Acing Behavioral Interviews

“Tell me about a time you took initiative and went above and beyond the call of duty.”
“Describe the most creative idea that you’ve implemented to solve a problem.”
“Tell me about the most difficult group project you have ever had to work on.”
If you’ve heard questions like these during a hiring process, you’ve been part of a behavior-based
interview. It’s an assessment that focuses on what you’ve done in the past. And as you might
expect, behavior interviews, the types of questions asked, and the best preparation methods.

WHY TO EMPLOYERS USE BEHAVIORAL INTERVIEWS?
Over the past 15 years, behavioral interviews have become increasingly popular because they
allow companies to make better hiring decisions. They’re based on the premise that past behavior
is the best way to predict future performance. It’s a practical approach to interviewing because,
the fact is, people do not tend to change. That’s why the interviewer is interested in how you did
behave in the past, not how you would behave in the future.

WHAT KINDS OF QUESTIONS ARE ASKED IN BEHAVIORAL INTERVIEWS?
The interviewer first identifies the key behavioral traits a candidate should possess to be
successful in the position. He or she then develops a list of questions designed to find out whether
candidates show evidence of the desired traits. For example, if teamwork is one of the critical
traits, the interviewer might ask questions like these:
• Give me some examples of how you encouraged others to share their ideas with you. Were their
ideas useful?
• Tell me about a time when you felt it necessary to modify or change your actions in order to
respond to the needs of another person.
• Tell me about your most challenging work situation in a team environment. How did you
resolve it?

HOW CAN YOU PERFORM WELL DURING BEHAVIORAL INTERVIEWS?
Preparation is the key! Here are some tips to help you get ready:
1. Learn about the company and the position.
Pay particular attention to its core values, since several of the behavioral questions will likely
relate to them. You should also uncover the key traits of the position for which you are applying.
Start by looking for clues in the job description, or ask the hiring manager what abilities will be
assessed during the
interview.
2. Gather your workplace success stories.
These examples should demonstrate that you possess the traits necessary to perform well in the
position. You should identify at least one example for each of the
identified traits. Recent ones are the best. Be sure these stories reflect well on you (even if the
outcome itself was not favorable).

3. Make sure your stories have a beginning, a middle and an end.
A great way to include these components is by using the STAR technique. The beginning of your
story should describe the Situation you were in or the Task you needed to accomplish. The
middle of your story should recount the Action you took. The end of your story should outline
the Results you achieved. If an interviewer asked you about your most challenging work situation
as a team member, for example, you might respond with a STAR story similar to this one:
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Answers:
- As a team leader for a new product analysis, I once worked with an employee who consistently
failed to deliver information he was responsible for gathering. Without his data, the project could
not be completed by the aggressive deadline.
- I spoke about the problem with this person, and I determined that the large number of
administrative functions he was responsible for were preventing him from meeting his objectives.
- To solve the problem, I asked another employee to take over several of this team member’s
administrative duties. He was able to focus better on the project, and I was able to make sure it
was completed on time.
4. Be specific--be honest.
When you tell your stories, include all of the important details. Provide hard facts and statistics
whenever possible. And be honest at all costs. Behavioral interviewers are trained to probe, and
they will discover if you are embellishing or lying.

PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT
With a bit of practice, you’ll be able to use a relatively small number of stories to answer a great
number of behavioral questions. And once you can show an employer you possess the traits
necessary to succeed, you’ll be on your way to landing the job you want.
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