
Helpful Interview Hints To Assist In 
Probing for General Competencies 
 
 
Competency-based Interview Questions 
 
The following is a sample list of questions that will assist interviewers in 
assessing the competencies of applicants.  Because past behavior is a strong 
predictor of future behavior, competency-based questions are asked to solicit 
specific behavioral examples from the applicant’s past experiences.  Questions 
should be open-ended (that is, they cannot be answered with “yes” or “no”) to 
allow the applicant to provide as much detail as possible. This is a sampling of 
(5) competencies that are important at Marist: however, it is recommended that 
you add to the list according to the competencies required to effectively perform 
the available position. If you need further assistance in identifying competencies 
or writing interview questions you should contact the Office of Human Resources.   
 
 
General Interviewing Tips 

 
• Zero in on what seems significant. 
• Keep the candidate focused on actual past events (not hypothetical actions) 
• Keep the candidate focused on his/her role and away from regular 

references to “we”.  You want to learn about the candidate, not her/his 
colleagues. 

• Probe for thoughts or motivations behind actions. 
• Keep your responses to a minimum. 
• Keep track of time. 

 
COMPETENCIES 
 
 
Customer Service - helping others in support of organizational goals 
 

• Tell me about a time when you had to deal with an irate customer. 
• Give me an example of the best customer service you have received. 
• Give me an example of the worst customer service you have received. 
• Tell me about a time when you went beyond what was expected of you to 

provide quality customer service. 
 
 
Teamwork - contributing to group performance to meet agreed upon objectives. 
 



• Tell me about a team project in which you participated and your primary 
role. 

• Tell me about a team effort that did not function/work well. How did you 
handle it? 

• What kinds of people do you not enjoy working with? Why? 
• What do you like most and least about working as part of a team? Why? 

 
 
Initiative   - taking action to meet work-related objectives without being asked or 
required to do so. 
 

• Give me an example of an idea that you saw through to completion even 
though it was met with challenges. What actions did you take? 

• Tell me about a time when you went above and beyond the call of duty in 
carrying out your responsibilities. 

• Give me an example of when you changed or modified procedures in 
order to carry out your responsibilities more effectively.   

• Tell me about something you suggested that allowed others to carry out 
their responsibilities more effectively. 

 
 
Leadership – proactively engaging in making the organization a success by 
working effectively to accomplish objectives in own position and by building 
consensus on common goals. 
 

• Tell me about a time when you influenced the outcome of a project by 
taking a leadership role. 

• Give an example where you saved money or made work easier or safer in 
a job.  

• Tell me about a time when you wanted to convince someone to do 
something. 

• Tell me about a time when you worked on a project or a task that required 
you to develop a positive working relationship with someone. 

 
 
Communication  - speaking effectively in individual or group situations; listening 
actively; writing clearly and convincingly; taking responsibility for facilitating 
information exchange among subordinates, peers and managers. 
 

• Describe the toughest communication situation that you have had to deal 
with.  What happened?  What did you learn? 

• Describe the most significant written document, report or presentation you 
have completed?  What was significant about this project? How were 
others involved in assisting you with this project? 



• Give an example when you were able to effectively communicate with 
another person even when that individual may not have liked you. 
Describe how you handled the situation.  What was the outcome? 

• Give an example when you were able to effectively communicate with 
another person even though the individual was from another culture.  How 
did you handle the situation?  What was the outcome? 

 
 
 

Interview Evaluation 
 
W.H.O.? 
 

What was the situation/task? 
• Applicant should describe a situation or task he/she encountered 
 

How was it handled? 
• Applicant should give specifics about how they handled the 

situation or carried out the task 
 

Outcome of the situation/task? 
• Applicant’s action should demonstrate successful completion of 

situation/task and demonstration of competency sought 
 
Example: 
 
Key Competency: Customer Service 
 
Question: Tell me about a time you encountered an irate customer. 
 
Answer:  W: Once I had a father on the phone who was very angry that his 
daughter got a parking space far away from her residence hall.  He “pays enough 
tuition” to entitle his daughter to convenient parking.   
 
  H: First, I just listened to let him vent his anger. I asked for his  
   daughter’s name and student id number.  I looked her up on the 
computer while he was venting.  Then, I explained the parking policy – parking is 
assigned based on class year with preference given to the upper class students, his 



daughter will be entitled to greater preference each year, freshmen are all designated to 
park in the same parking lot, security staff is available to escort students to or from 
their car after dark, emergency telephones are located in all parking lots.  I referred him 
to the Student Parking Policy in the Student Handbook and apologized for the College 
if there was any miscommunication.  I then asked if there was anything else I could do 
for him or his daughter. 
 
  O:   He said he wasn’t happy and didn’t want to “kill the messenger” 
and so he would contact the Dean of Students.  I informed my supervisor so that she 
could put the Dean on the alert. 


