


A Game Plan for the Interview





By Arthur F. Miller

Interviews need to be supported and shaped by a technology for eliciting and processing information from job candidates to predict on-the-job performance.
After Name, Rank, and serial number, where do you go in an interview? What questions should be asked? What areas explored? Within the time available, what data should you seek that will reveal how the student will perform once on the job?

   An interview is only as good as the interviewer’s ability to determine the significance of the response. Unless you can reliably translate information from an interview into predictable behavior on the job, why are you asking the questions you are asking?

   What does it mean if students reveal in an interview that they joined one of the better houses on campus; were active in social affairs; played left end on the fraternity touch football team; got an A in philosophy and German; worked for board by serving meals at the sorority house; spent summers working on a wheat farm in Alberta; held office in the senior class; played varsity soccer in prep school; had a B average in high school and college; toured Europe with a friend, $575, and a Michelin guidebook on a two-month vacation; want to earn $60,000 in five years; seek a progressive company with a participative management style?
   What should an interviewer do with that data? How do you get anything with it other a vague impression? How do you know it means anything?

   So, you have some data. Now what? Whether you’re conducting an in-depth interview or a hurried field interview, with their different objectives, you need a technology or at least a sound rationale for processing information to arrive at valid conclusions about future likely behavior.

   Interviews that are not supported and shaped by such a technology lead to uncertain and usually inaccurate conclusions. Unfortunately, many books and much training in interviewing fail to provide a sound method of evaluation, concentrating instead on methods of inquiry and interaction, which are essentially useless devises unless they produce usable data.
   Inquiries that seek information about courses and grades assume that the interviewer is getting information that will say something meaningful about how the candidate will perform on the job.

   There is a prevailing notion among employers and many recruiters that the courses people study somehow determine their qualifications for a job. Apart from technical courses, the idea is absurd that employers should determine students’ qualifications or their interests in talking with them solely on the basis of courses they studied or failed to study.

At Best, Education Develops
   Education does not create abilities. It exercises them and provides a vocabulary and tools to express them. A student’s ability to analyze critically, to organize and express thoughts, to evaluate worth, to determine strategies, or to influence others is manifested over many years, and through many occasions prior to college. Of the hundreds of people I have interviewed over a 23-year period, I cannot remember a single case where a student “grew” and ability as a result of academic courses or extra-curricular activities. The ability was manifestly present prior to college.
   The line of inquiry that seeks information about relevant work experience also lacks a rationale. No correlation exists between length of relevant work experience and job performance- so why ask about it? Yes, hirers ask for it and obviously must be responded to. But the fact or amount of work experience doesn’t always imply a capability and motivation to do the work.

   Of course, when a particular kind of work will make use of a person’s motivated work behavior, then by all means get details on past jobs. In this case, the length and breadth of experience will be quite relevant to future job behavior.

   The point is simply that work experience that does not reveal motivated work behavior is not particularly helpful in predicting future job behavior. Such experience may, in fact, confuse the decision making process because of the pretension that particular work experience implies a motivation to perform the work involved.

   Questions that expose weaknesses and potential problems again require a technology for drawing reliable conclusions from the data about likely future behavior. So, you unearth lack of goals, marginal study habits, apparent emotional immaturity, tendency to spend beyond means, insensitivity, failure to earn money when a youngster, lack of imagination, strong opinions and some unresolved conflicts. So what?

   No body of hard knowledge about human behavior exists that allows you to move from principle to individual application. In other words, no scientific principle allows you to draw reliable conclusions about the effects any one or more of these “negatives” would have on job performance. Why interviewers explore such “between the lines” and “getting the real facts” data is likely due to one or both of the following misconceptions:
1. They believe in a model of human behavior that “good” people are bright, imaginative, balanced, aware of weaknesses, giving, stable, flexible, sensitive, goal-oriented, persevering, good communicators ,accessible,  and well-integrated- all of which reflects mythology, not reality. “Successful” people often reveal the antithesis of one or more of these ideal qualities of a modern major general. If you have compelling evidence that such factors can predict job behavior, then ask on. If you don’t, don’t ask.
2. They believe in the value of a line of inquiry that knocks a candidate out of contention rather than determines qualifications. This practice is so pronounced at the front end of most hiring systems that knowledgeable career counselors advising early and mid-career changers teach how to avoid the formal employment function, at least until mutual interest has been established with the potential hiring manager. 

3. Interviewers can implement some principles at a rudimentary level that will help elicit data they can understand and use to predict job performance.

RULE # 1:

Develop critical requirements of the job(s) to be filled.
   Discuss with hirers, their bosses, and ideally, incumbents, the make-or-break elements of the job. Get detailed illustrations to support each major element. If a formal task analysis identifying the critical requirements of the job is available, so much the better. Once you understand what is critical, put it aside until you are finished interviewing.

RULE # 2:

Do not directly explore possession of the critical job requirements.

   To find out if candidates will, for example, build relations on the job, do not ask questions that signal, loudly or softly, that you want to know how good they are at building relations. If you do, the responses will indicate data that indicate future job behavior and that do not indicate future job performance, and you won’t be able to tell which is which.
   Employers must relearn every few years that what they determine or measure candidates to possess in skill or knowledge is not necessarily what candidates deliver once on the job. Many observers of human behavior have recognized that people have a will and that it is that will that determines how they perceive and attempt to perform any job, not what they are capable of doing apart from the question of motivation.

   For this reason, little relationship exists between how people perform once on a job and how they performed on tests, simulations, or in response to interview questions or what they received as grades or IQ scores. To the extent that you restrict in interviews (or other assessments) the ability of people to express their unique motivated work behavior, you introduce inaccuracy and distortion in the prediction of how they will perform once on the job.
   When interviewers control the discussion of subjects, details, and values, when they decide what is probed what is not probed, a most difficult problem accompanies the data gathered:  What is the connection between the responses and how the person will perform on the job?

   Many EEO experts are trying to restrict interview questions to focus on previous job or work experience. Unfortunately, a paranoid attitude has developed and EEO requirements have been erroneously taken to mean that the questions must be job-related, as the expression goes, whereas the requirements is that the response must be clearly and directly relatable to job performance.
   If you restrict interview responses to job or other paid work-related experiences, you stack the odds against the employer and the candidate for this simple and boggling reason: Surveys show that 50 to 80 percent of working Americans occupy jobs that do not engage their strengths- that is, their motivated work behavior.

   So when you restrict candidate’s responses to previous job experiences (or academic experiences or other similar restrictions) you almost always assure that you’ll get data bearing an obscure, if any, relationship to how the candidate will function once on the job. What is so self-defeating about such restrictive questions is the inevitable adverse impact on many minorities and women whose motivated work behavior often has been demonstrated in non-job experiences at home and church, in sports, politics, community affairs, and social activities.

RULE #3:

Go after data that reveal motivated work behavior.

    People possess motivational patterns that control how they perceive and attempt to perform any job. Data that indicate the nature of such motivated work behavior are reliable predictors of future performance for two reasons:

· The past is the best predictor of the future.

· The person’s motivated behavior is consistent.

If you want to know, for example, whether a person has the abilities to independently appraise the practical value of an idea, and to sell the idea and the plan to hard-to-sell managers, then you should not ask questions that directly explore the possession of these abilities. If you do, the data you gather will be of questionable validity in terms of predicting behavior on the job because you won’t be able to tell which of the responses, if any, reveal the person’s motivated work behavior. What a person is capable of doing is not even a relevant inquiry if employers know that what employees are able to do is not what they deliver once on the job, unless the ability is part of their motivated work behavior.
Interviewers will get the answers they need by determining motivated work behavior of interviewees. (See the box on the next page for an example of data containing a person’s motivated work behavior.) Once having done that, you then determine if that behavior includes those key elements critical to the work for which the candidate is being considered- using abilities to evaluate, persuade, or plan; working with ideas, practical economics, or values and details; in an adversarial or arms-length situation; functioning independently from supervision in a defined role.

Details Interviewers Should Seek

 The following is an example of the kind and amount of detail interviewers should seek  when exploring a person’s enjoyable achievement experiences to identify motivated work behavior:

4th-5th grade_ “learned geology from a friend (and) quickly surpassed (him). Took rocks up to the university (and) asked professors. Found one they couldn’t identify; I later did. Ended up with beautiful collection. Donated it to eighth grade science lab. Started chemistry in sixth grade as a result. Had used library thoroughly. Dad helped with chemistry. By eighth grade, knew university freshman chemistry fairly well. Enjoyed knowing that much far beyond my teachers. Enjoyed geology, chemistry for knowledge sake.
“I had a friend who at the end of fourth grade decided to collect rocks. I thought that was a fine idea (and) started collecting rocks. Wasn’t long before I had a pretty good rock collection and knew essentially everything he did. Had gotten a couple of books out of the library (and) had absorbed most of what was in there. I was running into the problem that I was still finding rocks that I couldn’t identify. Lived in La Grange (so) got on the bus and went up to the University. Didn’t know any better; walked into the geology department (and) knocked on the door.

“Explained that I didn’t know what this rock was. Turned out it was the chairman of the department. Got to know most of the faculty by that time. Found a few rocks that they had trouble with and one that they never got. I finally identified it myself. Can remember walking in on a geology lab section with a rock. All the students got a kick out of it; here’s this little kid. Got talking and arguing with him. The geology freshmen are standing around and they’re snowed because they didn’t know what I knew. I ending up trading some of the things I found with faculty members and grad students. Ended up with a beautiful collection. Gave it away in eighth grade.
“Identifying a rock is primarily just learning, like identifying a person; you pick it up and you know what it is once you know the rock. Usually there is a handful of characteristics you can absorb instantly that tell you what family it’s in. You can look in a book. There’s nothing to it; that’s why in fourth- fifth- sixth grade you can do it. Probably easier at that age than for the freshmen at the university.

“I’d walk into the building and go to the first door that looked like it had a knowledgeable person behind it (and) say” I can’t identify this rock.” They were amazingly tolerant. The chairman was an extremely patient man; he usually took me down to see somebody who was an expert in that area and introduce me with all courtesy. The next time if I had something that was in that family I’d go see that person. I had no idea that this wasn’t to be done. These guys know these things and you go to the person that knows if you have a question. By the time I was in (the) university, I was kind of embarrassed to look back and realize what I got away with. At that time, it was simply knowing that much, being able to pick up a rock and know something about that rock, something about the family that it was a member of. Most fun to find one that I didn’t know something about and track it down and go back to the book and see what I could learn. If I couldn’t, that’s when I’d get back on the bus.”
RULE # 4:

The most fruitful source of motivated work behavior is a candidate’s self-reported enjoyable achievement experiences.

    People Management Inc has studied a phenomenon for more than 20 years that every time individuals do something they enjoy and believe they did well, some or all of the same ingredients of motivated work behavior are present. By the time you interview them, students have a personal retrievable track record of more than 15 years in which they have experienced a number of things that they enjoyed and believe they did well. Go after them!

    Recruiters who do get into achievements often fail to probe adequately. You are better off spending available time on a few achievements and really exhausting the candidate’s

Recollection of them. Remember that each achievement reveals some or all of the same motivational elements, so whether you cover three or six achievements is not crucial.

RULE # 5

Don’t interpret the data - add it up.

    What you are after is a determination that the candidate’s motivated behavior does or does not include the critical requirements for the job. Look at the interview for recurring themes or threads. Critical requirements are either present or not. Give words and phrases their reasonable meaning and identify those that recur. Don’t interpret with constructions, implications, assumptions, or especially opinions; stay with what is obvious.
    For example, in the achievement example on the previous page much of the person’s motivated work behavior is revealed. Maybe 10 minutes of achievement interviewing was involved here. Of course, you would want to look at other achievements to nail down the recurring quality and therefore the motivational strengths of each element. But for purposes of illustrating the portentous quality of enjoyable achievement experiences, examine the motivated work behavior revealed in the achievement example. (See the box on the next page.)

    Not bad for 10 minutes!
MOTIVATED WORK BEHAVIOR

Abilities (motivated to use)                                                        
    Learning by reading and studying

    Learning by observing and examining

    Investigating by inquiring and interviewing

    Investigating by researching

    Organizing by classifying and categorizing

    Evaluating by comparing to standard
    Influencing by initiating and suggesting

    Influencing by involving others and

          Getting participation

    Influencing by negotiating and arguing

    Communicating by explaining and

        Discussing

Subject Matter (motivated to work with)

    Rocks-geology

    Chemistry

    Knowledge- information

    Details-particulars-characteristics

    System- method

Circumstances (within which individual is motivated to work)

    New and different (to the achiever)

    Visibility and audiences

    Structured and ordered

    Status and elite position

    Group and organization context

Operating Relationship (motivated to maintain with others)

    Dependent for initial direction from others

    Individualist role (team context)

Likely Motivated Payoff

    Acquire and possess material things, status, and money 

