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Behavioural interview pitfalls

BY DAVID COHEN 
For Workplace News 

 

The workshop was crowded 
because attendance was mandatory 
but every line manager in the room 
felt confident they’d had plenty of 
behavioural interview training 
already in their careers. By the end 
of the session, all minds were 
changed. The behavioural 
questioning and profile matching 
they thought they’d been so skilled 
at turned out to be just a slightly 
more sophisticated version of the 
old interview gab session. 
Here’s where they’d gone wrong: 
Most managers thought they were 
actively seeking behavioural 
information when all they were 
doing was asking open-ended 
questions focused on topics that 
interested them. 
Or, they sought out behavioural 
information by posing a 
hypothetical situation. As a result 
all they got in return was an 
academic answer about what the 
candidate “would do” given the 
same circumstance. 
Who cares? The real question is, 
can the behaviours be transferred 
directly to real life? 
Research shows that while it’s 
slightly more likely a person who 
answers the situational question 
right will exhibit those behaviours 
on the job, the percentages still 

aren’t high enough to make a solid 
hiring decision. 
Another common mistake 
managers made is giving the 
candidate information about the 
position and culture of the 
organization at the front end of the 
interview. 
Hiring managers who spoke in 
eloquent and glowing terms about 
the company and its goals virtually 
telegraphed the right behavioural 
answers to the candidate in 
advance. Thank you very much!  If 
you really want to speak about the 
wonderful, idealistic behaviours 
that differentiate your firm from the 
pack save it until the end. 
Or, those managers who were 
enthusiastic converts to the power 
of aligning interview responses 
with position profiles frequently 
made a different mistake. In the 
rush to embrace the behavioural 
interviews they diminished the 
importance of actual skills and 
knowledge. 
Remember behavioural information 
won’t solve all your interviewing 
woes. Skills and knowledge are as 
necessary to do the job as 
execution. Screen for threshold 
competencies as much as possible 
first so you can have more time to 
dig in on behaviours during the 
one-on-one interview. 
So what makes a behavioural 
interview work? 
First, an interviewer must cover a 
mix of skills and knowledge 

questions as well as behavioural 
ones. 
Second, those behavioural 
questions are only effective if they 
focus on uncovering a candidate’s 
past behaviours and comparing 
them to the job profile. 
(Remember, the more recent the 
situation the better). 
Third, and perhaps most important, 
each candidate must be compared 
to the job, not the other candidates. 
While comparing candidates to 
each other might be interesting, 
that’s not the purpose of the 
interview. You’re conducting it to 
measure their responses against the 
profile. Otherwise, you’ll end up 
picking the “best” candidate 
whether or nor they are actually a 
good fit for the job. You and your 
new hire would be much better off 
if you’d continued searching for the 
right person. 
The lesson is that calling something 
a behavioural interview does not 
necessarily make it so. Any 
workshop worth its salt has to first 
introduce managers to the concept 
of behavioural competencies, then 
show them how a competency- 
based job profile links to 
behavioural questions, then provide 
practice in asking those questions 
effectively. 
It isn’t over until managers learn 
how to take good (behavioural) 
notes along the way, score the 
responses consistently, code those 
responses against the profile and 
successfully discover the best “job-
person” fit.
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But the payoff is worth it. Training 
line managers in the right 
behavioural interviewing practices 
empowers them to make correct 
decisions and also removes the 
“blame human resources” attitude 
for bad selection decisions. 
As things currently stand, most 
managers do not feel accountable 
for the hiring process and human 
resources is a convenient whipping 
post for nearly all bad people 
decisions. For any organization’s 
selections process to improve, it is 
important to turn this blame-game 
around. 
Managers need to buy into the 
power of behavioural profiles as a 
way of determining exactly what 
the job and organizational culture 
requires. They need to understand 
how radically different the quality 
of information obtained from 
behavioural questions is compared 
to traditional questions. And they 
need to see first-hand how a 
behavioural interview sets the tone 
for a future career with high 
performance standards and clear 
expectations. 
There is only one way to 
communicate all this and more 
through the education provided in 
behavioural interviewing 
workshops. 
It may be mandatory and it may 
feel like old hat, but it’s an 
unprecedented opportunity to give 
managers not only the tools and 
skills necessary to hire right but 
also the enthusiasm and excitement 
about their ability to be objective 
and accurate in the hiring decision. 
They should walk away knowing 
that they are the ones most 
responsible for an interview’s 
success at picking the right 
candidate. ● 
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