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Imagine that you are interviewing for a job where a new leader and a new team are being put together to solve a specific problem or to address a specific need or goal. The parties doing the interviewing may not fully understand the problem; and if they do, they may not fully articulate it to you during the interview. In many cases, organizations think and learn about what they want as they conduct the hiring process. You can have a greater impact than you realize on what the organization needs and what the job should be at this point. The winning candidate is often the one who, acting as a management consultant, helps the decision makers and team members get a better sense of what the problems, or needs, really are, and then conveys confidence that under the candidate’s supervision the right things would get done. 

Let’s return to the three interview questions and answers. Can you do the job? Will you love the job? Can I tolerate working with you? You have done your homework, so all you have to do is figure out which of these three questions you are really being asked, and respond to it with the corresponding answer. You should always lead with the corresponding answer to the question, but from there you can move on to other answers. Skillful candidates can transition smoothly from the topic at hand, whatever it is, to the key points they want to cover. The key points should always indicate that the candidate is a solid fit for the role. You want to talk in terms of strength, motivation, and fit, but you may not want to use those words or reveal your approach. In fact, we recommend that you don’t. Think of this approach as a secret code. 

The powerful part of this approach is that the interviewer will never know that you are deploying it and your answers will tell an impressive story, regardless of the interviewer’s skill level. By knowing this secret code of interviewing, you can control the process without anyone realizing you are doing so. Don’t be afraid to lead the interview by deciphering the real questions beneath the actual questions and then providing the corresponding answers. All this has the further advantage of giving you confidence in the interview situation, confidence tied into acute listening skills, a great combination. 

For example, “Tell me about yourself.” Make no mistake about it, this is a “strengths” question and you should lead with a strengths-based answer. This common but somewhat dauntingly open-ended question can also be leveraged as a setup for all three of your answers. The joking-chatting time is over; you’ve been given the reins for a bit. Be ready to lead the interview process with your strengths and let the interviewer guide you to motivation and fit. 

“What do you know about me/us?” This is a motivation question if there ever was one. Prove that you cared enough to do some homework. You should know, or have surmised, enough about their current situation to put you in a position to discuss your strengths and fit as well. 

The good news is that the Internet and social media make it much easier to learn about organizations and people than it was before. The bad news is that it makes it easier for everyone. Plan to go beyond a simple Google search. Understand the facts of the business, its situation and priorities. Then learn about the individuals you’ll be talking to. A partial list of tools includes Bloomberg, Hoovers, Edgar, Seeking Alpha, industry-specific blogs, the organization and individuals’ LinkedIn and Facebook pages, Twitter streams, and the like. 

Chart 1 lists some common interview questions and classifies them in their proper categories. 

Chart 1The Questions Behind the Questions
	Common Question
	Real Question
	Lead Answer

	Tell me about your career transitions. XE "transitions" 
	Will you love the job?
	Motivation

	Tell me what you did at_____?
	Can you do the job?
	Strengths

	Tell me about your favorite boss. XE "boss" 
	Can I tolerate working with you?
	Fit

	Why should we hire you?
	Can you do the job?
	Strengths

	What is your greatest weakness?
	Can you do the job?
	Strengths

	Are you a team player?
	Can I tolerate working with you?
	Fit

	Why did you leave your last job?
	Can I tolerate working with you?
	Fit

	Where do you see yourself in 5 years?
	Will you love the job?
	Motivation

	Why does this job interest you?
	Will you love the job?
	Motivation

	What would your last team say about you?
	Can I tolerate working with you?
	Fit


The “strengths, motivation, fit” concept is a good organizing tool for your interview preparation. But remember that you probably don’t want to show your organizing tool to interviewers unless it reinforces one of the strengths they are evaluating. 

Champion athletes know that the race begins long before the starting gun is fired. Although this is a cliché in the world of sports, it’s barely recognized in the business world. It is startling how rarely executive leaders make the most of the early stages of onboarding and particularly those first contacts with the new organization. 

So here’s our tip: Your new assignment started as soon as you learned you were a candidate. Act accordingly. Be prepared. Strategize. Caucus with trusted friends. Spend the time and effort that you would if you had already started the job. You wouldn’t walk into a presentation to the board of directors unprepared, would you? Each interaction with the people involved in hiring, evaluating, and working with you should bear the marks of careful and thoughtful preparation, delivery, and follow-through. You are making many critical first impressions. Patterns of perception and behavior are being set as soon as you become a candidate. You should be the one to script them. Carefully plan and prepare for each of your meetings during the hiring process. 

If you’ve been involved in hiring a new leader then you know that those involved in the decision can have wildly different ideas about what to look for in the candidate. If you’re lucky, you have experienced seeing a great candidate emerge from an interview process. You’re even luckier if this person ended up being what people had hoped. 

How does a great candidate emerge and why? What usually happens is that the candidate somehow manages to hit the right buttons for two or more people in the process, usually early on, and those interviewers begin to influence the process on the candidate’s behalf. How did that happen? Chance? Possibly, but skill is also likely to have been involved. The candidate presented strengths and motivation in a way that directed the discussion onto the question of fit. How do skillful candidates do this? A standard technique is to structure the interview as an exchange where as much information is being given as is being put out. As in any selling situation, there needs to be a back-and-forth flow of queries, expressions of interest, thoughtful answers, refinements, and enthusiasm. 

Great job candidates foster enthusiasm in the people who are interviewing, and that enthusiasm gives those candidates a lot of insight and allows them to sell themselves more effectively. How do you foster enthusiasm? By presenting yourself with confidence and professionalism, certainly, but also by being enthusiastic. Great candidates enjoy the interview process. They come across as if they really enjoy talking about work, management styles, the opportunities at hand, and other related topics. This is not to be confused with an attempt to behave like a cheerleader waving pom-poms. A skillful interviewer helps set up the conditions for discussing things that matter. What’s important to you and what’s important for them, coupled with what really motivates you and what really motivates them are what matter. For your interview to be successful, you must find a way to compellingly and enthusiastically connect with and communicate the things that matter. 

Come prepared, present with confidence, be enthusiastic (talk about what matters), and brim with a sense of possibility and opportunity. These qualities will quickly attract an inside ally, which is often the way opportunities get offered to you. 
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