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GUIDELINES FOR APPLICANT INTERVIEWS
	THINGS TO REMEMBER - GENERAL PRINCIPLES

1. Interviews of applicants are not mandatory in NTPS. Consider carefully why you are doing the interview, and what you hope to gain.

2. Merit selection is not about who ‘sells’ themselves best, but instead who is most suitable based on proven work history. Therefore, interview performance should not be a major factor in the overall assessment.

3. Avoid identical questions for all applicants – instead be prepared to ‘investigate’ and follow the conversation naturally and flexibly to suit the particular applicant.

4. Try to get your applicants to feel relaxed, natural and comfortable talking about real situations and examples of things they have done in past work.

5. Do not hesitate to ‘prompt’ if that helps you to get to know the applicant better.

6. Do not feel like you have to take very detailed notes. Instead focus on listening carefully and only jotting down what will assist your memory.

7. 


HOW TO USE THIS TEMPLATE
Below is a template to guide panels when conducting applicant interviews. Print enough copies of the template for each panel member to have one for each Applicant Interview.
The boxes shaded in grey below include suggested questions, which are in bold, with the reasons behind those questions in dot points notes underneath. The boxes that have been left blank can be used by the panel to jot down brief notes and any new relevant information about the applicant gained in the interview.
Note that this is not a strict set of procedures and should instead be used only to guide the panel, and as a reminder of the sort of information you are seeking. Remember to move away from a ‘test’ approach with right or wrong answers. Instead focus on having a useful conversation with the applicant to get meaningful information about them and their past work experience and capabilities.
For further detailed information about conducting interviews and a list of questions to avoid - see the final 2 pages of this document.
QUESTIONS TO AVOID ASKING AT APPLICANT INTERVIEWS
	QUESTION TO AVOID
	REASONING

	Tell us about yourself?
	Although of course panels should endeavour to make applicants feel comfortable during the interview, this question which perhaps seeks to do that, can actually intimidate people much more than it puts them at ease (especially if delivered formally as part of the interview not as small talk). Certain individuals (especially those of particular cultures and belonging to disadvantaged groups) have great difficulty ‘selling’ themselves or providing an answer littered with Public Sector buzzwords as panels may be used to. Instead try welcoming applicants into the room and simply asking how they’re going or a similar question in an informal way.
This should hopefully make them feel more comfortable and panels should not be losing out on gaining information as they should already be well aware of the applicant’s history based on their previous investigation (i.e. referee reports).

	What motivated you to apply for this job?
	It is highly unlikely that applicants will answer with what is probably the truth
(e.g. ‘I want the job, or the promotion because I would like more money’) and either way the response is likely irrelevant. The panel’s job is to find the person who will perform best in the position, and if they do, generally it does not matter greatly why they wished to take on the position. Just because someone tells you they are “passionate about providing quality service to clients”, or “committed to improving their skills and career development” does not mean they will do the job better.

	Why are you the person best suited to this job – what are your strengths?
	As above, many groups of people have trouble explaining why they would be best for the position even when they very well might be! At the end of the day, an applicant’s merit is what it is, and it is the panel’s job to assess merit based on verified proven performance, not to have applicants convince the panel of it through performance at an interview. By avoiding this question panels also avoid hiring an applicant who is ‘all talk’ or missing out on an applicant who is less able to say why they are best, but would have been a great employee.

	Situational or Scenario Based Questions

e.g. ‘How would you deal with an irate and unreasonable customer?’
	Although the panel is undoubtedly trying to find out what an applicant might be like in the actual workplace, and so may think these types of questions are useful, this is in fact a very limited tool, since it deals with only one example, and may not be indicative of consistent, day to day performance. An applicant may deliver the perfect answer but that is no real reason to say that they would actually do those things when the situation presented itself. Instead it would be more useful to ask referees what the applicant has actually done when such a scenario occurred in the workplace.

	What skills do you believe are required to _______?

e.g. ‘What do you think is required to provide quality customer care?’
	Again, this is a question where an applicant may provide a perfect response but, just because they know what skills are required certainly doesn’t mean that they actually possess those skills. Also an applicant may have little idea of what is required in the job, and so fail to be able to give the ‘right answer’ even though they may have exactly the skills you want. A better approach would be to ask referees what skills the applicant has demonstrated or to instead ask the applicant if they could provide any examples of times they have utilised a set of skills you are looking for in the workplace. This response would still be a claim, but could be more easily confirmed with referees afterward (or could simply further support what the panel had already heard).

	What steps would you follow to do _______ or are you familiar with _______
e.g. specific sections of legislation, policy or procedures
	Remember that applicants are generally not expected to already know everything about the job – only to have the necessary ability to quickly acquire specific information, as well as necessary skill and experience even if it is not in the limited area of the work of the Agency. Questions about what steps would you follow can be unfair to applicants from outside the NTPS or the work unit. Instead try finding out if they have experience working in other areas that would be similar to what they would have to learn to do in this job.

	What is your biggest weakness?

Or

What will your referees say is your greatest weakness
	It is very unlikely that an applicant would actually tell panels what their biggest weakness is, or what makes them a poor employee (e.g. lazy, cannot take direction) but instead they may deliver a pre-prepared somewhat cliché answer (“I’m a bit of a perfectionist”). Instead try asking referees what the applicant’s weakness might be in performing aspects of the job you are filling, and use those examples to discuss with applicants what might be potential weaknesses in their suitability for the job. e.g. “Your referees have both said that because you are a perfectionist you often struggle to complete tasks on time, can you comment on that for us”.


APPLICANT INTERVIEWS - GENERAL GUIDELINE
Interviews of Applicants are not compulsory in NTPS merit selection processes, and before deciding to interview applicants, the selection panel should discuss whether it will genuinely be useful in the circumstances – remembering always that the selection decision must be based on merit – i.e. overall suitability having regard to knowledge, skill, qualifications and experience, and potential for future development – not on performance in an interview or on unsupported claims made by applicants in applications.
If a thorough investigation of work history, including referee checking, has taken place, it is likely that applicant interviews may not be necessary. This is particularly the case with incumbent applicants and existing NTPS employees, whose work performance is known, and can be easily verified.
Merit selection must not be about who ‘sells’ themselves best in a selection process. It is about finding the most suitable person based on proven, consistent, day-to-day performance at appropriate levels.

That said, most employers prefer to meet their prospective employees before they hire them, and applicant interviews, if properly conducted, can be of use in clarifying specific information about the particular applicant. Therefore, this guideline sets out below some further information to assist panels in conjunction with the preceding template, in conducting useful Applicant Interviews, should they decide to.

GUIDELINE FOR INTERVIEWS OF APPLICANTS
1. If an interview is conducted, the panel should be very clear as to the reasons for the interview and what information will be sought that couldn’t otherwise be obtained from evidence of demonstrated workplace performance. The purpose of the interview should be to explore with an applicant any issues, ideally as identified through prior referee checking, that are specific to the merit of that particular applicant.

2. Panels should think of the interview less as a series of ‘test’ questions and more as a flexible, investigatory conversation in which meaningful clarification can be gained about the applicant’s prior work history, knowledge, skills, qualification and experience.
3. Panels should avoid making assumptions that the way a person behaves at interview is necessarily an accurate representation of their suitability to perform in the workplace.
As many will know from personal experience, interviews can be an extremely unnatural and nerve-racking experience causing applicants who perform well in other circumstances to do poorly. Also the opposite can be true, that is the person may say all the right things at interview, but in fact not actually perform that way in the workplace.

4. Panels should note that, because an interview should be to discuss issues unique to the particular applicant, it is not necessary to interview all shortlisted applicants. However, panels must understand that, if some applicants are not being interviewed because their work performance and capabilities are well known, then that the same standard must be applied to the interviewed applicant. That is, a similar robust investigation and verification of their performance in the workplace through referees must occur, to be certain the interviewed applicant is not being allowed to win the job by their interview performance alone.

5. If significant new information or claims are raised in the applicant interview and could affect the selection decision, that information should be confirmed by further discussion with relevant referees.
[image: image1.png][image: image2]