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Introduction

Finding, interviewing and then selecting new members
of staff is a key function that does not come easy to
most managers.

In the old days, most decisions were made subjectively
by interviewers looking for synergy with the interviewee
- Do I like this person? Can I get on with them? Are they
like me? Will they be a threat to me? Etc.

Then came personality profiling and psychometric
testing and we moved to an almost totally objective
process of selection where the human element was
virtually removed.

So which method is more likely to result in success?

Based on thirty-five years’ experience of recruiting and developing front-line
sales professionals, I believe a combination of both is essential - and it is one of
the reasons why I pioneered the development of ASP Profile in 1995.

Here then are some tips and guidelines, which have helped me make more
successful selections than unsuccessful ones….

Jonathan Farrington
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THE PROCESS OF SELECTION

A good advertisement is not measured by the number of suitable candidates it
attracts. If you have carefully and thoroughly considered the experience and
formal qualifications required, a number of applicants can be dismissed
immediately, because they lack basic qualifications or because the age is
incorrect. Nevertheless, keep one eye open for the exceptional person who
departs from the ideal.

What does their CV reveal about their life so far in
relation to the major qualities required for the position?
If for instance a high degree of stamina and
persistence is a pre-requisite, does their track record to
date illustrate a career where targets have been
regularly  achieved? What  are  the  standards  of

performance? Does the record show success in a number of different ventures
or positions? What sort of qualities do you think past positions must have
required to succeed in them? Are any of these qualities relevant to this
position?

If the candidates write their own CV’s - are they clear or diffuse? Do they go
into too much detail and thus reveal a lack of proportion and common sense?
Most of the conclusions reached at this stage can only be tentative, but they
suggest two things:

● The gaps must be filled in from the CV
● Some of the lines on which the interview should proceed

Consider the applications to find a ‘common link’ with the candidates
See if there is any link between your own experience, interests, school, etc. and
the candidate, as this will provide one method of breaking the ice when the
interview begins.

Keep one eye
open for the
exceptional person
who departs from
the ideal.
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Examine the applications to make sure there are no unexplained gaps in dates
Gaps occur from time to time and to probe them is essential.

Pencil in some good 'opening up' questions - this helps
to ensure that you do not forget that all important
question that is so easily remembered after the
candidate has gone… It also helps to prevent wasted
time. It is also an aid to nervous interviewees and an
insurance against 'drying up'.

Reaching the decision
Deciding which of the candidates to select involves a
systematic matching of information, from all sources,
against the main specification. The closer the
correlation, the greater the likelihood that the
candidate will be successful in the job.

Do remember to distinguish between fact and inference, because interpreting
interview messages can be difficult. The aim of the decision making process is
to rank the candidates on the best balance of all the requirements. What is the
best method of achieving this objective? Quite simply, straight overall
comparison between candidates, the total score for the weighted profile and
the results of any scientific assessment from psychometric tests.

Also, remember that the ideal candidate does not exist - so compromise will be
necessary. The best candidate will probably be the one who scores only
reasonably well on all (or on nearly all) the requirements.
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Finally, Some practical points to bear in mind
● Notify successful candidates as soon as possible
● Do not contact strong runners up until the first choice has accepted in

writing
● Consider making a conditional offer - e.g. subject to completing a course or

obtaining satisfactory references
● Suggest a waiting list of other attractive candidates
● Send a polite letter of rejection to all remaining unsuccessful candidates

THE SELECTION INTERVIEW & ITS AIMS

What is a selection interview?
It is a situation in which a personnel selector is given the opportunity to assess
the candidate's suitability for a post.

What are the objectives of the selection interview?

The objective of the selection interview is to predict
the candidate's probable behaviour in a particular
job situation. The only way this can be done with any
accuracy is by obtaining a sample of his behaviour,
sufficiently typical to act as a basis for forecasting
what he/she will do in the future.

A major problem is that the behaviour we observe during the short period of
the interview may be uncharacteristic. A rather ponderous individual, for
instance, may well be able to give the impression of being quite dynamic if
he/she has only to keep it up for half an hour. Thus, it is necessary to supplement
the behaviour, which can be observed directly in face-to-face contact, by
eliciting as much as possible of the candidate’s life history.

5How to Recruit and Select Successfully

A major problem is
that the behaviour
we observe during
the short period of
the interview may
be uncharacteristic. 



The main aim of the selection interview should therefore be to look at say,
twenty or thirty years behaviour - much of which is bound to be highly
characteristic of the individual concerned.

It is important to remember, however, that there are two subsidiary objectives of
the selection interview. Thus we may say that the aim of the interview is three
fold:

● To assess the candidate’s suitability for the position
● To give information to the candidate
● To present the company in a good light to the applicant

The importance of selection interviewing
The interview is only one of a whole range of selection methods in existence.

For example, intelligence tasks exist, which give
information on the candidate’s mental agility and
aptitude tests can tell us about special aptitudes for
manual dexterity, ability to think spatially, creative
ability, etc. 

These tasks can highlight the strengths and weaknesses
of an individual. Testing in group situation, on the other
hand, can provide indications of the ability of people
to work together.

However, in spite of widespread and growing criticism of the personal interview
as a selection procedure, it is still by far the most common method. It is flexible,
relatively inexpensive and acceptable to the candidate and management.
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The selection interview has other advantages. It has
been discovered that certain areas of information can
be assessed more accurately by interview than by
other methods - i.e. the candidates interpersonal
behaviour and the likelihood of them adjusting to the
social aspects of the job situation, and also the
candidates motivation to work.

The task
The task is to choose a person who will be likely to
succeed in a certain job or range of jobs. The task is not
to choose a ‘good person’ - however the interviewer
defines a "good person".

The method
All methodologies involve forecasting the future - no method can therefore be
infallible. Invariably, selectors rely on intuition - and that quite often proves to be
successful. But this method, whilst not being foolproof, will certainly ensure you
make the right decisions more often:

● Past behaviour
● Past experience
● Your intuition
● Scientific analysis
● References
● Take a second opinion
● Insist on a probation period
● Ramp up salary & incentives after the probation period
● Talk to people in the industry
● Consider a practical assessment
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First considerations
Before you buy material of any kind, you consider its purpose and the tolerance
you will allow. Human resource is exceedingly expensive and it is therefore
necessary to follow five strategic steps:

● Consider the position
● Consider  the  experience  &  formal  qualifications

required
● Consider the personal qualities required to carry out

the job
● Reduce the basic qualifications to allow perhaps

no more than four or five
● Discussion with other selectors

Consider the position
● Set out a clear picture of the position
● Concentrate on the major responsibilities
● Are there any special facets which are unusual - e.g. health considerations?

Consider the experience & formal qualifications required
● IIs this a position which really requires experience in a similar field?
● Are academic qualifications relevant?
● What is the minimum standard?

Consider the personal qualities required
For example: 
● Very high intelligence
● Ability to get on with everyone in any circumstance

Interestingly, less than 10% of the population possesses the first - and for some
positions, it is a distinct disadvantage. The second is not all that common and,
in any case, the two qualities are often mutually exclusive.
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Remember, the long line of qualities which first springs to mind has two major
disadvantages - few possess all and, if they did, they would probably not apply
for your job. Secondly, it is almost impossible for the interviewer to carry them all
in his/her mind while interviewing and his/her search becomes too diffuse for full
effectiveness.

Reduce the basic qualifications required 
Remember:

You are going to look for the key qualities, which are required in a high degree in
the job for which you are selecting. In choosing the qualities, it is wise to avoid
those that are too “all embracing” and, particularly, those with a high emotional
content. Thus ‘leadership’ might be replaced by 'the power to persuade others'
or ‘intelligence’ by ‘the ability to understand something quickly’.

The importance of the choice of these descriptive words depends only on the
clarity with which they are understood by the selector(s). In some ways, it is
better to choose your own words to describe the qualities you are after, than to
use those provided generally in the text books. Words with as much practical
content as possible tend to be the most useful. To look for someone with ‘an
enquiring mind’ may prove easier than to look for someone ‘good at research’.

Discussion with other selectors
Another person is almost certain to be concerned with
the selection. Reach an agreement with them about
the four or five major qualities required and write them
down on paper. Agreeing in advance saves time
because discussions about each candidate, after the
interview, can be more readily confined to what is
relevant. Also, if the selectors know clearly what they
are looking for, they are more likely to spot it when it is
there and note its absence when it is not.

9How to Recruit and Select Successfully

Remember,
the long line of
qualities which first
springs to mind
has two major
disadvantages -
few posses all,
and if they did, they
would probably not
apply for your job.



HOW TO CONDUCT A SUCCESSFUL INTERVIEW

It is easy to forget that the recruitment interview is a
selling event. Obviously the interviewee is doing
everything he / she can to impress the interviewer(s)
and provide sufficient evidence of their suitability for
the vacancy, ahead of the other candidates.

However,  it is  also  important  to  remember  that  we
need to sell our company in order to attract the very
best staff and during that first interview, candidates will
begin forming their opinions of our professionalism and
our suitability as potential employers.

Here are some tips, which will hopefully assist you in improving your interviewing
techniques.

Arrange to reduce or eliminate interruptions
Choose a quiet and secure room to conduct the interview and, if possible,
arrange for your telephone calls to be taken elsewhere. An “engaged” notice
on the door may be desirable.

Arrange the seating so that neither interviewer or candidate is at a
disadvantage. If possible, do not sit opposite the candidate as this can be
perceived as confrontational. Consider your body language and remember -
this is an exploratory meeting and you need to appear receptive at all times.
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Reception
It is important that you advise reception that you are interviewing and provide
them with a list of candidates and interview times. If possible, have two
separate rooms for use as waiting rooms - in case you are running late. This will
avoid the possible embarrassment of two candidates having to wait together.
Your secretary, or an assistant, should greet the candidates as soon as they
arrive -  offer them tea or coffee and let them know exactly how long they can
expect to wait. Remember, first impressions are important and you are selling
the company - not just buying a new recruit.

Examine your prejudices
If the candidate is to work directly under you and in
very close association with you, prejudice may be
important. The fact that you like fishing, hate suede
shoes, don't subscribe to socialism or can't stand long
hair may make you judge unfairly someone who has a
different view.

It is a mistake to try to find someone exactly like you - You will not succeed.
Remember, there is no scientific evidence to support the following theories:

● A quick temper goes with red hair
● A high forehead signifies high intelligence
● A firm handshake and a square jaw denote a firm character
● Good eye contact is a sign of honesty
● Agreement with everything you say means that he/she is a remarkable

person

Creating an ideal candidate profile checklist
● What are you looking for?
● Use a weighting system for greater accuracy
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The interview
The aims:
● To get the facts straight - Get the candidate to fill in the details of his/her

career so far. This does not mean merely repeating what the application
form already says - e.g. instead of saying “you were the secretary of your
local cricket club, weren’t you?” Ask “what was the most difficult part of your
work as a secretary to the local cricket club?”

● To obtain the candidate’s opinions - on as many matters as possible. Are
they well founded? If the interviewer talks most of the time or constantly airs
his/her views, they are unlikely to obtain the candidate’s real opinion -
Friendly neutrality is the aim.

● To judge how quickly the candidate is responding - is his/her mind alert?

● To see what sort of immediate impression the
candidate makes upon you - does this change as
he/she becomes more at ease?

● To find out the candidate’s likes or dislikes - what
does he/she most enjoy doing? etc.

● To establish a trend in the candidate’s
achievements, their thinking and their reactions. No
one factor is necessarily significant - several taken
together can be.

● To attract the candidate to the job for which he/she is a candidate - this is
not mentioned last because it is not important - quite the reverse, it is
extremely important! This aspect, however, is somewhat separate for the
purpose of these notes. Without doubt, incompetent interviewing repels and
good interviewing may even attract candidates.
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Opening the interview
The aim is to put the candidate at ease, so that he/she is willing to 'open up'. A
good way is to start by introducing yourself - your position and your function.
Many candidates - especially if it is their first position - may not quite know what
to expect and so, it may make sense for you to tell them what ground you
intend to cover.

There are three approaches that experienced interviewers sometimes use:

● The ‘common link’ approach
● The ‘off balance’ approach
● A mixture of both

During the interview
If you have a number of candidates to interview, it is
very important to follow a plan. If you do, you will find it
easier to compare one candidate with another. Your
manner should be friendly, but businesslike. Encourage
the candidate to talk about their strengths, but do not
be afraid to draw him/her out on their weaker points.
Remember, you are not only comparing them with the
ideal candidate described in the main specification,
but also with the other candidates.

In asking them about their job record, you are looking for pointers from their
past behaviour and performance. Just as in appraisal interviewing, comment
should be about what the candidate has achieved. Allow them to tell you
what sort of person he/she is.

Candidates sometimes receive the advice that interviewers have a set speech,
which they must be allowed to get off their chest. Of course, you must impart
information about the company and the job – but work it in naturally.
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After the ice is broken
Don't be afraid of taking notes, you cannot remember all the details -
especially if you have to interview a number of candidates. Make notes either
on your application form or on the record sheet.

Make sure you follow the plan you have made, as closely as possible - but like
all plans, it should be flexible enough to allow you to depart from it to follow any
useful leads.

Some useful tips:
● Don’t talk too much about yourself
● Lead into groups of subjects you want to discuss
● Avoid asking any questions to which the candidate

can answer 'yes' or 'no' -i.e. closed questions
● Question with a purpose - do not procrastinate
● Get to the truth by asking indirect questions
● Follow up the candidates opinions thoroughly
● Avoid  any  tendency  to  trick  the  candidate  -

remember the cards you are holding
● Don't  forget  to  outline  the  position,  terms  and

conditions thoroughly

Closing the interview
After you have followed your plan through and asked and answered all
questions, bring the interview to a close in a business like manner. Be quite clear
in your mind what you are going to do: 

● Tell him/her that you cannot offer them the job
● Tell them you will write to them – but be precise, tell them when exactly
● Tell them you would like them to attend a second interview

Don’t allow a candidate to go away believing they still have a chance when
they have none.
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Sizing up the candidates
Consider the evidence from the past only as pointers towards the possession of,
or lack of, the key qualities you are seeking:

● Add your own impressions
● Make up your mind

Preliminary screening – The short first interview

When a large number of candidates have to be seen
in a short period - as in the preliminary screening - it is
clearly impossible to follow the standard procedures.
However, the main principles remain the same.

Interviewing  Skills – A final checklist

Weaknesses of interviewers are legion - here are some
of the more glaring faults to guard against:

● Lack of preparation or system
● Jumping to conclusions from insufficient evidence
● Not listening to what the candidate is saying
● Talking too much
● Arguing with the candidate
● Harassing the candidate with questions
● Asking leading questions ("I suppose you have had experience of budgets,

have you?")
● Asking questions which can be answered only with ‘yes’ or ‘no’ - i.e. closed

questions
● Giving way to bias or prejudices
● Getting side tracked with matters which have no relevance

15How to Recruit and Select Successfully

When a large
number of
candidates have 
to be seen in a
short period - as
in the preliminary
screening - it is
clearly impossible
to follow the
standard
procedures.



The skilled interviewer, on the other hand, will use the
following techniques:
● Direct questions - beginning with who, what, where,

when, why etc.
● Mirroring - feeding back the last word or phrase

used by the interviewee
● Short questions, long answers - aimed at opening

up each general area

Always try to:
● Relax and be natural
● Think about the interviewee, not yourself
● Be sensitive
● Be flexible
● Listen

Remember:
“The best any interviewer can hope to achieve is bit by bit, to reduce the
number of times they are wrong” (Anon)

“The best any
interviewer can
hope to achieve is
bit by bit, to reduce
the number of
times they are
wrong” (Anon)
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SOME HELPFUL QUESTIONS

ADAPTABILITY

KEY QUESTION GUIDE

1. How do you establish working relationships with new people?
(Key: Do they take an active or passive role?) 
Secondary: Why would you take that role? 
Tertiary: What would be your desired outcome?

2. If I were to offer you this position, how do you imagine that you would spend
your first two weeks?
(Key: Will they assume a teaching role or a learning role?) 
Secondary: Why do you feel that you should proceed that way? 
Tertiary: What would you hope to gain by this?

3. Please tell me about the most difficult job-related task you have faced?
(Key: Does the candidate show an ability to overcome diversity?)
What is the candidate’s definition of “most difficult”? 
Secondary: Why was this most difficult?
Tertiary: What could have been done to prevent it?
What changes were made as a result of it?
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COMPETENCE

KEY QUESTION GUIDE

1. How did you gain your knowledge of this industry?
(Key: Did they pursue it, or was it a matter of chance?)
Secondary: Why are you continuing along this career path?
Tertiary: What major changes do you see in the future?

2. Other than the ones required, what skills do you have that you feel could
enhance your position?
(Key: Is the candidate talking over their head, or do they appear to possess
these skills?)
Secondary: Why do you feel those skills are important?
Tertiary: What value do you think they will provide?

3. What do you know about our organisation?
(Key: Are they aware of the competition in the industry?) 
Secondary: Why have you decided to apply for this position? 
Tertiary: What other industry leaders are you familiar with?
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EXPERIENCE

KEY QUESTION GUIDE

1. Please tell me about a specific area of responsibility that you have enjoyed
(Key: Is what they enjoy related to the position you have to offer?)
Secondary: Why, specifically, did you enjoy this?
Tertiary: What did you gain from this experience?

2. Relative to the position that we are offering, please tell me about your
experience.
(Key: Is the candidate able to tie the two together, or are they unsure of the
connection?)
Secondary: Why  do  you  think  that  your  experience  would  benefit  the
company?
Tertiary: What additional experience do you hope to gain from this position?

3. What have you learned from the jobs you’ve had?
(Key: Do they actively learn and carry the knowledge to a new position?)
Secondary: Why was this learning important to you?
Tertiary: What would you like to learn from this new position?
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MANAGEABILITY

KEY QUESTION GUIDE

1. What have you been criticised for in the past two years?
(Key: Will the candidate accept responsibility for the criticism?) 
Secondary: Why did you make the decision that resulted in the criticism? 
Tertiary: What was your response to the criticism?

2. Describe your most ideal and least ideal boss.
(Key: Do you match either of these descriptions?)
Secondary: Why did you like or dislike about these attributes?
Tertiary: What did you do to change those you liked best?

3. When you are confronted with an unprecedented decision, what do you do?
(Key: Will they discuss it, wait for approval or take action?)
Secondary: Why would you proceed that way?
Tertiary: What other options would you see in this situation?
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INTERPERSONAL SKILLS

KEY QUESTION GUIDE

1. How do you criticise subordinates?
(Key: Do they criticise behaviour or the person?)
Secondary: How have you responded when criticism failed to produce the
desired results?

2. How important was communication and interaction with others in your last
job?
(Key: What was their level of involvement and how similar is it to the new
position?)
Secondary: Why did you feel this level of communication was important?
Tertiary: What could have been done to improve the level of
communication?

3. When, in a professional setting, were you a member or the leader of a team?
(Key: What is the candidate’s definition of a team?)
Secondary: Why was this team successful or unsuccessful?
Tertiary: What  types  of  communication  were  important  to  the  team’s
success?
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ATTITUDE

KEY QUESTION GUIDE

1. Tell me about an accomplishment that you are truly proud of.
(Key:   What   level   of   accomplishment   does   the   candidate   view   as
meaningful?)
Secondary: Why does this one mean so much for you?
Tertiary: What effect has this had on your ongoing performance?

2. What makes an individual successful?
(Key: Will the candidate describe their own attributes?)
Secondary: Why do you feel that these make someone successful?
Tertiary: What are the primary reasons why people fail?

3. What motivates you to improve and progress in your career?
(Key: Are they self-directed or do they require motivation from others?)
Secondary: Why are you motivated by these things?
Tertiary: What demotivates you?
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INITIATIVE

KEY QUESTION GUIDE

1. What steps did you take to enable yourself to become more effective in your
last/current position?
(Key: Will the candidate be able to recite a list or will they struggle to come
up with something?)
Secondary: Why did you feel that you should take these steps?
Tertiary: What rewards did you experience as a result of taking these steps?

2. Tell me about a time when you had to go “above and beyond” the call of
duty.
(Key: What does the candidate define as “above and beyond”?)
Secondary: Why did you do it?
Tertiary: What was the ultimate benefit to you?

3. Would you rather design and develop plans and procedures or implement
and manage them?
(Key: Is the candidate more of an innovator or implementer?)
Secondary: Why do you find that choice more rewarding?
Tertiary: What specific tasks have you been responsible for or involved in that
fits this choice?
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MATURITY

KEY QUESTION GUIDE

1. What does your current supervisor do to get the best out of you?
(Key: Does the supervisor have to do something, or can you rely on the
candidate’s maturity for self-motivation?)
Secondary: Why do these methods work for you?
Tertiary: What does your supervisor do that interferes with you giving your
best?

2. Have you had to make and/or implement an unpopular policy?
(Key: Does the candidate have the emotional maturity to deal with low
popularity?)
Secondary: Why did you make the decision or support the decision?
Tertiary: What was the outcome of the decision or policy? Did you achieve
what you intended?

3. What professional situations cause you to feel awkward?
(Key: Will the candidate refer to office politics or political situations?)
Secondary: Why are you uncomfortable in this setting?
Tertiary: What actions do you take to prevent these situations?
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STABILITY

KEY QUESTION GUIDE

1. How would you define a successful career?
(Key: Does the candidate include longevity or commitment? Is the
candidate internally or externally motivated?) 
Secondary: Why do you feel this is successful?
Tertiary: What actions are required to be successful?

2. Where do you think you would like to be in three or even five years?
(Key: How realistic is the candidate?)
Secondary: Why would you like to be in that position?
Tertiary: How do you think that you will get there?

3. What is your overall impression of your current/last employer?
(Key: Is the candidate positive or bitter?)
Secondary: Why do you feel this way?
Tertiary: What could your employer do/have done to alter your impressions?
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EMOTIONAL CONTROL

KEY QUESTION GUIDE

1. Can you give me an example of a crisis situation you were involved in? 
(Key: What is the severity of a situation the candidate sees as a crisis?) 
Secondary: Why was this a crisis situation?
Tertiary: What did you do after it was resolved?

2. Tell me about a time when you got very angry in the workplace.
(Key: What is the level of anger that the candidate views as very angry?)
Secondary: Why did you get this angry?
Tertiary: What actions did you take to resolve your anger?

3. Has there been a time when another’s anger was misdirected at you? 
(Key: How does the candidate react to “misdirected” anger?) 
Secondary: Why do you think that you were the recipient?
Tertiary: What did you do? How did you resolve it?
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INTEGRITY

KEY QUESTION GUIDE

1. Please give me three adjectives that others would use to describe you.
(Key: Will the candidate be honest and share faults?)
Secondary: Why do you think that they would choose these?
Tertiary: What are the three areas in which people would say you need to
improve?

2. Can you define integrity for me?
(Key:   Will   the   answer   include   words   like:   honesty,   trustworthy   and
dependable?)
Secondary: Why would you choose these adjectives?
Tertiary: What past situations in the workplace have involved integrity?

3. How would you respond if you discovered a co-worker using a company
phone for long distance/overseas personal calls?
(Key: Will the candidate go to the person or to management? Would they
take any action at all?)
Secondary: Why would you respond that way?
Tertiary: What other situations would prompt the same response?
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VALUES

KEY QUESTION GUIDE

1. How would you spend £2,500 if the company were to give it to you to spend
as you see fit?
(Key: Will they spend it on self-gratification or self-improvement?)
Secondary: Why would you spend it this way?
Tertiary: What would you hope to gain by spending it this way?

2. When will you know that you have made it?
(Key: Will the candidate have a final destination or never be satisfied?)
Secondary: Why do you feel this way?
Tertiary: What are you doing to get there?

3. Related to the workplace, what are your vocational interests?
(Key: Are they intellectual or recreational?)
Secondary: Why do you enjoy these?
Tertiary: What would you hope to add to the list?
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track’ passage to several board level appointments, working with a number of
the largest and most successful international corporations including: IBM,
Wang, Legal and General, Andersen Consulting, Litton Industries and The Bank
of Tokyo.

Jonathan’s written work has been republished by a host of journals, including
The New York Times, The Washington Post and The London Times. He is
consistently named amongst the top most influential sales and marketing
experts in the world, and his award winning daily blog, which he first published
in 2006, for dedicated business professionals, can be found at
www.thejfblogit.co.uk

Jonathan’s LinkedIn profile can be found here:
www.linkedin.com/in/jonathanfarrington

And you will find him on Twitter - @topsalesworld
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