Suggested Interview Questions

Submitted by ILTA members from an Executive EGroup discussion in March 2008:  

“What's your greatest strength?" ….Press this. Ask him if he works harder than his peers. 

What sets you apart from other applicants? 

Which of your skills could use some work over the next year? 

The candidate can't tell you the most crucial function of his current position. 
"Why is that the most important part of your job?" 

What unique skills do you think you will bring to the table that you feel sets you apart from other applicants? 

What 5 abilities will you bring to the company that you think we could benefit from and why? 

How hard have you been working lately? 

How do you react to being told "No"? 
Can you handle telling other people "No"? 

How good are you-REALLY-at handling change? 

Are you a good scrounger? 
Centers around a candidate's problem-solving capability. But this question focuses on a candidate's ability to come up with the resources out of what he or she has on the shelf. 

When conflict arises on your team, how do you handle it? 

What have the last few years taught you? 

What type of people do you like to work with? 

How do you stay current? 
What's the toughest thing you've had to do professionally? 
If you could take back one career decision, what would it be?

Who is the best boss you ever had, and why?

Who is the worst boss you ever had, and whY?


Why are man hole covers round is a question I've heard Microsoft asks.  I have asked that question and the usual answer is I don't know?  Some get it right.  It's a fun question.

I think the thing to remember in an interview is never ask a personal question.  Are you married? do you have any kids? etc.  If they volunteer the information then you can talk about it, but it's best to stay away from the personal questions.

"How do you keep current?" or "What are your favorite sources of technology information?"

For answers I want to hear more than "Google" or "The vendor's web site".  Ideally I want listservs, user groups, magazines, even conferences-- demonstrate that you're a geek, you love working in this field and you have multiple resouces to draw on for knowledge and growth.  If you're interviewing for a DBA position I want to hear something like "sqlservercentral.com".  If networking then "Network World".  If you're coming from another law firm then major brownie points are scored for citing ILTA.  

In fact if I'm interviewing you and you hand me a hardcopy of this message, consider the question aced as you've obviously done your hometwork! ;-)

"Give me an example of a difficult challenge you faced at [a particular job]"

Sometimes I'll word this "What was your claim to fame at..." but the above wording is better to get an idea of how someone handles difficult situations, what troubleshooting skills they have, and possibly how well they work individually versus in a team.

I read a TechRepublic article that suggested a list of questions specifically targeted for IT interviewees.  While I didn't find them all worthy (asking how the applicant handles being told "no," and having to say "no," were two other good ones I've adopted from the list), I have added these to the arsenal:

What's the toughest thing you've had to do professionally?
    How an applicant chooses to answer this (solved a thorny technical problem?  had to fire someone?) is illustrative.
If you could take back one career decision, what would it be?
    Does the applicant discuss a mistake she made, seem to regret the decision that led her on the path to IT, etc.?

I find these two questions help flush out the "true" individual a bit more than some others I've tried.   I will also adopt Joy's "What do you need from me?" question, which fits nicely with the idea that if a staff member isn't doing well, the first question I should ask is, "What I could I be doing better?"

1.  Why are you looking / why did you leave your last job (march through their employment history).
2.  Why are manhole covers round?

As for 1., it's pretty basic, but I think it's an important drill to walk the candidate through.  I get a real sense of what type of employee the candidate is and how he or she views his or her career.  This may be increasingly important with the millennial generation.

As for 2., I've never asked this for real in an interview, but I do know someone who got this question in an interview (the answer is so they don't fall into the hole).  I have asked the question in jest and it's been fun to see how some candidates respond.


1. What are the instances where technology cannot provide a solution? This provides a good segue opportunity to see find out how they solve interpersonal and social issues.
2. What motivates you to solve problems?

From my background in healthcare, the a useful technique is a well employed open ended question. It gives you the most insight into how someone thinks on their feet, but since there is no "correct" answer you often get the most relevant information about the person - they will volunteer the most. Also, if a person constantly emphasizes one direction or attribute, go where they are not - they might often be trying to distract you from something.

As corny as it may sound, I do ask the question "Where do you see yourself in 3-5 years?"  I'm looking for answers that show a candidate is thinking ahead about their career and how the position they are 

interviewing for is path to get them to where they want to be


One's a question, one's not:

1.  So tell me about your favorite/tech/geeky purchase at home.  What makes it cool?  

I've found that for the very tech positions, people have a certain predilection for such things.  I'll get answers about gaming computers, consoles, Tivos, home networks, even the coolest A/V remote control.  If I ask the follow up and they can go into the tiniest detail, then I know that it's a pretty good indicator that they're driven to solve problems by applying technology.  Without fail, the ones that reply to the effect "oh, I don't use much technology at home.  I save that for at work..." may be competent at the job, but they don't really excel at problem solving and adapting to new technologies.

2.  The "non-question"
I take careful notice whether the candidate asks about the team, the firm, his/her workspace, etc.  I make sure to ask at least twice in the interview, one at the outset, and one later towards the end once the mood is a bit more relaxed.  This tells me that the person is sensitive to coming into an established group.  Again, not definitive, but thinking back the best/longest fits where people that asked about these things.


Not a question, but more of a technique: I Google everyone.  I find this extremely helpful in finding high-risk information about a candidate (found out that a candidate had his bar license suspended a month previously).  Also helps paint a well-rounded picture of a candidate's outside interests, work/industry involvement, etc.


1) Why do you want to leave your current employer?  
I've gotten some interesting answers beyond the canned ones.

2) Kinda of a 2 part question: How do you react to being told "No"?  Then...Can you handle telling other people "No"? 
Considering who IT's "clients" are, being able to handle "No" is important.

1.  If the field was narrowed down between you and one other candidate who had identical technical backgrounds and skills, what additional qualities or soft skills do you have that will make you the more qualified candidate?

2.  Describe your dream job and the type of company you work for.

My favorites:

1) What would you need from me to be successful?

2) What have you done that you are most proud of?



- Describe for me your "ideal supervisor"
- If the position is for a trainer or helpdesk position, I normally ask them to describe for me how they learn a new piece of software


1.  Why did you apply for this job?
2.  How would you describe your relationship with your current supervisor?
Because it is virtually impossible to get references now-a-days, these two questions  help me ferret out whiners and underachievers.


Tell me about a recent situation in which you had to deal with a very upset customer or co-worker

My second one isn't  a question.  If I'm interviewing in person, I leave a couple of logic toys on the conference table where the person is going to sit.  I observe what they do with them, if anything.

If they ignore them, this is a negative.
If they get frustrated with them, this is a negative.
If they solve them quickly, this is a plus
If they keep trying to solve them, this is a plus
If they ask me why they're on the table, this is a plus
If they ask for help, this is a plus
If they put them back together, this is a plus.
I'll be asking other questions the whole time as well.  If they do solve it, I'll also ask them to describe the process they went through to solve the problem.

