define them as clearly as possible – ie be clear what you are looking for in a good answer.  The final step is to develop a lead question for each that will prompt candidates to talk about past behaviors, without giving the game away as to what a ‘right’ answer might be.  Probing questions can be used to follow-up if the initial answer is incomplete and should be guided by the original definition of a good answer.
Designing questions

Lead questions…

· Open a discussion on a specific topic where the critical behavior will be demonstrated
· Are directed towards gathering information associated with high performance in the job

· Are almost always open-ended

· Focus on past activities and experience – not necessarily in the work context

· Provide the candidate with a prompt to talk about how they have actually responded in a specific, relevant situation

Developing a lead question

1. Identify and clearly define the critical behavior associated with excellent performance
2. Design a question that will prompt the candidate to talk about a situation in which they are likely to have demonstrated the critical behavior, if this is how they operate.
Sample lead questions:

	Critical behavior
	Definition
	Lead question

	Careful attention to detail
	Working carefully and methodically until certain that each step has been completed correctly.  Checking back over own work to ensure no mistakes have been made.  Asking another to check accuracy when critical.
	Describe a task you have carried out that had a high potential for errors to be made.  How did you go about it?

	Thorough problem analysis
	Asks questions to ensure full understanding of a problematic situation.  Avoids making assumptions about causes.  Reflects on own contribution to the problematic situation.
	Tell me about a time when a complex problem occurred unexpectedly and you had to respond. What steps did you take?

	Self-monitoring
	Reflects on and objectively evaluates outcomes of own efforts/behavior.  Actively pays attention to sources of information about own performance.  Seeks feedback when uncertain about own performance.  Spontaneously corrects own ineffective approaches.
	Describe a situation when it was difficult for you to know how well you were doing.  How did you respond?


Probing questions

Probing questions are used to follow-up on answers from the lead questions.  You can use probing questions for many purposes, such as to clarify the candidate’s answer, seek more detailed information, direct the candidate to give a specific example if they didn’t at first, etc, until you have information about the situation, the individual’s tasks and actions (and thinking/reasoning, if relevant) and the results/outcomes (see record sheet below) – mnemonic STAR.  The purpose of the probing questions is to ensure that you have sufficient information to measure the candidate against the critical behaviors required for the job.  Until you have this information, keep probing, unless it becomes clear the candidate does not demonstrate the critical behavior you’re looking for, in which case, move on to the next lead question.

Useful generic probing questions include:

· Tell me more about……?

· What did you mean by…..?

· Describe for me exactly what you did.

· What, exactly, was your role in the situation?

· What was your reasoning for choosing that route?

· Give me some more details about the situation.

· Can you quantify that in any way?

· What was the outcome?
Worksheet – develop lead questions
	Critical behavior
	Definition
	Lead question
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Recording responses to interview questions

	Critical behavior + question
	Situation
	Tasks and Actions
	Results

	1

Complete this ahead of the interview.  Allocate the task of asking the lead questions to one person.  The job for all the others is to listen carefully to answers, follow-up with appropriate probing questions and keep notes.
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