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STRATEGY 1

INTUITION, KNOW  
THY PL ACE

A common phenomenon in candidate selection is a stubborn 
reliance by interviewers on their intuition.1 We would all like 
to believe our instincts are razor sharp and our gut reactions 

are in tune with reality. Interestingly, science may actually support 
this belief.

Research published in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 
found that first impressions tend to be incredibly accurate.2 In the study, 
undergraduates were shown muted thirty-second videos of instructors 
they hadn’t met, teaching a class. The undergraduate’s assessment 
of these instructors was found to be highly correlated (.76) with the 
assessments made by a separate group of students who had taken a 
sixteen-week class with the instructors in person.

The phenomenon was dubbed “thin-slicing.” The idea that small 
windows of exposure allow for accurate assessments has been rep-
licated in multiple studies with different demographics and con-
trols. The discoveries in this area were the foundation for Malcolm 
Gladwell ’s best-selling book Blink: The Power of Thinking Without 
Thinking.

From an interviewing standpoint, this should be revolutionary. 
Everyone who has ever interviewed anyone has had an immediate 
first impression, usually within the first few minutes. Perhaps the gap 
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Over time, you will find yourself increasingly marking “I don’t know” 
at the start of the interview. Because if you did know, why would you 
waste time interviewing them? Through consistent use of this protocol, 
you will begin to more quickly notice your first impressions and will 
develop the habit of controlling them in the moment.

This is the shift you want. It allows you to cut through interference 
and focus on who the candidate is, not who you think they are.

Team Protocol

Once you’ve implemented this practice on your own, turn it into a pro-
tocol that all your interviewers can use. Include the following template 
as the first page in the question packet that your interviewers use for 
the interview.

Before beginning the interview, mark your answer to the 

following question. On which side of the mid-line does your first 

impression of the candidate fall?

I think the 

candidate 

will do well.

     

I’m not sure if 

the candidate 

will do well.

Now that you have logged your first impression, your job is  

to ignore it.

Your first impression is a single data point—don’t allow it to 

impact the rest of the interview.

During the remainder of the interview, resist temptation to justify 

your first impression.

Only assess the candidate on the questions you ask them.

The final result may or may not align with your first impression.

There are two things to note about this template. First, the diagram 
only asks on which side of the mid-line the first impression falls. 
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STRATEGY 8

AN INTERVIE W  
IS A GLIMPSE

This book is about changing the way you think about interviews. 
It is about redefining what an interview is. It is worth asking, 
then, what is this tool we call an interview? A quick review of 

several dictionaries reveals an interesting pattern:

Merriam-Webster: n. a formal consultation usually to evaluate 
qualifications (as of a prospective student or employee)

Cambridge Dictionary: n. a formal meeting at which a person 
who is interested in getting a job or other position is asked 
questions to learn how well the person would be able to do it

Oxford Dictionary: v. to question (someone) to discover their 
opinions or experience • to orally examine (an applicant for 
a job, college admission, etc.)

The modern meaning of interview is tightly associated with assessing 
talent. As a result, these definitions provide little additional insight 
beyond what we already know. Let’s put those definitions aside and look 
to the original meaning of the word from the sixteenth century. The 
Middle French origin of “interview” is:
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The candidate’s resume is the best version of themselves. An effective 
resume interview is important because the best version of a person doesn’t 
always show up once hired. The power of the resume is that it can be 
used to help determine how big the gap is between the best version and 
the person who does show up. The candidate who emerges successfully 
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Base Question: Think of a project you are currently managing, 
preferably one that involves or impacts multiple people.

In two or three sentences, 
what is the goal of the project?

Provides context for the 
remainder of the questions.

What is your role? Provides context for the 
remainder of the questions.

Who are the main people 
involved in the project? 
What are their names?

Provides context for the 
remainder of the questions.

Outside of this project, 
how often do you 
interact with them?

If they are strong relation-
ship builders, they don’t 
only interact for this spe-
cific project. They go to 
lunch with them or drop 
by their office to say a few 
words for a few minutes. 

Who do you know the best? 
Who do you know the least?

This sets up the next question.

Why do you know “NAME 
OF PERSON” the best?

Helps the interviewer under-
stand how the candidate 
gets to know people.

Why do you know “NAME 
OF PERSON” the least?

Helps the interviewer under-
stand how the candidate 
gets to know people.

(Interviewer picks a name the 
candidate mentioned.) Tell 
me something about “NAME” 
outside of their professional 
lives. You don’t need to 
share anything sensitive, but 
if you were describing this 
person outside of their work 
life, what defines them?

Strong relationship building 
requires a personal connec-
tion and an understanding 
of people outside of just 
their work skills. Strong 
relationship builders con-
nect with people as a whole, 
not just as coworkers.
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Base Question: Think of a project you are currently managing, 
preferably one that involves or impacts multiple people.

(Interviewer picks another 
name and asks the same 
question.) Let’s do that 
again. Tell me something 
about “NAME” outside of 
their professional lives. 

Strong relationship building 
requires a personal connec-
tion and an understanding of 
people outside of just their 
work skills. Strong relationship 
builders connect with people as 
a whole, not just as coworkers.

How often do you meet with 
this team? Do you meet indi-
vidually or as a group? Do 
you meet at the office or over 
lunch outside the office?

There isn’t a right or wrong 
answer; external factors might 
influence this. However, strong 
relationship builders tend to 
break out of the normal flow of 
work to connect with others. 
They use lunch, coffee, off-site 
time to build relationships.

Which of the people is most 
critical to the success of this 
project? What motivates him/
her? How do you know?

Strong relationship builders 
spend time (either naturally 
or deliberately) getting to 
know what drives others. 

A base question that I have found very effective is to ask about an 
upcoming meeting. The example below uses this base question and 
provides a range of follow-up questions to show the many directions you 
can go with this style of interview.

Base Question: Do you have an upcoming meeting at work 
that includes more than one person? (Assuming they say yes.)

What is the purpose of the 
meeting and what is your role?

Provides context for the 
remainder of the questions.

Tell me the names and roles of 
the people who will be there.

Provides context for the 
remainder of the questions.

(Continued)
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STRATEGIC THINKING

F or more than thirty years the Management Research Group 
(MRG) has been a global provider of assessment-based 
human resource development systems. Their focus is the 

creation and application of assessment tools that combine business and 
science to help individuals and organizations excel and grow. MRG 
regularly conducts studies to gain insight on organizational practices. 
One such study, conducted across twenty-six industries and more than 
140 countries, evaluated 60,000 managers for their leadership effective-
ness.1 The managers were evaluated on twenty-two leadership com-
petencies, included areas such as communication, results-orientation, 
innovation, and persuasion. Effectiveness in these competencies was 
measured across twenty separate characteristics such as credibility, 
people skills, business aptitude, and future potential.

The study found strategic thinking was up to ten times more impor-
tant to effectiveness than any other competency and nearly fifty times 
more important than any tactical behavior. A follow-up study with ten 
thousand executives found that, when asked to identify behaviors most 
critical to the success of their organization, strategic thinking was chosen 
97 percent of the time.

With those types of results, it’s no surprise that most organizations 
assess for strategic thinking. What is surprising is that most organizations 
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instructions to break the project apart along with your note-taking structure 
removes the need for them to access their memory and try to interpret it in 
the same moment. Now the strategic thinking, which you want to assess, 
will come through more clearly and your diagnosis will be more accurate.

PRACTICE:  
SOLVE-IT

For some interviewers, assessing strategy is difficult because they need 
more contextual information to know if the candidate made the right 
choices along the way. A great way to overcome this hurdle is to provide 
the candidate a real-life problem that you are trying to solve at work.

If you’re worried about publicly sharing an internal problem you are 
trying to solve, then instead make the assignment about a problem you 
have already solved. The problem should be given to them three or four 
days in advance. With the internet at everyone’s disposal, you don’t have 
to prepare materials or share confidential organizational documents with 
them. Instead, give them an assignment similar to the one below with 
the blank areas filled in by you with specifics from your organization:

You will discuss the following assignment with our team during 
your upcoming interviews next week.

One of our work streams/lines of business is “________________”

What we do well is “________________”

What we do not do well is “________________”

Our problem is “________________”

Here are some places online to learn more about this industry/
our organization/how others are addressing this/etc.:  ___________
__________________________________________________________________
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During the interview, we will spend twenty to twenty-five 
minutes discussing your solutions to our problem. The first five 
minutes will be dedicated to you asking us questions based on 
what you have learned so far. You can ask any question to better 
understand the problem, the history, the context, and so on. We 
will then use the remaining time to discuss your ideas for solving 
the problem.

Many interviewers balk at the idea of sending questions to can-
didates in advance. The traditional thinking is that a measure of a 
candidate’s strength is their ability to answer questions on the spot. I 
agree that a candidate should be able to discuss their work experience 
without needing to know the questions in advance. I also agree with 
the theory that the first answer that comes to a candidate’s mind is 
generally closest to the truth.

But you are doing neither of those when you are assessing strategic 
thinking. It is extremely rare that a person needs to be strategic in the 
moment. In fact, strategy is far less about the current moment than it 
is about the ability to look ahead. Therefore, assessing strategy must be 
treated differently. You want them to think in advance. Strategy relies on 
thinking well, and giving them time to think eliminates any excuses if 
their thinking isn’t strong.

In fact, strategy is far less about 
the current moment than it is 

about the ability to look ahead.

The first five minutes of the interview during which they ask you 
questions about the problem provides the first window into their 
thinking. As they ask questions, gauge the sharpness of their questions.

 • Are they asking questions that are relevant and help them 
understand the situation?
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EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE  
(CIRCA 1990)

D r. Peter Salovey is a psychologist, founder of Yale’s Center 
for Emotional Intelligence, and President of Yale Univer-
sity. Dr. John D. Mayer is a noted author on the topic of 

emotional intelligence, psychologist, and professor at the University 
of New Hampshire. Thirty years ago, Mayer and Salovey pioneered 
research on “emotional intelligence” as well as coined the term itself. 
They continue to be leaders in the field and their current perspective 
is quite interesting: As it stands today, emotional intelligence is no 
longer a valid concept.

That’s putting it gently. After seeing how the topic of their research 
had evolved over several decades, they published an article on emotional 
intelligence (EI).1 Here are a few other ways they described its current 
usage:

There is widespread misuse of the term to apply to concepts 
that simply are not concerned with emotion or intelligence 
or their intersection. . . .

Only when researchers revert to using the term to refer to its 
legitimate meaning within the conceptual, scientific network 
can it be taken seriously. . . .
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relative to our own self-awareness and empathy. If you are a very empa-
thetic person, you will judge an answer differently than an interviewer 
who is far less empathetic. Therefore, when assessing self-awareness, 
empathy, or any other qualities, have everyone assess for them.

Everyone? Yes. Everyone.
For qualities to be accurately assessed, they must be viewed by 

multiple people and in multiple contexts. It is rare that you will know 
if someone is emotionally intelligent from one interaction. There are 
many instances in life when we learned someone was different than 
we first assumed. In life, you can get to know people and correct 
those assumptions. With candidates you have a limited number of 
opportunities.

For qualities to be accurately 
assessed, they must be 

viewed by multiple people 
and in multiple contexts.

In addition to the questions specific to self-awareness and empathy, 
implement a process that captures what all the other interviewers sense 
about the candidate throughout the entire interview process. Creating a pro-
cess to capture what people sense may sound counterintuitive, but the 
form below is designed to do just that.

Qualities Didn’t Notice Did Notice Potential Issue

Self-Awareness

Empathy

Another quality

Another quality

Etc. . . .
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