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The process of screening candidates focuses on identifying the most promising
people for the job based on skills required to do that job. This part of the hiring
process distinguishes between great candidates and candidates who don’t fit your
needs, and it leverages two techniques that identify candidates’ relative skill levels.
First, interviewing can still be a useful way to identify strong candidates. Second,
candidates should demonstrate crucial technical abilities to prove their skills and
help highlight the strongest candidate. Like screening, interviews and technical
assessments should align with the competencies listed on your job posting.

Skills-based Interviewing
Interviews are often used to spot problems with a candidate. Do they have a friendly personality? Were
they sincere in their resume? How much of a risk are they? Interviews can become game-like, using
increasingly confusing questions to trip candidates up while candidates get better prepared and coached.
These questions don’t dig deep enough and often end up testing something unrelated to job performance:
Is the candidate good at answering interview questions?
This approach wastes an opportunity to explore the a candidate’s skills: What they bring to the job and
how they can succeed. Skills-based questions provide a structured approach to evaluating and comparing
candidates effectively. Follow these four guidelines to develop strong skills-based interview questions:
1

One competency for each question

2

Situational questions

3

Inclusive to diverse experience

4

Same questions to all candidates
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1. ONE COMPETENCY, ONE QUESTION
Each question should target a single skill listed on the job posting. By
aligning each question to a skill, candidates are able to express their
relevant experiences with clarity. Questions such as “How are you a
good fit for this job?” ask candidates to relate their entire professional
development to all the skills needed for the job. That’s too much
information to answer in a single question and impossible to
evaluate fairly.
Example Question for Problem Solving:
When you have you experienced an unexpected problem during the
course of a project? How did you react?

2. SITUATIONAL/BEHAVIORAL QUESTIONS
Questions should be framed to reveal how candidates have used the
skill in the past to inform how they would respond to situations with
your company. Most behavioral questions look at skill usage in the
past, asking the candidate to talk about their previous experience. In
addition to understanding how candidates have used and developed
their skills previously, it’s important to understand how their skills
apply in the context of your position. Follow up and prompt the
candidate to respond to situations they will experience on your job.
Example Question for Conflict Resolution:
Describe a time in which conflict arose between members of a team
you were managing. How did you handle this situation? In this
position, you will be managing teams that work on different pieces of
a larger project. What strategies did you learn previously that you will
use to resolve conflict between teams?
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3. INCLUSIVE TO DIVERSE EXPERIENCE
Questions should be open-ended, inviting candidates to talk about how they
used the competency in any situation. Conflict resolution, for instance, can be
gained through managing conflict in personal relationships, and coordination
can be gained through volunteer experience. Skills are developed in all areas
of life, so ensure that your questions are open to understanding the level of
skill of the candidate regardless of their background.
Example Question for Judgment and Decision-making:
Describe a time in which you had to decide between two or more possible
choices that would have significant impact on the outcome. How did you land
on a final decision?

4. SAME QUESTIONS TO ALL CANDIDATES
In order to fairly compare candidates, each must be asked the same question.
Follow up questions may be different to understand better each applicant’s
specific experience, but be sure that the first one or two questions for a
specific skill are the same for each candidate. Structuring interview questions
beforehand results in two times more effective selection than unstructured
interviews.1 This practice of structured interviews is crucial when scoring
(discussed in Selection Process Guide).

TRADITIONAL VS. SKILLS-BASED INTERVIEW QUESTION EXAMPLES:
TRADITIONAL

SKILLS-BASED

LEADERSHIP:

What makes you a good leader?

Have you been in a leadership position in the
past? What approach did you take to ensure that
your team effectively accomplished its goals?

COMMUNICATION:

What experience do you have
convincing others of your
viewpoint on a subject?

What approach do you take to convey difficult
information to a specific audience? In this
position, you will be explaining highly technical
information to non-technical audiences. How will
you design presentations to effectively explain
information at a relevant level?

1

“A meta-analytic investigation of the impact of interview format and degree of structure on the validity of the employment interview.” Wiesner, Willi H. & Steven F.
Cronshaw. (1988) The British Psychological Society.
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Assessments and Technical Interviews
When it comes to understanding skills—especially occupational knowhow such as computer skills—
interview questions will provide no clarity on the candidate’s skill level. Thus, having a demonstration of
ability is crucial for measuring skill level during the selection process.
Assessments are the most common way for companies to test skills. Skill assessments are often electronic
tests, and when you find those that align to the specific competency and skill level required, assessments
are great way to get quantitative data on candidate performance.
Since companies depend on credentials to prescreen and filter candidates to reasonable numbers,
assessments are a skills-based option for prescreening (Discussed in the Screening Process Guide). By
having candidates take an assessment for a required competency while applying to your job, you’ll be able
to filter candidates for their skills and not merely their credentials.
Explore online assessments such as ACT WorkKeys, CoreScore, ProveIt, and others to see if they have
assessments that meet the skills listed on your job posting. Many workforce centers have access to free
assessments and testing rooms to support you in assessing applicants.
While assessments have become more flexible and reach a wider range of skills, they may not serve your
specific purposes. If that’s the case, it may be worthwhile developing a technical interview for applicants to
demonstrate their skills in other ways.

TECHNICAL INTERVIEWS
When designed for the skill for which you’re hiring, technical interviews allow
applicants to demonstrate their skills, and this can be the best test of whether or
not they can do the job. These scenarios can be designed to meet the specific tasks
employees will complete on the job.

EXAMPLES OF USING TECHNICAL INTERVIEWS:
• For software developer positions, applicants are often given a technical
problem and asked to code a solution for the problem presented. This scenario
shows candidates’ coding skills, problem solving approach, and their ability to
communicate the process.
• For jobs in communication, applicants are asked to submit or produce writing
samples related to the style and topic they will be writing on the job.
• For many call center jobs, applicants role play with an upset customer to
demonstrate their conflict resolution.
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STEPS FOR DESIGNING YOUR OWN TECHNICAL
SCENARIO:
1. Determine what competency you want demonstrated.
Choose an occupational skill crucial to the performance
of employees. Foundational skills will mostly likely
come up during this process, as well.
2. Identify how this competency is used on the job. In
what kind of situations is this competency required for
employee success?
3. Design a task for applicants to complete that replicates
the situation from question two.

Note on assessments and technical demonstrations:
When picking assessments or developing a scenario for
applicants, ensure you are not adding restrictions to the
application that are not part of the job. Issues of disability
and cultural appropriateness can arise when these are not
designed to replicate the job as closely as possible. The
closer the assessment to the skills used on the job, the
more likely you’ll avoid any issues.

NEXT STEPS:
• Explore assessment options and download interview
question and technical demonstration templates at
Skillful.com/employers.
• Explore online assessments to determine if any online
options fit the skills for your job.
• Download the Selection Process Guide to develop
guidelines and prepare for conversations on selecting
the right candidates.
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