
 

 
How To Hire The Right Person 
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When it comes to interviewing, what you see isn't everything you 
will get. OK, the candidate is well equipped to do the job; but how 
do you find out whether she is likely to be diligent and candid; 
whether he will promote morale, exercise judgment in the 
absence of right answers, make informed decisions, adapt to 
change in personnel or technology, consult with colleagues, and 
welcome others’ talents—and perhaps have a sense of humor. 

Since hiring someone who doesn’t work out is costly start to 
finish, some HR specialists recommend a better safe than 
sorry/catch people out approach to candidate screening: confirm 
résumé claims; write for references ahead of time; ask for details 
of prior experience; subject the candidate to a stress test. I 
propose, however, that the road from skepticism is a dead end. 
You could miss important subtleties of style and talent. And, 
feeling suspicious tells, so you could lose the person you want 
because she picks up on the negative starting point. 

Better to tailor a job advertisement that shapes the applicant 
pool, and to ask questions at interview that reveal a candidate’s 
behavioral traits. 

PROFILE THE PERSON 

Although you must be clear and specific about capabilities and 
skills, knowledge, and attitudes, those don’t suggest the nature of 
the person you’d like to hire. Before writing the job posting, 
create a profile of the person you would like to find, including 
temperament and responses to typical situations that require the 
highest degree of professionalism and proficiency. Does someone 
at work fit the profile? What makes that person right for the job? 
Keep that profile in mind when you write the job posting. 

USE THE LANGUAGE OF YOUR EVERYDAY CONVERSATION TO 
ADVERTISE THE POSITION 

http://www.alnmag.com/


The job posting can be a peek through the window at your 
workplace. It can suggest the management style and the culture—
how we do things around here. It can project the nature of 
professionalism as it operates where you work, and relative 
importance of teamwork. For example, using the passive voice, 
the expectation is that you will, or the active voice, we expect you 
to, can signal the degree of formality and workplace demeanor. 

There are no right or better cultures and styles, only better fit 
between culture and people. What’s important here is that a 
realistic picture, including your organization’s vernacular, helps 
applicants select themselves in or out, making the process more 
efficient all around. 

WRITE WHAT MATTERS AND LEAVE OUT WHAT’S APPARENT 

Formulaic HR job postings often elicit an eye roll, justifiably. Say 
you want to hire a research associate. Why stipulate that the 
person must be articulate, thorough and curious, or that the 
person must show high levels of attention to detail? After all, 
that’s baseline for the job. 

You are more likely to attract a corps of promising candidates, 
making best use of your recruitment budget, if you set out 
information that is specific to your organization and presents a 
profile that would help candidates decide whether to apply, 
information such as research interests, the way people work 
together, and measures of success. You’ve already created the 
profile of who you want to hire, draw on it here. 

ASK CANDIDATES TO MAKE AN INVESTMENT 

Reading responses to your job posting is a big investment. Let 
potential candidates self select by asking them to make an 
investment, too. 

One kind of investment is preparing a thoughtful short essay. For 
example, you might ask candidates to write up to 500 words 
about the most important lesson he or she has learned working in 
research. An IT company asks candidates to describe a time when 
ethics weren’t clear but self-interest was compelling. I recall a 
question about dress: If your style is different from ours yet values 
align, is style a consideration? 



You may ask for a different kind of investment, such as setting out 
exemplar research processes and procedures, or thoughts about 
the best way to develop an employee, wished-for grants, or public 
relations responses to difficult political issues.  

What’s key here: avoid fads. I’ve seen it all from If you were 
reincarnated, what animal would you like to be? to What are the 
worst things your former bosses would say about you? These may 
be defensible questions in certain situations; however, as first line 
interview questions they won’t get you any closer to deciding 
who’s on your short list or to whom you’ll make an offer. 

Whatever you ask the candidate to submit, make sure the topics 
or questions relate directly to what’s central to success in the post 
and high on your own wish list. 

AT INTERVIEW, ASK PERFORMANCE-BASED QUESTIONS 

 Don’t ask the candidate whether he is able to handle a dilemma; 
ask the candidate whether he has ever faced a dilemma, how he 
handled it, and what the outcome was. 
 

 Don’t ask the candidate whether she is a team player; ask for an 
example of work that required team players, what her part was, 
and what the rewards and difficulties were. 
 

 Don’t ask a candidate if he is a whatever it takes person; ask the 
candidate to describe a time he went beyond expectations of the 
job, how he knew what was required, what he did, and how he 
communicated the results. 
 

 Don’t ask a candidate if she is able to handle organizational 
politics; ask her to portray a situation requiring diplomacy/mature 
response, what the options were, what she did and why, and how 
things turned out. 
 

 Save performance based questions for the interview itself; do not 
include them in the application or in the invitation to interview. 
You want to be there when the candidate speaks. 
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