
how to conduct a behavioral interview
how to conduct a behavioral interview is a critical skill for any hiring manager or recruiter
aiming to build a high-performing team. Unlike traditional interviews that focus on hypothetical
situations, behavioral interviews delve into past experiences to predict future performance. This
method relies on the principle that past behavior is the best predictor of future behavior. By asking
candidates to describe specific situations they’ve faced, you gain valuable insights into their
problem-solving abilities, teamwork skills, leadership potential, and overall fit for the role and
company culture. This comprehensive guide will equip you with the knowledge and strategies to
effectively plan, execute, and evaluate behavioral interviews. We will cover everything from
understanding the core principles to crafting targeted questions, actively listening to responses, and
making informed hiring decisions based on concrete evidence. Mastering these techniques will
significantly enhance your ability to identify and select top talent.
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Understanding Behavioral Interviews

Behavioral interviews are a cornerstone of modern recruitment, designed to assess a candidate's
competencies and past performance in real-world scenarios. The fundamental premise is that past
actions are the most reliable indicators of future behavior. Instead of asking a candidate how they
would handle a hypothetical problem, you ask them to describe a time they actually faced a similar
situation and how they responded. This approach allows for a more objective and evidence-based
assessment of a candidate's skills and attributes. By focusing on concrete examples, interviewers
can move beyond theoretical responses and gain a deeper understanding of a candidate's actual
capabilities.

The effectiveness of behavioral interviews lies in their ability to uncover the "how" and "why" behind
a candidate's actions. They provide a window into their thought processes, decision-making
frameworks, and interpersonal skills. This makes them particularly useful for evaluating soft skills,
which are often harder to gauge through traditional question-and-answer formats. Competencies
such as problem-solving, communication, leadership, adaptability, and teamwork can be thoroughly
explored through this structured questioning technique. Employers recognize that technical skills
can be trained, but fundamental behavioral traits are often more ingrained and critical for long-term
success within an organization.



Planning Your Behavioral Interview Process

A well-planned behavioral interview process is crucial for maximizing its effectiveness. Before you
even begin scheduling candidates, take the time to define the core competencies required for the
specific role you are hiring for. This involves a thorough job analysis, breaking down the essential
skills, knowledge, and abilities needed to succeed. Once these competencies are identified, you can
then tailor your interview questions to assess each one specifically. Without this foundational step,
your interview questions may lack focus and fail to elicit the relevant information you need.

Defining Key Competencies
The first step in planning is to clearly articulate the critical competencies for the role. This goes
beyond just listing job duties; it involves identifying the underlying behaviors and traits that
differentiate high performers from average ones. For example, a customer service role might require
competencies like empathy, problem-solving, and conflict resolution. A project management role
might demand leadership, organizational skills, and risk management. Documenting these
competencies ensures that all interviewers are aligned and are assessing candidates against the
same important criteria.

Linking Competencies to Interview Questions
Once competencies are defined, the next step is to brainstorm specific behavioral questions that will
help you assess each competency. For each competency, consider the types of situations a successful
candidate would have encountered and how they would have demonstrated that competency. Think
about the STAR method (Situation, Task, Action, Result) as a framework for developing your
questions, as this encourages candidates to provide detailed, structured answers. The goal is to
create a question bank that directly maps back to the essential skills and traits needed for the job.

Developing a Scoring Rubric
To ensure objectivity and consistency in your evaluations, it is highly recommended to develop a
scoring rubric. This rubric should outline what constitutes a strong, moderate, or weak response for
each competency being assessed. By having predefined criteria, interviewers can more consistently
rate candidates' answers, reducing the impact of personal bias. The rubric should include specific
examples of behaviors that would be considered positive indicators for each competency, making the
evaluation process more transparent and fair.

Crafting Effective Behavioral Interview Questions

The art of crafting behavioral interview questions lies in their ability to prompt specific, detailed
anecdotes from candidates. Vague or hypothetical questions will yield vague or hypothetical
answers, defeating the purpose of the behavioral approach. Effective questions are open-ended and
direct candidates to recall past experiences. They often start with phrases like "Tell me about a time



when..." or "Describe a situation where..." This phrasing encourages a narrative response rather
than a theoretical one.

Using the STAR Method for Question Design
The STAR method (Situation, Task, Action, Result) is an invaluable framework not only for
evaluating answers but also for crafting insightful questions. When designing a question, consider
the components of STAR. For instance, to assess problem-solving, you might ask: "Describe a
complex problem you faced in a previous role. What was the situation? What was your specific task
in addressing it? What actions did you take, and what was the ultimate result?" This structure
ensures that candidates are prompted to provide a complete picture of their experience.

Targeting Specific Competencies
Each question should be designed to probe a particular competency. For example, if you are looking
to assess a candidate's ability to handle pressure, a question like "Tell me about a time you had to
meet a tight deadline on a project. What was the situation, what was your role, what steps did you
take to meet the deadline, and what was the outcome?" will be more effective than a general
question about managing stress. By clearly linking questions to competencies, you can
systematically assess all the critical areas for the role.

Here are some examples of question types tailored to common competencies:

Leadership: "Describe a time you had to motivate a team that was struggling. What was the
situation, what was your approach, and what was the impact on the team?"

Teamwork: "Tell me about a time you disagreed with a colleague on a project. How did you
handle the situation, and what was the resolution?"

Problem-Solving: "Describe a significant challenge you encountered at work. What steps did
you take to overcome it, and what did you learn from the experience?"

Adaptability: "Tell me about a time you had to adapt to a significant change in your work
responsibilities or environment. How did you manage the transition?"

Communication: "Describe a situation where you had to explain a complex technical concept
to a non-technical audience. How did you ensure they understood?"

Conducting the Behavioral Interview

The actual execution of a behavioral interview requires active engagement and skillful questioning.
It’s not just about asking the questions but about creating an environment where candidates feel
comfortable sharing detailed examples. The interviewer plays a crucial role in guiding the
conversation, probing for deeper insights, and ensuring that the candidate provides sufficient



information for evaluation. Building rapport is essential, as a relaxed candidate is more likely to
provide genuine and thorough responses.

Setting the Stage and Building Rapport
Begin the interview by clearly explaining the purpose and format of a behavioral interview. Let the
candidate know that you'll be asking them to share specific examples from their past experiences.
Briefly outline what you hope to learn from these examples. This transparency can reduce anxiety
and help the candidate understand what is expected of them. A warm introduction, a brief overview
of the role and company, and a relaxed demeanor can help put the candidate at ease, fostering a
more open and honest exchange.

Active Listening and Probing
Active listening is paramount during a behavioral interview. Pay close attention not only to what the
candidate says but also to how they say it. Avoid interrupting unless absolutely necessary for
clarification. When a candidate provides an answer, be prepared to probe for more details. Use
follow-up questions to delve deeper into the Situation, Task, Action, and Result. For instance, if a
candidate describes an action, ask "Why did you choose that particular action?" or "What other
options did you consider?" This helps uncover their thought process and decision-making criteria.

Allowing for Silence and Pauses
It's important to be comfortable with silence. Sometimes, a candidate may need a moment to recall a
specific event. Rushing them can lead to incomplete or less insightful answers. Allowing for natural
pauses can give them the time they need to gather their thoughts and provide a more comprehensive
response. This also gives you, the interviewer, a moment to process their answer and formulate your
next probing question.

Managing Time Effectively
While depth is important, so is covering all the necessary questions within the allotted time. Keep an
eye on the clock and gently guide the conversation if it veers too far off track. If a candidate is
providing an overly lengthy answer that isn't directly relevant, you can politely steer them back by
saying something like, "That's a very interesting point. To ensure we cover all areas, could you
perhaps summarize the key takeaway from that situation?"

Evaluating Behavioral Interview Responses

The evaluation phase is where the data gathered from the behavioral interview is synthesized to
make an informed hiring decision. This is not a subjective "gut feeling" process; it requires a
systematic assessment of the candidate's responses against the predefined competencies and
scoring rubric. Objectivity is key to ensuring fairness and accuracy in your assessment of each



candidate's fit for the role.

Using the STAR Method for Analysis
As mentioned, the STAR method is crucial for both asking questions and evaluating answers. When
reviewing a candidate's response, break it down into its four components: Situation, Task, Action,
and Result. Did the candidate clearly describe the context? Was their role and responsibility
defined? Were their actions specific and relevant? And most importantly, what was the outcome, and
can they articulate the impact of their actions? A strong response will have clear, detailed elements
in each of these categories.

Assessing Against Competencies and Rubric
Compare the candidate's responses to the established key competencies and the scoring rubric you
developed during the planning phase. For each competency, rate the candidate’s performance based
on the evidence provided in their answers. Did they demonstrate the desired behaviors? Were their
examples strong and convincing? This systematic approach minimizes bias and ensures that all
candidates are assessed on the same criteria, leading to more consistent and reliable hiring
decisions.

Consider the following aspects during evaluation:

Specificity: Were the examples concrete and detailed, or vague and generalized?

Relevance: Did the example directly address the question and the competency being
assessed?

Initiative and Ownership: Did the candidate take ownership of their actions and
demonstrate initiative?

Problem-Solving Approach: Was their approach logical, effective, and demonstrative of
critical thinking?

Outcome and Impact: Did they articulate a clear result and understand the impact of their
actions?

Learning and Growth: Did they reflect on the experience and identify any lessons learned?

Identifying Red Flags and Strengths
During the evaluation, pay attention to both positive indicators (strengths) and negative indicators
(red flags). A red flag might be a candidate consistently deflecting blame, struggling to provide
specific examples, or exhibiting a lack of accountability. Conversely, strong candidates will readily
offer detailed, positive examples of their achievements and problem-solving skills, demonstrating a
proactive and results-oriented mindset. Documenting these observations is vital for the final hiring



decision.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid in Behavioral Interviews

While behavioral interviews are highly effective, they are not immune to common mistakes that can
undermine their success. Awareness of these pitfalls allows interviewers to consciously avoid them
and conduct more productive interviews. These errors often stem from a lack of preparation, poor
questioning techniques, or biased evaluation methods. Understanding these common traps is crucial
for maximizing the value derived from this interview format.

Asking Hypothetical Questions
One of the most significant mistakes is reverting to hypothetical questions, such as "How would you
handle...?" This negates the core principle of behavioral interviewing, which is to assess past
behavior. Always steer back to asking candidates to describe a time they actually experienced a
relevant situation. If a candidate gives a hypothetical answer, gently guide them by saying, "That's
an interesting approach. Could you tell me about a time you actually did something similar?"

Insufficient Probing
Another common error is failing to probe deeply enough into a candidate's responses. Interviewers
might accept surface-level answers without digging for the specifics of the situation, their role, their
actions, and the results. This leads to incomplete information and a superficial understanding of the
candidate's capabilities. Always ask follow-up questions to explore the "how" and "why" behind their
actions and decisions.

Interviewer Bias
Interviewer bias, whether conscious or unconscious, can significantly distort the evaluation process.
This can manifest as confirmation bias (seeking information that confirms pre-existing beliefs),
halo/horns effect (allowing one positive/negative trait to influence the overall assessment), or
similarity bias (favoring candidates who are similar to oneself). Using a structured interview guide
and a scoring rubric helps mitigate these biases by providing objective criteria for evaluation.

To combat bias, remember to:

Focus solely on job-related competencies and behaviors.

Avoid making snap judgments early in the interview.

Document specific behaviors observed, not general impressions.

Be aware of your own potential biases and actively work to counteract them.



Not Involving Multiple Interviewers
Relying on a single interviewer can increase the risk of bias and limit the breadth of perspective.
Involving a panel of interviewers, each focusing on different competencies or asking different
questions, provides a more comprehensive and balanced assessment. Different perspectives can
highlight aspects of a candidate that one interviewer might have missed, leading to a more robust
hiring decision.

Leveraging Behavioral Interviews for Different Roles

The power of behavioral interviews extends across all levels and departments within an
organization. The fundamental principles remain the same, but the specific competencies and the
types of questions asked will vary depending on the role. Adapting your approach ensures that you
are effectively assessing the unique requirements of each position, from entry-level roles to senior
leadership.

Assessing Entry-Level Candidates
For entry-level positions, candidates may have limited professional experience. In such cases,
questions can draw from academic projects, internships, volunteer work, or even part-time jobs. The
focus might be on demonstrating potential and foundational skills. For example, instead of asking
about managing a team, you might ask about taking on a leadership role in a group project or
coordinating efforts for a club event. The key is to find relevant experiences that showcase their
transferable skills and willingness to learn.

Evaluating Mid-Level and Senior Positions
For more experienced candidates, behavioral interview questions should delve into more complex
scenarios, strategic thinking, and leadership challenges. Questions might focus on their experience
managing budgets, developing strategic initiatives, resolving complex team dynamics, or handling
significant crises. The depth and complexity of the situations they describe will indicate their level of
expertise and readiness for higher-responsibility roles. For leadership positions, questions about
influencing others, making difficult decisions, and fostering innovation are paramount.

When interviewing for senior roles, consider questions like:

"Describe a time you had to make a significant strategic decision that had a long-term impact
on the organization. What was your process?"

"Tell me about a time you had to manage a major organizational change. What were the
challenges, how did you lead your team through it, and what was the outcome?"

"Describe your approach to developing and mentoring high-potential employees. Provide an



example of someone you helped grow into a significant role."

"Tell me about a situation where you had to balance competing priorities from different
stakeholders. How did you manage expectations and achieve a satisfactory resolution?"

Tailoring Questions for Specialized Roles
Specialized roles require specific technical or functional competencies. While behavioral interviews
primarily focus on soft skills and general competencies, you can adapt them to assess domain-
specific behaviors. For instance, for a software development role, you might ask about a time they
encountered a particularly challenging bug, how they debugged it, and what they learned. For a
sales role, questions about handling rejection, closing a difficult deal, or building client relationships
are essential. The underlying behavioral principles remain, but the context of the questions is
adapted to the technical demands of the role.

Q: What is the primary goal of a behavioral interview?
A: The primary goal of a behavioral interview is to assess a candidate's past behavior in specific
situations to predict their future performance and suitability for a role. It focuses on concrete
examples rather than hypothetical scenarios.

Q: How does the STAR method help in conducting behavioral
interviews?
A: The STAR method (Situation, Task, Action, Result) is a framework used to structure both the
questions asked and the answers provided. It helps interviewers guide candidates to give
comprehensive responses and allows for a more systematic evaluation of their skills and
competencies.

Q: What are some key competencies that can be assessed
through behavioral interviews?
A: Key competencies commonly assessed include problem-solving, communication, teamwork,
leadership, adaptability, decision-making, conflict resolution, time management, and customer
service.

Q: How can I ensure objectivity when evaluating behavioral
interview responses?
A: Objectivity can be ensured by using a structured interview guide, defining clear competencies
beforehand, developing a scoring rubric, and training interviewers to focus on observable behaviors
rather than subjective impressions. Involving multiple interviewers also helps.



Q: What is the difference between a behavioral interview and a
situational interview?
A: A behavioral interview asks about past experiences ("Tell me about a time when..."), while a
situational interview asks hypothetical questions about how a candidate would handle future
scenarios ("What would you do if...?"). Behavioral interviews are generally considered more
predictive of actual performance.

Q: How many behavioral questions should I ask in an
interview?
A: The number of questions will vary depending on the interview length and the number of
competencies you are assessing. A good rule of thumb is to allocate at least 50-75% of the interview
time to behavioral questions, asking 5-10 targeted questions for key competencies.

Q: What should I do if a candidate struggles to provide
specific examples?
A: If a candidate struggles, try probing further with follow-up questions such as "Can you describe
the specific steps you took?" or "What was your exact role in that situation?" If they still cannot
provide a specific example, you might gently steer them toward a related experience or acknowledge
that you might not be able to fully assess that particular competency with the information provided.

Q: How can I prepare for a behavioral interview from the
candidate's perspective?
A: From a candidate's perspective, preparation involves identifying key competencies for the role,
brainstorming specific examples from your past experiences that demonstrate these competencies,
and practicing articulating these examples using the STAR method.
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