
BEHAVIORAL INTERVIEWING 

Behavioral Interviewing is the systematic use of job-related, open-ended 
questions to help you measure a candidate’s skills for a particular job.  The 
Behavioral Interviewing process involves 
5 steps: 

1. Conduct a skills analysis in 
order to determine the skills 
important for doing the job well. 

2. Develop written skill definitions 
to identify what needs to be 
assessed in the candidate. 

3. Create a structured interview 
form by writing open-ended questions about past work 
experiences to ask candidates. 

4. Gain specific examples in the interview of times when the 
candidate used skills important for the job. 

5. Use the candidate’s examples after the interview to rate the 
evidence of job-related skills. 

As a reward for your efforts, you should experience reduced turnover and 
higher performance of new hires.  You can also expect to feel more 
confident about the fairness and legality of your interviews. 

Step 1:  Complete skills analysis 

What is a skills analysis? 

A skills analysis will determine what skills are important for doing the job well.  
Through the skills analysis, the interviewer knows what to look for in the job 
candidate.  This will reduce “snap judgments” and set the stage for staffing a 
diverse workforce. 

Why is a skills analysis important? 

To match a person to a job, it is essential to define the skills required to do the 
job.  A skills analysis provides an objective basis for deciding who is qualified and 
who is not.  You must be able to document the job-related reasons for your 



selection choices.  Understanding and describing the job is necessary for this 
documentation. 

Step 2:  Select  skill definitions 

What is a skill? 

A skill is a set of behaviors which leads to the attainment of a pre-determined 
goal or objective.   In other words, a skill refers to a category of related behaviors 
that you do in a job (ie. Word processing, negotiating, analyzing spreadsheets). 

What kinds of skills are assessed? 

Technical/job skills.  These are the specific knowledge and skills with tools 
required to perform the work and are typically learned in an educational 
environment or through on-the-job experiences and training. 

Performance skills.  These skills include behaviors and work habits that are used 
in and out of the workplace such as coping, commitment to task, and leadership. 

Step 3:  Develop questions 

Purpose of questions 

Questions should generate responses that can be used to rate job-related skills.  
In particular, candidates are asked to provide examples from their past, showing 
a specific time when the skill was used.  Past behavior predicts future 
performance. 

Generation of questions 

Questions should be selected and edited to maximize the chances of obtaining 
information about the selected skills. 

Creation of the interview 

A structured interview contains a series of written questions to ask candidates.  
These questions are developed prior to the interview and should be designed to 
link with job requirements.  They should be organized under the skills they are 
designed to assess with space provided for the interviewer’s notes. 

Check for bias 

Be sure all questions are job-related and legal.  Plan to conduct equivalent 
interviews for different applicants.  Ask similar questions of both men and 



women.  Be sure that the questions you ask are respectful of the cultural diversity 
offered by many candidates. 

 

Step 4:  Conduct the interview 

Build rapport 

Make the candidate and yourself feel comfortable by asking rapport-building 
questions, without becoming personal (ie. Did you have any problems finding 
UW-L?  How was your flight?).  Avoid making snap judgments based on your gut 
feeling. 

Gain behavioral examples 

A behavioral example is a job candidate’s description of a past event which 
provides evidence for or against a skill.  During the interview, it is important to 
ask open-ended questions about past events to help the candidate recall 
and describe specific times when a particular skill was used. 

Take descriptive notes 

During the interview, take descriptive notes on the candidate’s answer to 
interview questions.  The notes should be accurate summaries of exactly what 
the candidate did in the situation.  Notes are used to compare the candidate’s 
responses to the skills required for the job and will help you document the basis 
for your decision. 

Probe based on the skill being assessed 

During the interview, it is important for you to ask follow-up probes to give you 
more information about the skill to be assessed.  

Step 5:  Rate skills 

 Use reliable information 

Careful adherence to behavioral interviewing techniques will generate objective, 
reliable information.   

Compare notes to required skills 

The interviewer’s task is to rate job-related skills, not personality.  This is 
accomplished by comparing the interview notes to the required skills determined 
in Steps 1 and 2. 



Match the person to the job 

Selection decisions should be guided by matching the person’s skills to job 
requirements.  In some cases, selecting a person based on organizational culture 
and team-fit may apply, but in most cases the basis for a selection decision 
should be guided by the candidate’s predicted skill in doing the job.   

Consider diversity 

As you make your selection decision, you should consider filling the position with 
a candidate who has different skills and characteristics from the persons who are 
already on the team.  It may be best to staff positions with persons who will offer 
new ways of thinking and different perspectives to an existing team. 

 


