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Handling competency-based questions

Competencies are a combination of knowledge, skills and behaviour
required to do a specific job.

d In pairs, ask and answer one of the following interview questions.
1 Tell me about a time when you had to make a difficult decision.
2 Tell me about a time when you demonstrated good customer

Service.
3 Tell me about a time when you showed strong leadership skills.

4  Tell me about a time when you played an important role in a team.
5 Tell me about a time when you experienced pressure at universityor at work.

b  s.I Listen to three people each answering one of the questions in
Exercise 1a successfully. Identify which question each speaker is answering.

Speaker 1__ Speaker 2 Speaker 3 —

C In pairs, discuss how you think each story ends. What would bean impressive
conclusion to each story, to really demonstrate that the speaker possesses

the necessary competency?

d 52 Now listen to the rest of the extracts to check your predictionsin
Exercise 1c. Were your ideas similar?

e The questions in Exercise 1a are all examples of competency-based questions.
In pairs, discuss the following questions.
1 What is an interviewer looking for in competency-based questions?

2 Why is it essential to prepare stories before your interview?
3 How common are competency-based interview questions?

f h3Listen to two recruitment experts, Grace and Oliver, discussing
competency-based questions and compare their ideas with your answers in

Exercise le.
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g A common technique for planning and structuring answers to competency-
based questions is the STAR method. Look at the diagram below. What do
you think the initials S, T, A and R stand for?

Set the scene and give Go into more detail and Describe the specific action Finish by talking about the
the context. Give an identify the specific aspects that you took in order to outcomes of your action
outline of a specific real you focused on and why. improve the situation. What and the difference it made.
situation or problem that What was the target or task did you do, how did you do What happened in the end,
you faced in the past necessary to improve the it, when did you do it and what was accomplished,
situation? why did you do it? and what did you learn?

it in ik mioniom

h Ab5.2Listen to the extracts in Exercise 1d again. For each story, identify the
four sections (S, T, A and R).

I Look at the sentences from the candidates’ stories and answer the
following questions.

1 Whichphrasalverbis used to describe an unexpected success?
2 Whichphrasalverbis used to introduce an unexpected cause?
3 Whichphrasalverbis used to introduce an unexpected result?

l[tturned out that his accountant had been taken ill...
So we actually ended up getting paid within a week ...
So it all worked outin the end.

j  Prepare a STAR diagram for one of the questions in Exercise 1a. Try to use
the three phrasal verbs in Exercise 1i.

Demonstrating your skills

It is essential you provide evidence of how you acted in
real situations in the past in order to show you have the
transferable skills required for the job you are applying for.

2 a b4After applying for a variety of positions at
leading international pharmaceutical companies,
Communications Manager Vicky Tang is invited to attend
an interview at Clyde & Johnson’s. Listen to an extract
from her interview and answer the following questions.

1 Where is Vicky from?
2 Where did she go to university?

b sdi Listen to another candidate for the same position,
Pieter Volker, responding to the same question, and
answer the following questions.

1 Where did Pieter do his first degree?
2 What did he do at the University of St Petersburg?
3 Where did he spend his student work placement?

C In pairs, discuss Vicky’s and Pieter’s techniques
for tackling the question about their educational
background. Whose technique is more successful?
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sj Listen to Pieter’s answer again. Which of the following competencies
does he demonstrate or suggest?

e customer service skills ¢ teamworking e goal orientation
e flexibility e leadership e communication skills
e organisational skills e decision-making skills ¢ interpersonal skills

In pairs, talk about your educational experience. Try to demonstrate or
suggest several of the competencies in Exercise 2d. Try to guess what
competencies your partner is focusing on.

A5.6 Listen to another extract from Vicky’s interview and answer the
following questions.

1 What problem did Green Pharmaceuticals have?
2 What did Vicky do to tackle this problem?
3 What was the effect of Vicky’s actions?

Vicky uses the STAR method to structure her answer.
Underline phrases in her response that describe the four
sections.

1 Situation (the problem Green Pharmaceuticals was facing)
2 Target (the solution to this problem)

3 Action (what Vicky did to solve the problem)

4 Result (the results of her actions)

At the moment | spend a lot of time travelling between Asia and Europe working
with regional teams organising educational events, so | use both of these skills
on a regular basis. Let me give you an example. As you know, the Chinese
market is growing in all areas, including pharmaceuticals. However, at the time,
Green Pharmaceuticals felt they didn’t have enough contacts in China. It was
clear that the situation wasn’t very good for us. We needed to improve things.
So in order to increase our number of contacts in China | decided to organise a
pharmaceutical conference in Beijing. It was my responsibility to ensure that all
the right people were invited. | really had to use all my skills at communicating,
in both English and Mandarin, to persuade people to participate. In the end

my hard work resulted in a successful conference, with our employees meeting
and talking to the right people. As a matter of fact this conference was such a
success that itis now an annual event, and has led directly to closer professional
relationships between Green Pharmaceuticals and key contacts in China.

Add one phrase from Vicky’s answer in Exercise 2g to each column in the
following table.

Situation Target Action Result
there was a time when ... what needed to be done was ... therefore | ... this resulted in ...
| discovered that... it was very importantthat... | organised ... this led to ...

Add the phrases in the box to the table in Exercise 2h.

| agreed to ... | wanted to be a bit more ... probably the best example is ...
sol... So it all worked out in the end. the problem was ...
there was one time when ... we actually ended up ...
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In pairs, take turns to ask and answer the following common competency-
based question, ‘Tell me about a time when you had to resolve a difficult
Situation

A5.1 Listen to Vicky’s response to the question in Exercise 2j. In pairs,
discuss the following questions.

1 What was the problem?

2 What did Vicky do to solve the problem?

3 What skills did Vicky use to solve the problem?

4 Would you have handled the situation in the same way?

A7Vicky uses a range of expressions to structure her answer. Complete
her answer using the phrases in the box. Listen again and check your
answers.

Anyway, what happened was As soon as | managed to

| then In the end It was very important

So | decided to There was a time when

Unfortunately this meant that which I'd organised beforehand

Okay. (1) TUeve AHwe wUew /was organising a conference here

in London. It was a couple of months ago, and it was a really important
conference. (2) one of the main guest speakers, who was due to give
the opening address, had his flight cancelled and wasn’t sure if he was going to
make it on time. (3) the participants were happy with the conference,
and | knew they would be disappointed if he didn’t show up. (4) try
and find another flight for the speaker. After a bit of negotiating with a different
airline, (5) get him booked onto a slightly later flight. (6)
even if he came straight from the airport, he would still be a bit late for the
opening address. | took a risk and hoped that he wasn’t going to be delayed
any more. (7) he’d landed | contacted him, and when | knew he was
in a taxi and on his way, which was about five minutes before he was supposed
to be on stage, | got up on the stage. (8) told the participants about
the situation and | invited them to have some coffee and cakes while we waited,
(9) Actually, they liked this, as it was a chance to network a little
and get to know some of the other conference participants. When the speaker
did finally arrive, it was actually difficult to get everybody back in the main
hall. (10) | managed to keep everybody happy and ensure that the
conference went as smoothly as possible.

Which tense does Vicky mainly use to give the key events of her story?

In pairs, discuss what makes the following sentence from Vicky’s answer
memorable.

When the speaker did finally arrive, it was actually difficult to get everybody
back in the main hall.
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Interview anecdotes are more likely to be interesting and memorable if
they include some surprising information. In Vicky’s anecdote in Exercise 21
she introduces a surprising fact with the word actually. You can also use in
fact or as a matter of fact. Make the following sentences more memorable
using in fact, actually or as a matter of fact. Several answers are possible.

1 My boss wasn’t convinced that it was worth investing in India. However, my
research managed to prove that it was.

2 As a result of my actions, what could have been a disaster turned out to be
a big success.

3 My work had really helped, and | thought that | would be invitedto join the
marketing team permanently, but | was invited to lead the team!

4 | believed my suggestions would lead to bigger profits. What I didn’'texpect
was that profits at the company would grow by nearly 20%!

In pairs, take turns to ask and answer one of the questions in Exercise

1a on page 59. Use the STAR diagram you prepared in Exercise 1j and
expressions from this section to structure your answers. Try to make your
anecdotes surprising and memorable.

Talking about your weaknesses
Turning negatives into positives

In an interview you will almost certainly face challenging questions which
attempt to assess your suitability for the job. It is vital to avoid getting caught
in the trap of saying negative things about yourself. Preparing for these
‘difficult’ questions will help you keep your answers positive.

58A recent graduate, Jarek, has been invited for an interview with an
international financial company. He arranges to meet up with his friend,
Olivia, who has been working there for a couple of years. Listen to their
conversation and answer the following questions.

1 Who is going to interview Jarek?
2 Why did Jarek quit his last job?
3 What general advice does Olivia give Jarek?

Compare Jarek’s and Olivia’s answers to the question, ‘Why did you leave
your lastjob?' Complete Olivia’s answer using the words in the box.

although develop feel further liked position
stretched working

Jarek’s answer: Olivia’s answer:

| hated my lastjob, | couldn’t stand (1) /really(2) ------- my

the boss. He used to drive me crazy! job, and the people | was (3)-----

... I'handed in my notice and left as with, | didn’t (4) | was being

soon as | could. (5) enough. I'm looking for a
(6) in which | can (7)

my professional skills (8)

In pairs, discuss how you would answer the following questions.

1 What are your weaknesses?
2 Tell me about something you have found difficult at work.
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In pairs, try to complete the following advice with a suitable word. Do you
agree with the advice?

1 In response to open questions you should never actively volunteer

information during an interview.

2 Employers like to ask you to give negative information not to
you, but to see what sort of person you are.

3 You will seem much more employable if you can show yourself as someone
who sees problems as

4 Questions about weaknesses are actually a chance to demonstrate how you
tackle and overcome ,and why you are the right person for
the job.

h9Listen to three different candidates responding to a question about
their weaknesses. Match the candidates (1-3) to the techniques they use
for tackling this question (a-c). Which answer did you like the most? Why?

a Talk about a character flaw that could ultimately be viewed as a positive
characteristic.

b Talk about something that is no longer a weakness. Mention how you
overcame the weakness and that you have solved similar problems more
recently.

c Talk about a knowledge-based weakness, which is easily overcome. Mention
why this weakness isn’'t a serious problem and what steps you are actively
taking to solve the problem.

Candidate 1
Candidate 2
Candidate 3

In pairs, discuss the advantages of each technique.

Which of the three candidates in Exercise 3e used the STAR technique to
answer this question?

Softening and emphasis

When answering interview questions that require negative information you
should soften any negatives in your response and emphasise any positive
information.

Look at the first candidate’s response from Exercise 3e. In pairs, discuss
why the candidate doesn’t simply say, ‘In the past | used to procrastinate.’
in their first sentence.

Well, in the past | sometimes used to procrastinate a little. There were times
when | used to put things off until the last minute, when completing an essay for
university for example. But | realised that perhaps this wasn’t the most effective
way of working and so | started setting a strict schedule for all my projects

well in advance and set myselfpersonal deadlines. Using a schedule has

really helped me and I'm much better organised now and able to take on more
projects at the same time.
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Underline any words or phrases in the extract in Exercise 4a that soften
negatives and emphasise positives.

59Complete the second candidate’s response using always, really or very.
Listen again and check your answers.

Hmm. My weaknesses? Let me think. Well, in answer to your question you
mentioned that the staff here use Apple Macintosh computers. | am not (1]
familiar with Apple Macs and |’'m used to using Windows. However, | managed to

learn how to use a number of programs (2) quickly on my own and I'm
sure I'd get used to using Apple Macs (3) quickly. I (4) enjoy using
computers and new gadgets, and I’'m (5) keen to learn how to use new
technology.

h9Complete the third candidate’s response by adding the words in the box.
Listen again and check your answers.

a bit of a little a lot of as ... as possible
extremely occasionally very

g bif oP
Weaknesses? Well, | can beja workaholic and always get involved in every project
that | work on. I'm happy to spend time and energy making sure that every
project is successful. So, when | feel that other members of the team might not be
working as hard, | can get frustrated. I'm aware of this problem, and | try to solve
situations like this by being positive and enthusiastic.

In pairs, discuss the following questions.

1 What structure did the first candidate use to describe a problem that no longer
exists? Why is this structure especially suitable here?

2 What tense did she use to show the present result of her new strategy for
dealing with this problem?

3 The second candidate said that he wasn’t familiar with Apple Macs. What
structure did he use to show what he is familiar with? What structure did he
use to show how he would become familiar with Apple Macs in the future?

4 What modal verb did the third candidate use to show that her weaknesses
don’t always affect her?

Rewrite these descriptions of weaknesses using the expressions in brackets
to soften the negative information.

1 | have difficulty making decisions, (occasionally /a little)

2 | used to be too stubborn and it was hard to get me to change my mind, (a bit /
sometimes)

3 When working on projects | am a ‘big picture’ person. This means that | miss
some details, (from time to time / might / minor)
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510Match the sentences (1-3) in Exercise 4f to the rest of the
candidates’ answers (a-c). Listen and check your answers.

a A formercolleague of mine told me that | was becoming difficult to work
with. Well, eversince then | have put significant effort into my teamworking
skills and now | actively ask for advice and suggestions from my colleagues
when making decisions. Lastyear | was even asked to chair weekly staff
meetings while our boss was away on business.

b Thisis because | pay a lot of attention to detail and make sure that every
single decision | make is the best decision possible. Basically, I'm somebody
who carefully considers all of the available options before making a choice.

¢ I've been aware of this for some time. So now when I’m managing a project
| make sure that | have the support| need to keep an eye on specific minor
details, leaving me free to concentrate on managing the entire project. |
think successful managementis about getting the right team together and
then completely trusting them to do the job you’ve given them.

1 2 3

Underline words in the extracts in Exercise 4g that emphasise positives.

511 Listen to a candidate, Adam, answering the question, ‘What is it
about yourjob that you dislike?’ In pairs, discuss the techniques he uses to
turn his response into an impressive positive answer.

Match the negative expressions (1 -6) to the more positive expressions
(a-f). Which expressions did Adam use in Exercise 4i?

1 I'm bored with myjob. It's too easy. A a | enjoy a great deal about my current job.
2 | can't stand dealing with i b I'm keen to develop my practical skills.
customers. ¢ I'm looking for an opportunity to
contribute these skills to a larger

The place where | work is too small. | o
organisation such as yours.

| d'on't have many protessional 1 | feel I'm best suited to working behind the
skills. \ Scenes.
| only know the theory. \e |'m seeking fresh challenges.
6 There are things that | don't like at f  I'm seeking the possibility to develop
work. further professionally.

In pairs, take turns to ask and answer the following questions. Use the
techniques and expressions in this section to soften any negatives and
emphasise the positives in your responses.

1 What are your weaknesses?

2 Tell me about something you have found difficultat university/work.
3 What  skills do you need to improve?

4  What kinds of decisions are most difficultfor youto make?

5 What did you dislike about university /your last job?
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Asking questions of your own

It is very common for interviewers to close an interview by asking if the candidate
has any questions they would like to ask. People who ask good questions
demonstrate real interest in and knowledge of the job.

3 In pairs, discuss the following questions.

1

4

What sort of information should you try to find out during your interview?
2 What questions would you ask in an interview in your country?
3 Are there any questions you wouldn’t ask? Why not?

Would you ask about salary?

D Read the following extract from an article about asking questions in an
interview. Which do you think is the best question?

Questions to ask

; ob hunters are always being told

to ask one or two killer questions
in an interview. But how exactly do
you go about doing this?

It’s important to consider the culture
of the organisation you are hoping
to join and the personality of the
interviewer. Be careful to adopt the
right tone and convey a positive
attitude. You want to ensure this

opportunity works not

against you.

for you,

Pick and choose from the following
list of tried-and-tested questions.

a Whatarethemost/least enjoyable,
aspects o fthe role?

b You mentioned there would be a

lot of researching. Couldyou tell
me what your most successful
employees find most satisfying
about this part o fthe role?

¢ What are the most important
issues that you think the
organisationfaces?

Could vou tell me more about the
training opportunities you offer?

e Could you tell me  how
performance is measured and
reviewed?

f Would there be a chance for
promotion in thefuture?

g Do you have any doubts about
whether [ am suited to this
position?

C Match the questions in the article (a-g) to the following expert advice (1-7).

1

This question can highlight that you are keen to develop your skills and add

further value to a company.

This question can emphasise your determination to make progress and to do

so over the long term

This question can demonstrate your listening skills, and associates you with
being successful in the role, as well as finding it satisfying__
This question can show that you like to know what sort of challenge you are
going to face and that you like to get properly prepared for it----
This question can demonstrate that you appreciate the importance of

delivering results.

This question can show that you are interested in the employer as well as the
job. It will be clear you have done some research, done some thinking, and are
now keen to hear their analysis___
This question is a rather bold way of emphasising some of your strengths. It
suggests you are open to constructive criticism and willing to learn from the
experience of others. In addition, it gives you a real chance to address any
weaknesses the employer may think you have. Finally, it allows you to finish on
a high, restating why you think you are the right person____
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d Look at four versions of the same question (a-d). In pairs, discuss the
following questions.

1 Which version is the most assertive?
2 Which version is the most delicate/tentative?
3 Which would you use?

| noticed from your brochure that you are actively involved in several projects
to support the local community.

a |Ifl were to work foryou, would that be something | could get involved in?
b Ifl work foryou, will that be something | can getinvolved in?

¢ Ifl worked foryou, would that be something I could get involved in?

d Ifl work foryou, is that something | can getinvolved in?

e Complete the following candidate’s questions with your own ideas.

1 Could you tell me more about
2 What are the most important
3 Could you tell me how
4
5

Would there be a chance
Do you have

f Itisimportant to show you are listening actively to the interviewer’s

response to your question. In pairs, take turns to ask and answer your
questions in Exercise 5e. Remember to show you are listening actively by:

keeping eye contact with the interviewer;

nodding your head;

making noises and short comments to show you understand [OK /Really? /
| see);

paraphrasing what the interviewer has just told you (so you're saying

Dealing with telephone interviews

Employers often use telephone interviews for recruitment, as a way of screening
large numbers of applicants before selecting a smaller pool of candidates for
face-to-face interviews.

3 In pairs, discuss the following

questions.

1 Would you prefer to have an
interview face-to-face or on the
telephone?

2 Why is it increasingly popular
for initial interviews to be held
over the phone?

3 What are the advantages of
telephone interviews for the
candidate?

4 When is the best time to
arrange a telephone interview?

5 Why should you smile during a
telephone interview?

6 What is the candidate’s main aim in most telephone interviews?
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b Read the following article and compare the advice with your answers in
Exercise 6a.

Tackling telephone interviews

I liscommon practice these days for initial
first interviews to be held over the phone.

The main reason for this is that it significantly
reduces the cost for employers, who often use
telephone interviews as a method of filtering
candidates before moving on to face-to-face
interviews. Telephone interviews also have
benefits for the applicants as well. As well as
the obvious financial saving, an applicant may
feel more relaxed within their own environment
surrounded by their CV and research materials to
aid them. You also don't have to wear a suit!

It is essential that you organise a time for a
telephone interview that isconvenient for

you. You should suggest a time when you are
unlikely to be disturbed, when you are in a quiet
environment and you are confident that you have

During the interview you should:

e smile, as this will help you to relax and project
a positive image to the interviewer and will
alter the tone of your voice.

 speak slowly and clearly. It's perfectly
acceptable to take your time when answering
questions.

e give short, memorable answers.

 use the person's title (Mr or Ms and their last
name). Only use a first name if you are invited
to.

e keep a copy ofyour CVopen next to you, SO
that it's at your fingertips when you need it.

e have a pen and paper next to you so that you
can make notes if you need to.

Remember that your goal is to try and set up a
face-to-face interview. At the end of the interview
ask if it would be possible to meet in person.

prepared sufficiently to convince the interviewer
YO0 AlE iie Mgk person for the job, or at least a

C Alex Mencken has recently applied for a number of administrative
assistant jobs with theatres. A potential employer calls him for a telephone
interview. However, as Alex has applied to many theatres he cannot
remember the specific details about the theatre when he receives the
unexpected call. In pairs, discuss what you would do in Alex’s situation.

P512Listen to the telephone conversation between Alex and John
Bradshaw from King’s Theatre. What do you think of the way Alex dealt
with the conversation? Do you think he handled the conversation well?

e "b.12Listen again and complete the conversation.

John: Hello. Con | speak to Alex Mencken please?

Alex: Thisis Alex. (1)------------------ ?

John: Hello, Alex. My name isdohn Bradshaw and I’'m calling from King’s
Theatre regarding your recent application for a position with us. Is this
a good time foryou?

Alex: Oh, (2) Unfortunately | have about ten minutes
before | have to leave. Is that enough time, or can you call back later
this afternoon?

John: That would be fine. (3) ? I'm free after 2pm.

Alex: How about2.307

John: Perfect. I'll call you at 2.30.

Alex: Great. (A)

John: Yes. So do I. Speak to you later. Goodbye.

Alex: Bye.
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513At 2.30pm Alex is sitting comfortably, he has thoroughly researched
the position at King’s Theatre and he has a copy of his CVin front of him.
When John Bradshaw calls for the interview, Alex isfeelingwell-prepared.
Listen to an extract from the interview and answer the following questions.

1 What responsibilities does John mention?

2 Would the successful applicant receive help to do thisjob?
3 Why does Alex have problems hearing John?

4 How does King’s Theatre support new talent?

513Listen again and tick ( ) the phrases you hear.

1 I'msorry, could you say that again?

2 ldidn't quite catch what you said.

3 I'm having trouble hearing you. Can you hear me clearly?
4 Could you explain what you mean by ...?

5 So, iflunderstand you correctly ...

6 Doyou mean ...?

7 Could you elaborate a little on ...?

8 Could you tell me what that would involve?

Decide whether the phrases (1-8) in Exercise 6g ask for repetition (R),
clarification (C) or more information (I).

1_R_ 2 3 4 5 6 / 8

514Complete the following extracts from telephone interviews using the
phrases in Exercise 6g. Listen and check your answers.

1 Candidate: CaulA you expWh wla*F you by piece rates?
Interviewer: Piecework is a form ofperformance-related pay, where you
would be paid a fixed piece rate for each unit you produce.
2 Candidate: I'm sorry,could you say that again, as
?
Interviewer: Yesofcourse. My nameis MriJohnson and I'm calling to
discuss your application for an internship here at Ariel
Publishers.
3 Candidate: that when the company is busy |
would be required to work overtime?
Interviewer: Yes. But ofcourse overtime rates are higher than normal

pay.

4 Candidate:
Interviewer: Yes, | can hearyou perfectly this end, although if you can't
hear me well, perhaps I'll try and call you back on a landline.
5 Candidate: Your advertisement mentions administrative work.

Interviewer: Well, basically it means keeping our records up-to-date and
sending a weekly email to our clients.
6 Candidate: , whatyou're saying is thejob may
involve some overtime?
Interviewer: Yes, butyou would be paid extra for this.

In pairs, practise the dialogues in Exercise 6i.
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In pairs, role play a telephone interview. Sit back-to-back.

Student A, you are the interviewer. Interview the candidate for a job you
know well. Use the following phrases.

Let me start by outlining the main aspects of the position and
then we'll see how closely your skills and experience match the
job. OK?

One of the main responsibilities of the post holder is to ...
Another part of the job is ...

The role would also require ...

What experience do you have in the area of ...?

Tell me about a time when you had to ...

How do your skills and experience match the requirements for
this position?

Student B, you are the candidate. Answer the questions honestly. Use the
following clarification phrases.

I'm sorry, could you say that again?

| didn't quite catch what you said.

Could you explain what you mean by ...?
So, if | understand you correctly ...?
Could you elaborate a little on ...?

Could you tell me what that would involve?

After the interview, give feedback to each other. Swap roles and practise
again.

In pairs, tell your partner about a job you would like to be interviewed for.
Look through units 4 and 5 and choose five questions to ask your partner,
based on the job they have chosen. Then take turns to ask and answer your
questions. Try to use the techniques from these units to make your answers
as impressive as possible.
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