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(Get a Better Understanding
Of the Screening Process

It’s hard to hide unprepared, unquali-
fied interviewers. They bring little value
to the interview process, and as a result,
stick out like a sore thumb.

What can be done at your organization
to ensure those on your selection teams
conduct the best, most well informed in-
terviews? Read on!

Resumes are very poor ways to assess
a candidate’s fit. A resume is simply a
display of knowledge. It's information
presented in a raw form. Like the job ap-
plication you filled out for your first job,
they provide only a very superficial way
to screen candidates, which is why in-
terviews are key. Make your interviews
powerful by getting fully prepared for
them and using pre-interview informa-
tion gathering and a skills survey. Then,
collect your pre- and post-interview re-
view data on a grading sheet.

The Skills Survey

Before you even think about scheduling
an interview, you must be sure to collect
all of the information or “knowledge”
necessary to create job search materials
that bring in qualified candidates and
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help you make informed decisions. You
do this by creating a “customized job ap-
plication,” or what I call a skills survey.

Interviewing is about finding out the
depth of a candidate’s skills, aptitude
and attitude in relation to how they fit
your work and your culture.

Having candidates complete a skills sur-
vey allows you to focus more time on
these issues and aspects of their experi-
ence during the face-to-face interview.

The skills survey is very different from
a standard job application or one that
human resources might use at the end
of the selection process. Yes, it is yet an-
other step in the hiring process, but it is
one that is hugely valuable and actually
very easy to execute.

Here’s how to create a skills survey:

1. First identify the outcomes you want your
new employee to achieve. For example:

* Ability to solve problems;
¢ Flexible with rotating schedules;

e Able to multi-task and stay very or-
ganized; and

¢ Well-adjusted and able to handle high-
pressure moments.
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2. Now flip these outcomes into questions.
For example:

® Describe an example or two of the
most significant problems you’ve solved.
How did you identify the problem(s)
and go about solving them?

* Have you ever worked nights or week-
ends? If so where, and for how long at
any one stretch?

* Are you well organized? What meth-
ods do you use to stay organized?

¢ How do you cope with or regulate
stress and emotions? If you were train-
ing someone who is new to this type of
high-pressure environment, what would
you suggest to them to help them deal
with the stress and emotions that come
with it?

By now you should be getting a flavor for
how easy creating a skills survey can be.
In our experience, it is best to keep the
number of questions between 10 and 15.
As a rule of thumb, the greater the “nee-
dle in a haystack” nature of the search
(i.e. level of specificity), the greater the
number of questions.

Working through the process of com-
pleting the skills survey forces candi-
dates to really think through the key
roles that they’ll be responsible for on a
daily basis. In other words, it helps them
really assess whether or not the open po-
sition is the right job for them. It helps
them determine whether they are un-
der-qualified or overqualified and their
true level of interest. It also helps them
dramatically improve their preparation
for the interview process. Emphasize to
them that completing the skills survey in
writing helps them to think through the
key topical areas that will be focused the
most during the interviews.

Also keep in mind that the best inter-

viewers are not always the best candi-
dates, just as terrible interviewers can be
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great candidates. The skills survey lev-
els the playing field for all candidates no
matter how good they are at interview-
ing. Interviewers often have limited time
to find out the depth of a candidate’s
skills, especially as they relate specifical-
ly to the open position. The skills survey
process forces candidates to focus—in
writing, in advance of the interview —on
the most important aspects of their ex-
perience and skill set.

You can then build on the information
they’ve provided in the skills survey
when you are in a face-to-face inter-
view by asking more detailed, behav-
ior- based questions. The skills survey
also provides you with much more time
in the interview to dig deeper into their
relevant background, experience and
skill set because you do not have to use
valuable interview time to conduct basic
information gathering.

Now there’s one other information gath-
ering step that, depending on the results
of the skills survey review, you may
want to use on a case-by-case basis. Fol-
low up cover letters can be requested at
very different times throughout the in-
terview process. Typically they are used
very early on in the process to clarify
whether or not a candidate should even
be asked to complete a skills survey.
Sometimes a cover letter is also help-
ful after candidates have completed the
skills survey. At that stage, the cover
letter can be used to address remaining
concerns about a candidate and to find
out details such as why they are inter-
ested in your opportunity and/or how
well they feel they fit the role.

The request for the skills survey nor-
mally comes as a part of the screening
process before any interview starts. But,
cover letters can be asked for at any
time. Sometimes you'll ask for one up
front on one issue, and another cover
letter on a different matter after the final
interview, and maybe even another one
right before the final candidate selection
takes place.

When asking for a cover letter, you
might say to the prospective candidate,
“Before we proceed further into the pro-

cess, we want to give you an opportu-
nity to address, in the form of a cover
letter, an issue we are concerned about.
Please give me a paragraph answering
the following question.”

Get Answers in Writing

Then you take the concern and put it
in the form of a question, asking the
candidate to focus on answering with
one paragraph or two at most. Getting
a candidate to answer in writing al-
lows the entire selection team to hear
the candidate’s own words and allows
you to make a hiring decision based
on logic, not uncertainty, assumptions,
preconceived no- tions, or lack of infor-
mation. It also tells you a lot about the
candidate’s communication style, fol-
low up and organizational skills. Can-
didates will also accept being screened
out with much greater grace, when
they see you've really given them a
chance during the information gather-
ing and interview process.

Grading Systems

You now know how to come up with
valuable information. The next step is
learning how to quantify or measure
its value. By this point in the selection
process, you will have at least a resume
and a completed skills survey and pos-
sibly a cover letter and notes from your
original introduction to the candidate.
You have yet to do an actual interview,
but you've already collected a good bit
of information that will make the in-
terview process more productive once
you move to face-to-face interviews.

The grading sheet is a customized
form you complete and then use for
every candidate you have screened as
a potential fit. If, through a superficial
review of the resumes, you can tell that
some of the candidates are probably C
level in comparison with the others, set
those aside for now and grade the rest.
The grading sheet will help you objec-
tively weigh all the outcomes and even
the preferences in such a way that at
the end of the grading process you can
be pretty sure who the A+ candidates
are, who the A candidates are, and who
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the B candidates are. Then you focus on
scheduling interviews for the As, set
aside the Bs as backups (for now) and
release the Cs.

The grading sheet is also good retention
tool. Reviewing the grading sheet dur-
ing a quarterly performance appraisal
is another step that can be taken toward
making sure there is still a good fit be-
tween existing employees and the cur-
rent roles to which they’re assigned.
People change and their interests, skills
and abilities change with them. If the
position a person is in doesn’t change,
then you need to stay tuned in to the
person so when he has grown beyond a
certain role you can move him into more
fulfilling work as soon as it’s available.
In the meantime, you may even want to
assign special projects to keep employ-
ees motivated. Fail to notice the subtle
changes in a person’s motivation or
attitude and you will experience exces-
sive turnover.

What you learn from people about why
they are interviewing, what they like
and dislike about their current organiza-
tion, how their organization asks them
to do things and how their organization
is structured, etc., can be very valuable
information. Knowledge is power—so
capture as much as you can during the
interview process for continuous evalu-
ation and redeployment of talent and
even for competitive intelligence pur-
poses.

June 2010



