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executive search

“You know how that first interview is always a little rough, but you hit your 
stride by the second one…”

So many times over the years a really great candidate has called us after a 
day of interviewing and started off by saying something along those lines. 
Even more distressing, how many times that “one rocky interview” cost 
them an offer they really wanted.

Thank you for committing an hour to focus on interview preparation. You 
are already a good interviewer or you wouldn’t be where you are today. 
Even so, we hate to see great people who are good interviewers lose offers 
to less talented professionals who simply spent more time preparing for 
their interviews. We want to do everything we possibly can to help you win 
this competition.

Some of what we review will be a refresher or reminder in nature, but is 
nonetheless important to change your focus from your everyday work to 
selling yourself effectively. We are also going to introduce some concepts that will advance your interviewing 
technique to a much higher level than the approach still prevalent at most corporations and business schools. 

We have developed these advanced interviewing tools to facilitate better communication between you and your 
interviewers. Our belief is that companies who work with us should be evaluating your business skills, not your 
interviewing skills, and that everything we do to help both you and those companies get to know each other 
better increases the likelihood you will both make a good employment decision. The best part about these 
advanced tools is that they work for you regardless of the interviewing skills of the person with whom you are 
interviewing!

Let’s start by clearly stating the goals of interviewing so we can focus all of our efforts on achieving them.

We will 
introduce 
concepts 
that will 
advance your 
interviewing 
technique to 
a much higher 
level.
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A. You have two primary objectives in interviewing:

First: “Sell” yourself — to get an offer. Your mission is clear: at the 
end of the interview, each person you met should be able to articulate 
why you are the best person to hire. It is up to you to present that case 
regardless of the questions they ask.

Second: “Buy” — to get a feel for the company  — its people, ideas, 
attitudes, work ethic, marketing philosophy, management style, etc.  — 
to help you decide to accept or decline an offer should one be made.

B. The company has two primary objectives in the interviewing process:

First: “Buy” — to select the best person for the job, and

Second: “Sell” the company — to provide the information you need to appreciate why this is the best 
career choice for you.

C. Interview “choreography.” 
Theoretically, both you and the company pursue both of your respective objectives simultaneously, i.e., 
you both “buy” and “sell” concurrently. Buying and selling at the same time is not the best way for you to 
interview successfully. 

To interview successfully, you must concentrate all of your active focus on your first objective, getting an offer. 

Obviously, you will be able to gather significant information about the company at the same time, but your only 
priority should be getting the offer. That single-minded focus could be the edge that wins you the offer over 
another candidate.

Think about how disappointing it is to spend your time discovering that you really want to join a company, but 
then not to get an offer because another candidate concentrated his efforts on convincing the company to hire 
him/her (even though he/she wasn’t sure he/she would accept an offer). Holding an offer gives you the choice. 
Focusing your interview efforts on getting the offer reduces the risk that your questions about the company 
might get in the way.

PURPOSE OF INTERVIEWING

To interview 
successfully, 
you must focus 
your energy on 
getting an offer.
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Let’s look at the company perspective, who they want to hire, as our starting point. By understanding what the 
buyer wants you can ensure that you are consistently providing your interviewers with the information they 
need to conclude you are the best person to hire.

A. EVALUATION CRITERIA

All interview evaluation can be categorized into one of three buckets: 

1. Your current skills and abilities. “Since I have an immediate need, can you step in and quickly 
begin contributing to our business?”

2. Your talent and potential. “Since I’m hiring you for the long term, show me that you have the 
ability to grow, develop, advance and perform at increasing levels of responsibility.”

3. Your fit. “Are your personality and character compatible with who and what we perceive ourselves 
to be? Is the chemistry right? Will I enjoy working with you? Do you want to work here?” As 
personnel consultants, we often observe fit as being the decisive factor controlling who receives the 
offer!

B. EVALUATION METHODOLOGIES

The easiest way to assess current skills is to ask direct questions with “right or wrong” answers. We’ll go 
through some of the usual ones later. Either you know something, or you still need to learn it. 

Assessing raw talent and potential is more complex. Many people simply translate intellect, as evidenced by 
a strong vocabulary and a quick “get-it” factor, into the presence of talent and potential. While strong intellect 
and ”get-it” factor are a real part of high potential, there are more reliable tools for assessing talent, and we will 
share them with you shortly.

Determining fit is a much more subjective evaluation. It’s gut feel. It’s eye contact. It’s confidence. It’s emotional 
— not just rational.

Interview questions come in many shapes and sizes. Let’s quickly review the basic types of questions and 
when they are typically used.

Elementary questions are the most basic. They discover the what of something. They usually contain the 
word what in them. 

WHO COMPANIES ARE 
LOOKING TO HIRE
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Elaborative questions are the second level of exploration. They discover the why of something. They usually 
contain the word why in them.

Evaluative questions are the third level of seeking understanding. They determine how much or how 
important something is. They are very often comparative. 

All three types of questions can be posed as open-ended or close-ended questions. Open-ended questions 
are framed so that they cannot be answered with a yes/no answer, where close-ended questions are asked such 
that they have to be answered by a yes or a no.

Leading questions are those which suggest the desired response.

A question can be almost any combination of these, such as the following leading, close-ended, 
elementary question: 
 ”I assume you left your previous position on good terms, yes?”
Or the following non-leading, open-ended, elaborative question: 
 ”Please tell me more about why you chose that alternative.”

Hypothetical-situation questions are those where the interviewer presents you with a scenario and asks 
you what you would do in that situation. This technique is used when the interviewer wants to:

• Learn how you would approach a situation you have not yet experienced in your career, as a way of 
assessing how well you extrapolate from your current base of knowledge and experience to meet new 
challenges.

• Discover if you have an orderly problem-solving process without leading you by asking you directly 
about your problem-solving process [a direct question about problem solving is a frequent follow-up to 
the hypothetical-situation question].

• Learn if you have common sense, good analytical instincts, and if you are energized by solving new 
problems or if you are uncertain or reluctant to venture beyond your comfort zone.

• See how well you “think on your feet,” or even gauge how smart you are.

Role playing is a very powerful technique to evaluate talent and current skills for roles that require people to 
think on their feet or present to an audience, whether one-on-one or to large groups. Roles such as sales, client 
service, customer service, investor relations, training, teaching, etc. are logical roles to consider using role play 
techniques as part of the total interview and evaluation process.

The Current Leading Type of Interviewing: Behavioral Interviewing 
Behavioral interviewing has been in vogue for about forty years. It is still widely taught at many business schools 
and companies. Many of the companies that ask us to work with them either train their personnel in behavioral 
interviewing or have people on their team who learned it before joining them, so you can expect to encounter 
this technique in many interviews. 
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The theory behind behavioral interviewing is that people’s past behavior is 
the best predictor of their future behavior. That past performance is the 
best predictor of future performance. That people change very little, if at all. 

Behavioral interviewing questions are open-ended, elementary questions. 
That is, they cannot be properly answered by simple yes or no answers, and 
they ask candidates to describe what they did and how they acted in a given 
circumstance. Behavioral interview questions usually start with the following 
types of openings:

  “Can you tell me about a time when you…” 
  “Please describe for me a time when you…” 
  “Give me a specific example of a time when you…”

Note the basic thrust of all behavioral interviewing questions is to have 
the candidate present an actual experience and what he/she did in that 
circumstance. To evaluate the candidate’s response, behavioral interviewing 
uses standardized acronyms:

S.T.A.R.: Situation, Task, Action taken, Results obtained
S.O.A.R.: Situation, Objective, Action taken, Results obtained
C.A.R.: Context, Action taken, Results obtained

To evaluate a candidate, the behavioral interviewer first determines if the 
situation and task (objective, opportunities) are appropriate stages to 
showcase the targeted behaviors, then listens for the candidate’s behavior in this situation. What actions did 
the candidate take? What actions did he/she not take? Were those actions reasonable in the context of the 
situation and task?

Finally, behavioral interviewing has the interviewer listen for the results. Was the designated task accomplished? 
Was the candidate successful in this situation? 

Behavioral interviewing is a significant advance beyond haphazard questioning based upon gut feel, ego, all the 
questions interviewers were themselves asked when they were candidates, and any other sources of interview 
questions. It provides a structured framework and an orderly process for both developing questions and 
evaluating answers. 

But behavioral interviewing falls short. It is a good step in the right direction, but it doesn’t go far enough. 
We will introduce you to a more effective interviewing paradigm as part of helping you achieve your primary 
objective: getting the offer!

Behavioral 
interviewing 
falls short...We 
will introduce 
you to a more 
effective 
interviewing 
paradigm to 
help you achieve 
your primary 
objective: 
getting the 
offer!
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A. SUCCESSFUL INTERVIEWING STRATEGY

Many people are hesitant to “toot their own horn.” We are at least a little uncomfortable with self-promotion. 
And with good reason — most people react negatively to braggarts. This poses a dilemma in interviewing: 
you have to sell yourself “just right.” Undersell, and you don’t get the offer because a competing candidate is 
perceived as better qualified. Oversell, and you don’t get the offer because it turns people off. 

You are a very intelligent, accomplished, and professional individual with experience in interviewing successfully. 
The other half-dozen candidates for this position are also very intelligent, accomplished, professional individuals 
with lots of experience interviewing successfully. You need to make the case to the company for selecting you 
over these other highly qualified candidates.

Think of the interview as a sales presentation. The interviewer is the buyer, you are the sales person, and YOU 
ARE THE PRODUCT YOU ARE SELLING! Approach interview preparation and interviewing exactly the same 
way you sell your fact-based recommendations to management.

1. First, determine the customer’s needs and wants.
a. What skills and experiences are necessary to successfully perform the open role?
b. What talents will drive superior performance in this role and future roles?
c. What are the company’s culture, values and style, and what kind of candidate will fit best in this 

environment?

2. Next, develop a product and a brand that meets the customer’s needs and wants better 
than the competing products — those other candidates you need to outshine.
a. Identify your talents — your raw ingredients — and be constantly proactive about improving 

and adding to your skill set. Ensuring that you have the strongest possible inventory of skills will 
create the formula for your success.

b. Diligently apply your talents and skills in producing accomplishments. This will help you:
c. Create your own “brand identity,” the track record of success which distinguishes you from the 

competing brands — the other candidates.

SELLING YOURSELF
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3. Finally, persuasively communicate your product and 
brand’s features, benefits, end-benefits and emotional 
end-benefits. 
a. Your features are your skills, talents and style — the “who” 

you are.
b. The benefits are the accomplishments you are able to achieve 

by applying your skills and talents. The benefits are the “so 
what” of having your talents and skills. This is where you show 
that your strengths are the foundation of your accomplishments, 
and that you will be able to consistently replicate your 
accomplishments going forward.

c. End-benefits are the “so-what” of your features and benefits 
as they relate to the buyer. The end-benefits you offer are the positive effects you will have 
on the company’s business by applying your talents and skills and your proven ability to deliver 
accomplishments (in other words, your features and benefits). 

d. Emotional end-benefits are partly the good feelings your interviewers will experience by 
landing you for their team. They are also the good feelings they expect to enjoy by starting a 
new friendship with a very likeable person.

B. SUCCESSFUL INTERVIEWING EXECUTION

Recall that behavioral interviewing asserts that people’s past behavior is the best predictor of their future 
behavior: people will continue to do the same things over and over again. This foundational premise has an 
inherent and significant flaw: it presumes humans do not learn from their experiences. It has been said that the 
definition of insanity is to do the same thing over, and over, and over again, yet expecting a different result each 
time. We have all encountered people who behave this way. 

Companies seek to eliminate from consideration people who do not learn from their experiences. They want to 
hire people who DO learn from their experiences, including their mistakes. 

• People who by definition will behave differently in the future than they have in the past. 
• People who continuously assimilate new information, who are constantly learning, growing and 

developing. 
• People who can apply tomorrow’s solutions to today’s problems, not yesterday’s thinking, which has 

been eclipsed by marketplace evolution. 

The main reason behavioral interviewing does not truly predict performance outcomes is it only examines what 
happened. S.T.A.R. Situation. Task. Actions. Results. Behavioral interviewing starts, and stops, with elementary 
questions!

It is absolutely necessary to also understand why someone behaved the way he did and what he learned from 
that experience in order to reliably predict how he will most likely behave in the future in similar circumstances.

Companies 
want to hire 
people who 
learn from their 
experiences, 
including their 
mistakes. 
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Permit us to illustrate our point by sharing actual answers from real candidates who had given excellent S.T.A.R. 
answers to the behavioral interview question: “Would you describe for me your most significant achievement in 
the past year?” 

Each of these candidates was then asked the follow-up question: “Why did you take those actions?” To illustrate 
the difference understanding why makes, here are a few extreme examples of actual answers to the why 
question from well-credentialed candidates who had just provided great S.T.A.R. format behavioral-interviewing 
answers:

 “I was instructed to do it that way.” 
 “It just worked out that way.” 
 “It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.” 
 “It was clear management wanted that, so I was just getting out in front.”

Even though these candidates did extremely well in the classic behavioral interview, a more comprehensive and 
complete interviewing method yielded a significantly different conclusion!

Less extreme examples abound of how a poorly thought out rationale for a strong outcome changes the 
listener’s conclusion. The opposite is also true! Providing strong rationale for actions taken, even when the 
results were disappointing, helps the listener appreciate how good you are.

BEHAVIORIAL INTERVIEWING: DELIVERING S.T.A.R. PLUS 

S.T.A.R. Plus upgrades traditional behavioral interviewing: It starts where behavioral interviewing begins (and 
ends):

• Discovering the what about candidates.
• Enabling why level of understanding (why the person 

behaved the way he/she did).
• Identifying what the person learned from the 

experience. 

Combining all three insights yields the highest level 
of confidence in predicting future behavior. You 
will be able to use S.T.A.R. Plus to structure 
the evaluation of answers to interview questions. 
S.T.A.R. Plus will enable you to cover all of the 
information you need to convey to ensure that your 
interviewer will draw the conclusions you want them 
to.

S.T.A.R.
Plus

Situation

 
Result

 
Action

Thinking

LEARNING
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S.T.A.R. Plus is a beginning-to-end logical sequencing of the information needed to fully evaluate a candidate. 
Giving your interviewers complete S.T.A.R. Plus answers to their questions will ensure that they have an 
accurate picture of your abilities. The acronym stands for:

Situation. 
First, set up your story. Bring the listener into your world. Present the context in which you were operating. 
Make sure the situation is responsive to the question posed; is suitably challenging; and is relevant to either or 
both the talent/skill being evaluated or the company’s business environment.

Thinking.  
This is the critical component to fully understanding your effectiveness and likelihood of future success. Thinking 
is what truly differentiates one candidate from another. In addition to describing the context in which you 
operated [situation], you must help the interviewer understand why you took the actions you are getting ready 
to describe.

Actions. 
Describe the actions you took and why they were reasonable in the context of the situation and mission. 
Demonstrate your business acumen, good judgment and leadership.

Result. 
Was the mission accomplished? Were you successful in this situation? A consistent pattern of offering results in 
your answers without being prompted for them suggests that you are results-oriented. 

Plus is the final piece of the puzzle in delivering a thorough interview response. Clearly tell the interviewer: 

What you learned from this experience, and

What you would do differently in the same or a similar circumstance in the future.

Consistently great thinking is what assures listeners you will deliver consistently great results for their 
organization.

Knowing what someone did, why they did what they did, and what they learned from the 
experience, is necessary AND sufficient to predict future behavior.
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SUMMARY

The great strength of S.T.A.R. Plus lies in it’s inherent logic. By using the S.T.A.R. Plus format when you 
respond to interview questions:

Every answer follows a logical sequence. 
• You can consistently offer answers that are thoughtful, complete, and easy for the listener to follow. 
• Your interviewer will conclude that:

• You are a logical thinker and an excellent communicator.
• The results you achieved were driven by sound thinking that will also drive your future success.

Every answer provides results against substantive missions.
• You lead the interviewer to conclude you are mission- and results-oriented.
• You guarantee that the interviewer is aware of the full scope of your accomplishments.

C. HOMEWORK

The time you invest in preparing for the interview is time very well spent, and could spell the difference between 
getting the offer and coming in second. I strongly recommend the following preparation:

1. Review your resume, which is essentially all the interviewer will know about you and where their 
questions will start.

2. List your talents and strengths with supporting examples of how they drive your success 
on 3X5 cards for review during pre-interview waiting time. Tie your strengths directly to your 
accomplishments.

3. List your accomplishments on 3X5 cards, in a concise S.T.A.R. Plus format. Cross index each 
to the strengths that helped you achieve that accomplishment. 

4. Preview or rehearse your responses to common questions to focus your thinking on selling 
yourself effectively. We have included a list of common questions and some suggestions on 
structuring answers later in this guide.

5. A thorough store check should include both a visit to brick-and-mortar stores and their 
e-commerce sites. This will give you a feel for the issues facing the people with whom you’ll be 
meeting. And our experience indicates that the person who comes across in an interview as able to 
understand, anticipate, relate to, and help solve the problems of their business has a real advantage 
in establishing rapport with the people making the hiring decision.

6. Study the company’s website. The information provided for potential investors, suppliers, 
regulators, customers, employees and other stakeholders can provide insight into their strategy, 
product lines, business issues, recent news about business performance, senior executive changes, 
etc.

7. Look at the company’s social media sites such as LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, etc. 
Scan the popular product review and crowdsourcing sites. You will better understand where the 
brand stands with customers and influencers when you see how the organization engages within 
their communities — and observe unvarnished user feedback.
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D. TIPS FOR SELLING IN GENERAL

1. There are some general rules that you should keep in mind as you answer questions:

The principle to follow in answering questions in an interview is simple: tell the truth. You owe it 
to yourself and the interviewer to present yourself accurately. That is the only way you can be sure 
of a good fit should the company make an offer and you decide to accept it.

• Balance answers in the singular and plural — “I” and “we” — as much as appropriate. People
want to know what you did. They also need to know that you play well on a team.

• Always make good eye contact with the person you’re speaking to. It strongly increases their
confidence in your overall ability.

• Don’t bad-mouth your current or former employers. Be positive about what you learned,
accomplished, etc. Don’t devalue your credentials by talking them down.

2. Style is important. It expresses your attitude about the company where you are interviewing. You 
should demonstrate:

• A high energy level.
• Enthusiasm about the company, opportunity, etc.
• Willingness to commit to being a success and make the right things happen for the right reasons.
• Interest in personal growth, development, and increased responsibility.
• Confidence based on competence. Short of cockiness, confidence is a hallmark of good business 

people.
• Passion — for what you do, what you have done, and for their company and the opportunity to 

join their team.

3. Some thoughts on telephone and video interviews:

Phone:
Phone interviews pose unique challenges. UCLA Professor Albert Mehrabian conducted studies

on the relative importance of verbal and nonverbal messages. In his studies, Mehrabian (1971) 
concludes there are basically three elements in any face-to-face communication: words, tone of 
voice, and body language.

According to Mehrabian, words account for 7%, tone of voice accounts for 38%, and body language 
accounts for 55% of our liking for the person who puts forward the message.

Since phone interviewers can’t see you and you cannot see them, you have to emphasize your words 

and tone of voice that much more. Clearly, how you say what you say is as important as the words 

you say; in fact, more important when it comes to creating rapport.

Arrange to take the call at a time and place you can reasonably expect to be free from 
distraction. 
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If you can’t take the call (for good reason), explain you cannot talk at the moment, and ask 
to reschedule. Make every effort to participate in scheduled interviews, but if you cannot focus your 
attention on the interview, you may be better off rescheduling it, risking losing the opportunity than 
taking it and blowing the opportunity for sure. Use good judgment.

Don’t drag out pauses. The interviewer can’t read your body language. Momentary silence while 
composing a reply is telegraphed by body language in person, but can come across as awkward 
silence over the phone.

You can’t read the other person’s body language either. It’s harder to adjust midstream. 
Keep your answers short and concise, yet complete. Allow pauses for the other person to interject 
if they want to.

When you’ve answered the question, stop talking. Give the interviewer a chance to redirect 
or ask the next question. If you are met with “uh-huh,” “I see,” or silence, don’t immediately feel 
obligated to expand your answer. If you feel you answered the question asked, say so. “I think I 
answered your question as I understand it. If you were looking for something else, perhaps you 
could rephrase the question for me?”

Project warmth, sincerity, friendliness, energy and enthusiasm with your voice. Speak 
clearly, and listen carefully when the interviewer is speaking. Maintain your energy level and a crisp, 
business-like pace. Lean forward in your chair just as you would in an in-person interview. Consider 
putting a chair across from you and visualizing the person on the other end of the phone as if they 
were sitting there right in front of you.

Use the circumstance to your advantage. Have your resume and your 3X5 cards with 
strengths and accomplishments laid out, and a pad of paper. Have your own agenda, listing key 
points you want to communicate about yourself. Check them off as you go. When asked a multi-
part question, jot down the main parts, and check them off as you reply. If you have that “oh, darn, 
I should have said...” feeling when you answer a question, jot it down and circle back to it later to 
amend your answer.

Video: Adding the visual dimension.

Look at the camera, not the screen. When you’re looking at your monitor it actually makes 
the interviewer feel as if you’re looking away. Instead, look directly at the video camera you’re using 
for your interview. Although you’re not making eye contact in the traditional sense, this is the way 
that the interviewer perceives that you’re looking straight ahead.

Mind the background. Your surroundings can say a lot about how you’ve prepared for the 
interview, so it’s important to put your best foot forward. Shoot your video against a blank wall 
or a warm one-color background. Make sure there’s plenty of light in the room where you’ll be 
interviewing. Free the room of any bright objects that may be distracting. Also, remove any posters 
or pictures that appear behind you.

Add extra enthusiasm. Any news announcer will attest that reactions translate differently when 
on-screen, so it’s important to compensate with extra enthusiasm and concise answers.

12
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Slow It Down. It can be easier to talk over people on a video call 
so wait for the interviewer to stop speaking before you answer.

Be aware of interruptions. Since you’re used to living in the 
house, it can be easy to forget to turn off a phone or not warn 
family members to give you some privacy. Have a plan for whatever 
distractions you have in your house.

Conduct a mock interview. Being comfortable with the 
technology prevents the added stress from a tech malfunction. 
Find a person you trust and use Skype or other video conferencing 
software to conduct a mock interview. You’re bound to make 
mistakes, so it’s best to practice with someone who can provide 
honest feedback.

Dress for Success. Dress the part 100%, just like you were going 
to the interview in person.

Put Your Hands Where They Can See Them. Make sure that the camera on your computer 
gives a good shot of your head and shoulders, as well as of your hands. Remember that a good 
portion of understanding comes from body language and other non-verbal cues, so you want to 
make sure that the upper half of your body is showing.

Pay Attention to the Details. Keep your account username simple; your first and last name 
work just fine. An email account photo can make you more memorable, but be sure the photo is 
professional. 

Check Your Tech and Setting. You’ll want to make sure you have a strong signal on your 
computer and that your wireless network doesn’t cut out on you with a slow connection. Be sure 
that your computer has plenty of battery power, too. Arrive early, as you would for an onsite 
interview. Log onto the video conferencing site approximately 10 minutes before the interview. 
Logging on early will allow enough time to troubleshoot any last minute problems.

E. SELLING YOURSELF FOR THE LONG HAUL

The best way we know of to reassure people about your long-term potential is to present yourself with 
confidence and poise, demonstrating as many of the characteristics we all associate with successful leaders as 
you can. You want to come across as an expert in your discipline, and as a well-developed “big picture” business 
person. 

We’re sure you have seen some good role models of leaders, so you have a good idea of many of the traits of a 
good leader.

Leaders are technically proficient, effective managers, and have good judgment.

The best way 
to reassure 
people about 
your long-term 
potential is to 
present yourself 
with confidence 
and poise.
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This “quick reference” list is a starting point to help you show that: 

1. You are a Leader. Leaders are the people who set the goals and motivate the organization to 
achieve them. Characteristics of leadership include:
Thought Leadership — New ideas and a vision of what tomorrow will look like.
Mission Focused — Significant goals, practical plans to achieve them, and the intense desire and 
commitment to see them through.
Results Orientation — Managing the business, not just the process. They drive for real, specific, 
measured outcomes.
Decisiveness — Willingness and ability to accept responsibility and accountability for providing 
direction and taking action.
Courage — Belief in their convictions, standing up for what’s right for the business. Leading from 
principle.
Charisma — Exciting those around them and instilling enthusiasm.
Drive for Innovation — Intellectual curiosity and commitment to progress; continuously seeks 
and finds a better way: “Good enough is never good enough.”

2. You are Technically Proficient. You possess the breadth and depth of individual skills and 
knowledge to truly understand the complex business issues you deal with, with high work standards. 
Marketing Research — Appropriate to the position for which you are being interviewed, a 
thorough understanding of a broad range of research methodologies. This may be secondary or 
syndicated data, panel data, or custom primary methods such as analysis of variance, segmentation 
analysis, copy testing, advertising tracking, surveys, questionnaires, attitude and usage studies, brand 
equity analysis, strategic positioning, price elasticity studies, forecasting, modeling, multivariate 
regression, digital analytics, Big Data, etc.
Marketing — Advertising copy and media, promotion, digital, social media, packaging, pricing, 
product development, research, analysis, distribution, etc.
Knowledge of the Total Business — Credibility as a “business partner.”
High Work Standards — What is worth doing, is worth doing well.
Sales — Retail and headquarters program and practice.
Manufacturing — How do we make our goods, how can we make them better, and how can we 
lower costs?
Finance and Accounting — How profitable are we? How do the decisions I make impact profit?

3. You Are an Effective Manager. You treat people like people, and you:

Have a Team Orientation — Get everyone working together towards the same goal.
Listen — Get their point of view, understand it, respect it and them, and respond to them —
especially if you decide not to implement their recommendation.
Develop People — What you do as a manager to increase your co-workers’ or your subordinates’ 

ability to contribute to the business is important. 
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Have a Growth Orientation — A commitment to developing your business, people, and 
yourself.
Are an Effective Delegator — Assigning meaningful responsibility and authority, not just grunt 
work.
Have Capacity — The ability to handle a large volume of work consistently and well.
Show Sophistication — You are a “Class Act.”

4. You Have Good Business Judgment. Judgment is the intangible that eventually separates the
winners. Much of this comes from experience, but here are some things you can do consistently to
make more of the learning experience positive:

Big Picture Orientation — Strategic thinking — the proverbial seeing the forest rather than just
the trees.
Objectivity — Seeing the world as it really is, not as we wish it were.
Profit Motivation — The goal is clear — make money.
Practical vs. Utopian Attitude — The modest but achievable idea well executed is infinitely
better than the unrealized dream. Help management choose the best path to maximize business
results.
Prudent Risk Management — Understanding the risk/reward ratio and managing it to the
company’s advantage. Be able to explain the reliability of recommendations.

Obviously, no one has all of these traits in full measure. But the more overall poise and self-confidence you 
present and include in your in-depth answers, the more likely you’ll impress your interviewer.

F. THE QUESTIONS

Interviewers get questions from three main sources: your resume, the training they have received, which is 
usually behavioral interviewing, and all the questions they’ve ever been asked when they were interviewed.

1. Resume Questions are either “headline” or “body copy” probes:

Headline questions are those which address the major decisions reflected on your resume;
i.e., what schools you attended, companies you’ve joined, and why you made those decisions.
Interviewers ask “Headline” questions to learn if you have made good choices when you have made
major decisions in your life, and if you are goal-oriented. Of the options available to you at the time
you made the choice, did you select the best one for you? The S.T.A.R. Plus answer format is ideal
for structuring responses to “headline” questions. Remember: Situation. Thinking. Action. Results.
Plus — share what you learned from the experience and how it will affect your future behavior.

15



executive search

© 2016 All Rights Reserved

“Why did you choose P&G?”

“When I was leaving active duty I was very fortunate to have offers from several 
excellent companies (Situation). My long term goal is to become a very senior level 
executive in a major corporation (Thinking). I chose P&G after carefully considering 

the full range of important factors, both personal and professional, and doing considerable due diligence 
investigation (Action). Joining P&G has worked out every bit as well as I hoped it would. I’ve been on an 
incredibly steep learning curve, working with great people, and able to make some significant contributions 
to the brands I’ve been on (Results). My primary reasons for choosing P&G were its reputation as a place 
to thoroughly learn the art and craft of consumer packaged goods marketing and the impact on my family 
compared to the locations of the other companies (Plus). Being at P&G, I’ve also realized that maintaining 
a balance between my family obligations and my work responsibilities is not only possible, it’s the key to 
sustaining long-term career commitments.” 
(What I learned and how that will affect my future behavior.)

EXAMPLE

Remember to demonstrate that you make good decisions — i.e., of the choices available to you at 
the time you made this choice, you made the best choice for you, for x, y, and z reasons. Talk about 
the positive outcome flowing from the choice — the learning, growth, development, 
accomplishments, etc.

The corollary headline copy question is: ”Why did you choose to leave…”

No bad-mouthing or complaining. Don’t diminish your value by criticizing the experience you have. 
If you are moving from a company with lesser credentials, talk about how fortunate you are/were 
to have had a much better individual experience than typical at that company. Talk more about the 
attractions of the next opportunity rather than the situation you left behind.

“I went to P&G to get the learning about marketing to consumers that they are 
justly known for. My decision to leave was more personal than professional. My wife 
and I both grew up on the East Coast, and with our young family, we decided it was 
important to return home at that time.”

EXAMPLE

Body Copy questions probe for additional amplification on detail sentences on the resume; e.g., “I 
see you were responsible for a brand equity study on brand “X,” can you tell me more about....”?

Again, the S.T.A.R. Plus framework will help you develop complete, concise answers that 
showcase your talents, skills, and strengths in a highly credible way.

Reviewing the accomplishments on your resume prior to the interview, and developing S.T.A.R. 
Plus, you will use to expand on each of them prepares you for follow-up questions. It also gives 
you a ready-to-go set of S.T.A.R. Plus responses that can be used in response to many classic 
behavioral interviewing questions, and helps reinforce your routine use of the format.
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Becoming totally comfortable with the S.T.A.R. Plus format is important, especially for when 
you get hit with a “stumper.” You will be very pleasantly surprised by how much confidence you 
will have under fire when you are armed with a simple yet powerful tool to construct logical, 
complete answers.

2. Classic Behavioral Interview Questions 
You can immediately recognize behavioral interviewing questions and S.T.A.R. Plus, the format we 
advocate to our clients.

Regardless of how the question might be phrased, any request for you to discuss a time when you 
did something is a behavioral question that should be answered with S.T.A.R. Plus.

Examples of behavioral interview questions:

Please describe a time when you…
…had to lead a team 
…gave a major presentation 
…had to overcome management objections to your proposal 
…had to hire (fire)(counsel)(manage)(etc.) someone 
…made a very high-risk decision 
…(fill in this blank with any of the skills necessary to success)

Please tell me about a time when you…
…had to analyze your business 
…led a strategic review 
…developed and evaluated new advertising 
…led a new product development effort 
…created and evaluated new packaging 
…(fill in this blank with any functional responsibility)

Sometimes the behavioral question will be inverted, such as...
• Are you creative? Give me an example.
• Are you analytical? Give me an example.
• Are you a good manager? Give me an example.
• Are you a leader? Give me an example.
• Give an example of a situation in which you succeeded when others didn’t.
• Describe a situation in which your work was criticized and what you did to correct it.
• In your current position, what problems have you identified that were previously 

overlooked?

Sometimes behavioral questions are posed without the obvious tell-tale signs:
• What have you done to help increase sales?
• What have you done to help decrease costs?
• What is/are your biggest accomplishment(s)? 
• How have you changed the nature of your job?
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You can readily see how all of these questions can best be completely, concisely and cogently handled 
with S.T.A.R. Plus.

Situation � Thinking � Actions � Results � Plus

3. All the Questions They’ve Ever Been Asked.... 
The following list of questions is not in any particular order. But, based on debriefing lots of 
interviewees, they come up often enough that you should take the time to think through your 
answers to these questions as a good way to focus on selling yourself effectively.

“Tell me about yourself.”
This can be your make-or-break opportunity. The listener can learn a great deal from your 
response. Projecting honesty, openness and sincerity engages them and builds trust. Concisely 
communicating your key points tells them you are a strong communicator and logical thinker. Being 
positive and optimistic, as well as obviously interested in their opportunity, sets the tone for the 
whole interview.

We suggest you pre-think a roughly two-minute response to this question to accomplish several 
things:

• Establish rapport with the interviewers by sharing with them a brief personal background, 
including information not on your resume which would help them understand a little of who you 
are and where you came from. This sets an open and friendly tone with the interviewers and 
reassures them that they are likely getting to know the real you, not an interviewing persona.

• Briefly go over your previous work history, allowing you to move the interview from the past 
to the present and focus more time talking about you as a business person and less on why you 
went to XYZ College.

• Set up or explain any potential “problem” areas on your resume (e.g., an “off-the-beaten-path” 
career choice, leaving a company prior to being promoted, etc.).

• If you know from prior experience that you are “style challenged” in interviewing, address 
it right up front here. For example, a very quiet person might explain “One of my greatest 
strengths is that I am quiet. People sometimes underestimate me because of my quiet demeanor, 
but I’ve learned to use my style to my advantage in developing excellent working relationships.” 
On the other hand, a very intense person may want to address his or her ability to tone it down 
in order to be effective, etc.

• Include the one or two key reasons why you have made the major choices you made, making it 
clear you made the best choice from the options available to you at the time. This demonstrates 
that you make important decisions well, an important consideration in entrusting their business 
to you.
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“I grew up on Long Island in a middle class family. My father was a construction 
worker who went to school at night, eventually becoming a stockbroker and founding 
his own successful investment banking firm specializing in start-up company IPOs. 
My mom was a then typical stay-at-home and care-for-the-family role model. I have 

an older brother and two younger sisters. When I was growing up, my folks couldn’t afford to send us to 
college. I was determined to go anyway. Since I had to pay for college with my own money earned while 
working full-time after school, from 11th grade on, I chose to go to Hofstra — the best university within 
commutable distance. I paid for the freshman year with my own earnings, then competed for and won an 
Army ROTC Scholarship to pay for the final three years of school. Since I was working full time all through 
college, and since my ROTC scholarship guaranteed me a job after graduation as an Army officer, I have to 
confess I wasn’t particularly concerned about grades.

I had a very successful five years on active duty as an Airborne Ranger, ultimately commanding a nuclear 
capable Field Artillery Battery — over 100 soldiers. I was awarded the Army Commendation Medal and 
two Meritorious Service Medals. During this time, I was married, my wife and I had two children, and I 
earned my Masters Degree from USC at night. As much as I really enjoyed my role as an officer, my wife 
and I concluded that a career in the Army was not the best choice for our family. I was very fortunate to be 
able to join Procter & Gamble ...and now here we are, ready to talk about how I can make a contribution 
to your company.”

EXAMPLE

“What are your short-range goals/objectives?”
Use a three-to-five year time horizon, personal and/or professional. Keep in mind the career 
track of the position for which you are interviewing.

“What are your long-range goals/objectives?”
Ten years or longer time horizon. Again, keep in mind the logical career outcomes of a talented 
and dedicated professional who makes a commitment to the organization with which you are 
interviewing.

“What new goals or objectives have you set recently?”
Feel free to speak to either personal or professional goals. The objective of this question is to 
see if you are a goal-driven person. Anticipate the likely follow-up question (tell me about some 
goals you set that you reached) by prefacing your answer with a goal you reached that led you 
to set a new goal.

“What do you look for in an opportunity?”
Describe what opportunities you have in your current role that you like, and add what 
opportunities you want to have. Don’t be negative about your current circumstances.
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“If you could start over again, what would you do differently?”
Given the information available to you at the time you made your major life decisions, nothing. 
After all, you do make good decisions. With the perfect information of 20/20 hindsight, you may 
be in a position to say you would have made other decisions if you knew then what you know 
now.

“What makes you different (special, unique)?”

“Why should we hire you?”

“What is your philosophy of management?”
These are wonderful questions to highlight your strengths and skills. Remember, asserting you 
have a skill is only a start. Citing a specific example of how you used this skill to deliver an 
accomplishment provides the persuasiveness. 

“What is your biggest weakness?”
Need we say it: companies generally aren’t looking to hire candidates with many weaknesses. 
Nor are they looking to hire arrogant or self-delusional people who think they are perfect. 
What to do about this dilemma?

• Reframe from absolute, black/white strengths vs. weaknesses to relative strengths and skills 
still under development.

• Redefine terminology (creating a middle ground) between weaknesses and strengths, e.g., 
opportunities to improve.

• Reassure the interviewer you accept, even seek, constructive criticism, and act favorably on 

• such input.

“I give this question regular thought. You see, I am reasonably ambitious, and want 
to achieve my long-term goal. I don’t see any way to get there if I have serious flaws 
as a business person. So, I discipline myself to inventory my own skill set quarterly 
— and to be ruthlessly objective about it: what do I need to learn to be ready for 

promotion to the next level? Then, I set up an action plan to get there.

At P&G, our personnel reviews had three categories: strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities for 
improvement. Procter defined weaknesses as significant deficiencies which, if not fixed, would prevent the 
person from performing the job at the next higher level. Opportunities for improvement were skills that 
were adequate to do the job, but which, with attention, could be improved to strengths.

At the risk of sounding arrogant, because I regularly look at what I need to do to improve my ability to 
contribute, I try to catch myself in the ‘opportunity to improve’ area and do something about it, before a 
real weakness can develop.

As an example, when I first began my career, I wasn’t comfortable standing up in front of management 
and making a presentation. So I invested some of my personal time in joining Toastmasters International. I 
am now comfortable describing my group presentation skills as a real strength.

I want to assure you — all it would take is a hint from management that I could be doing a better job in 
any given area and I would do something about it.”

EXAMPLE
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How to Handle “Goldilocks” Questions

Beware of “Goldilocks” questions, those to which the “right” answer is purely subjective and usually 
varies from interviewer to interviewer. The porridge is too hot, too cold, or just right, even though 
it is the same temperature. For example:

“How long do you expect it will take you to make a contribution to our firm?”
Avoid the specific time-frame response. If you say, “one month” or any other specific time, 
your answer is subject to interpretation by the listener. One might say, “That sounds about 
right.” Another might think “That long! I want someone who is really aggressive and would tell 
me immediately.” And yet another might think, “Oh, really? There’s no way you can make a 
significant impact that fast.”

Try something that shows your energy, enthusiasm and commitment, but tempered with good 
judgment, such as: “Just as soon as I can get on board, get a handle on the key business issues, 
figure out what the priorities are that need attention, and develop some high-impact solutions.”

“Where do you expect to be in five years?”
Again, beware the specific time frame to title/level trap. No matter what you say it is open to 
subjective assessment as either too aggressive, just right, or not aggressive enough.

Take into account in your answer such factors as your ambition, your recognition that you 
have to earn your way, the fact that each company has norms for career development; you are 
competing with others, etc.

“I am confident of my ability to make a significant contribution to your business. I am 
looking for an environment in which people who make a contribution can expect to 
advance to increasing levels of responsibility. I intend to demonstrate that I have the 
ability to perform at successively greater levels of responsibility and hope to be able 

to do so on a time frame consistent with the needs of the business, recognizing that you have other good 
people on the team who are also trying to earn their advancement. My personal goal is to set the pace for 
making contributions, and I trust that will be appropriately recognized.”

EXAMPLE

Performance and Motivation Discovery Questions:

“What do you think of your boss?”
No bad-mouthing. Even if you are working for Darth Vader, people don’t want to hear about 
how bad your boss is. Find the good and focus on that. We learn from everyone. Sometimes by 
their positive example, other times from their poor example. We can always choose to present 
the lesson learned in a positive way.

“If I called your boss (or peers/subordinates), what would they say about you?”
Another excellent opportunity to showcase your positive skills and abilities, especially your 
positive people skills.
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“Evaluate your present firm.”
Remember that all organizations have systems and structures. If you complain too vociferously 
about the frustrations where you are today, it’s entirely possible your interviewers could 
conclude you may be a malcontent or that you’ll be frustrated at their company as well.

“What about your previous/current position do you dislike?”
Don’t diminish the value of your credential by putting it down. Focus on the positives of 
your individual experience. No matter where you are coming from, speak to the better-than-
expected learning, growth or developmental opportunities you personally have enjoyed.

Fit and Style Questions

“How would you describe your personality?”
Be accurate. This is a very important opportunity for both you and the interviewer to discover a 
mutual style fit.

This is also an excellent opportunity to help the interviewer appreciate how your particular 
style helps you be effective. For example, quiet people may choose to point out that while they 
are quiet, they are also persistent and tenacious, and their ability to focus on results allows them 
to get things done without alienating those with whom they work.

Money, Title, and Other “Buying Interest” or “Qualify the Prospect” 
Questions

“What is your current salary?”
Answer promptly, forthrightly, and accurately. This is a legitimate question that potential 
employers are entitled to take into consideration. Don’t give in to the temptation to include 
an anticipated raise. Many companies now verify salary information provided on employment 
applications, and if they discover the applicant misrepresented the information, often terminate 
employment.

“What are your salary expectations?” (title expectations, time frame to promotion, 
etc.)

This is an entirely different question from the previous one. This is a “Goldilocks” question. 
There is no “right answer” if you put a specific number on the table. You are likely to be 
reluctant to put the lowest salary you would consider on the table for fear it would become 
the highest offer the company would consider — after all, you just said you’d accept it. Yet, if 
you put the high side, the “don’t I wish in my dreams I get this offer,” on the table to “anchor 
the upside in negotiations,” you jeopardize even getting the offer. One person may think it is 
unreasonably high. Another may think you would be disappointed when they offer you less than 
you desire, etc.
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The truth is, every professional we work with makes a decision as important as changing 
employers based on a lot of factors, many of which are more important than the compensation 
package. We usually hear that career growth, professional development, scope and level of 
responsibility, quality of the company and its people, fit/style/culture, geography or other 
personal considerations, etc. are frequently much more important than the compensation 
package.

Answer this question by explaining that money (title, etc.) is only one of many factors you will 
take into consideration in making your decision, and that, until you have sufficient information to 
weigh and evaluate the other factors, you can’t really say what you would find as an acceptable 
salary offer. This is a reasonable and prudent response.

If you are concerned about “preserving your negotiating leverage,” you can point out that, 
should this company find you to be the most qualified candidate, you have every expectation 
that they would be fair and reasonable in the offer. They can trust you to be equally fair and 
reasonable in evaluating their offer in the context of all the other reasons why this would be the 
right move for you to make.

“What interests you most about the position we have?”

“What kind of analyses have you done?”

“How do you approach an analysis?”

“Why do you want to work for us?”

“Is what you are looking for something we have here?”
Did you do your homework? These questions are good platforms for you to reinforce the fit 
between your talents and strengths and the positive reasons why a talented professional should 
want to join this company for the long term. 

Being passionate about wanting to join a company is always to your advantage. People like to be 
on a team that other players are trying to join. Caveat: good business pros don’t make decisions 
without reliable data, so avoid characterizations about the company that the listener might not 
agree with.

It is entirely appropriate to temper responses to these questions, but don’t swing all the way 
over to ‘playing hard to get’. An answer such as this usually plays well: “Based on everything 
I have heard about your company from my recruiter and the checking I’ve done so far, I’m 
interested in your company for x,y,z reasons. [These should be genuine reasons, and can be 
both professional and personal. From the dozen or more reasons you are considering joining 
this company, good salesmanship suggests you lead with the ones that are likely to be most 
appealing to the buyer.]

Follow up this answer with a diagnostic question of your own, such as: “May I ask you what 
you like most about your experience here?” Or “may I ask what you believe are the strongest 
reasons why someone in my position should commit the foreseeable future of my career to 
your company?” 
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The hypothetical question.
In the hypothetical question, a problem is proposed and you are asked to describe how you 
would solve this problem.

Because you couldn’t have all of the pertinent data, you may or may not arrive at the “right” 
or “best” solution. But the real point here is to ensure the interviewer clearly hears the logical, 
analytical approach to problem solving you use: defining the problem, gathering data, analyzing 
it to develop findings, drawing conclusions, developing alternative solutions, evaluating the 
alternatives, and selecting and implementing the best alternative.

The Most Important Question: “Do You Have Any Questions?”

Always — of everyone you meet with, even if you ask them the same questions. The questions 
should clearly address your second objective in interviewing — is this a company to which you can 
make a long-term career commitment? And, they must continue to advance your first objective, 
helping the interviewer conclude you are the best person to hire.

Sell yourself — as a thinker — with strategic, pertinent, and informed questions.

Sell yourself — as a doer — with questions that highlight your strengths and seek to confirm 
how well you would fit with this company.

View your chance to question people as another opportunity to tell them about you, as well as 
a chance to learn about the opportunity from them. Adopt the art of the “Presidential News 
Conference Question.” Watch a reporter at a Presidential news conference. They will start off 
with a statement — advocating a point of view they wish to further or a philosophy they want to 
advance — and then close it off with a request for the President to comment. For example “Mr. 
President, given (what’s important to me), what is your position on ...?”

“In deciding the best career move for me, there are several issues which are very 
important to me. I want to be in an organization where I can continue to learn and 
grow as a professional; where I can make a genuine impact on the bottom line; and 
where I can be a good fit. My experience has shown me that the decision-making 

process/culture of an organization is a major determinant of how great a contribution someone at my level 
can make. I have been very effective at (current/prior company) in persuading management to make the 
decisions I recommend as best for my business, even though we have widely varying decision-making styles. 
Can you help me understand the decision-making process here?”

EXAMPLE

24



executive search

You can explore any major area that is really important to you in evaluating a company in this way. 
It is an inoffensive way of phrasing even the “toughest” question. Compare how a listener reacts to 
“I hear this place is a sweatshop. Is it?” to:

Another excellent question is: “What are the two or three characteristics most necessary for 
success in this company? Presumably they have been trying to confirm you have these characteristics 
during the interview. This question gives you an opportunity to close the sale.

“Thank you for the chance to ask these questions. In deciding the best career move 
for me, there are several issues which are very important to me. I want to be in 
an organization where I can continue to learn and grow as a professional; where I 
can make a genuine impact on the bottom line; and where I can be a good fit. My 

experience at (current/prior company) has shown me that the morale and culture of an organization is a 
major determinant of how great a contribution someone at my level can make. I have been very effective 
at (current/prior company) in an environment that is (describe current/prior environment [remember, no 
bad-mouthing!]). Can you help me understand the work environment, culture, and morale here?”

EXAMPLE
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Everyone knows both you and the people you interview with are very busy.

At the beginning of each interview, make sure you get the correct names and 
titles of your interviewers. Ask for their business cards. They’ll appreciate 
your thoughtfulness at the time, it will help you get off on the right foot in 
the interview, and it ensures you can follow-up effectively.

Pre-draft a series of thank you e-mails so that you can send these 
acknowledgments out to each person you interviewed with the day of the 
interview, or the next day at the very latest.

No matter how your day goes, serve yourself well by sending each person 
you meet an individual follow-up email reiterating your interest and thanking 
them for their time. Sending these e-mails promptly may be the tiebreaker 
deciding you get the offer over another very good candidate.

• Even if you were already going to be getting the offer, it creates goodwill 
that will facilitate your success upon joining the company.

• Even if you don’t join the company, because you don’t get the offer or decline it, you create goodwill with 
people whose paths you might very well cross again as your career develops.

There is no downside, only upside, to nice, well-written follow-up notes thanking people for their time and 
expressing interest in pursuing the opportunity you discussed. Plan to send follow-up emails — and mail any 
handwritten thank you notes — on the same or the very next day after you interview.

INTERVIEW FOLLOW-UP

Sending a 
thank-you 
email promptly 
may be the 
tiebreaker 
that gets you 
the offer over 
another very 
good candidate.
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