Swift, effective interviewing
A Juggle Jobs guide

We’ve created the following guide based on the executive search observations of our
Founder and Talent Specialists, as well as our day-to-day experience at Juggle connecting
businesses with professionals.
We recommend at least four key stages. If that sounds onerous or unnecessary we’d caution
you to think about what’s actually at stake here. It’s crucial that you find the right person for
your business, and while you may feel under pressure to fill the role, the consequences for
selecting the wrong candidate are too severe to allow your current needs - however acute to dictate the pace. Hire in haste, repent at leisure.
With that said, there are plenty of reasons for moving as swiftly as you can manage. T
 he
longer your process takes, the more people will drop out. If they don’t hear back from you
around 60% of candidates will have lost interest by the end of the second week. Nearly a
third of candidates say that a protracted hiring process makes them question a business’s
overall ability to make decisions. Having a thoughtful and slick process worked out ahead of
time will allow you to move at a steady pace.

This process focuses on interviewing. We’re assuming that you’ve put the time in creating a
robust job spec or mission/outcomes/competencies (MOC) document so you know what
you’re hiring for, what the candidate needs to be able to do and what you expect them to
achieve within a discussed timeframe.
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Step 1: “The values test” (telephone/video call)
Once you’ve identified a potential candidate it’s important that you get off to the right start.
A simple and brief (we’d recommend trying to keep it under 30 minutes) telephone or video
call can answer most of the cultural or contextual questions you might have. Getting these
answered as early as possible is important, because discovering a cultural mismatch or
contextual problem in the middle of the interview process is a huge waste of time and
resources.
So before you get into the nitty-gritty of previous experience and technical skills, now is the
time to discover: what motivates them? Do their goals fit with your mission? This isn’t a CV
run-through, this is where you learn about their v
 alues.
We’ll run through what you should be trying to find out and why it’s important you do so.
●

Who are they? The right candidate should be able to superficially articulate their
history, talents, goals and needs without struggle. This is also your chance to identify
any glaring cultural mismatches.

●

Who are you? This is your chance to tell them a bit about the company and sell the
role to them. We’d recommend doing so honestly, because most professionals can
recognise bullsh*t. The aim is to get them excited about the role in turn. If you can’t
do that we’d recommend thinking again about the job spec. If you can’t get people
enthused about the role then perhaps something about the role has to change?

●

Why are you hiring and how will they fit that need? Describing why you are hiring
and what your needs are provides important context so that when you ask “How do
you think you’ll fit into that? / What do you think you can bring to this role?” etc they
know enough to give a concise answer: one that’s more representative and easier to
analyse.

●

What’s important to them in their next role? We’d recommend using this exact
phrasing or something close to it, because you’re encouraging them to think about
priorities, which is revealing both professionally and personally. Keep asking
questions to make sure you’ve drilled down as deep as you need. A simple “anything
else?” is enough to prompt clarification or a new thought.

●

What’s their life like? There’s no need to ask anything specific or personal (and
there are areas you should completely stay away from). But getting a basic picture of
their circumstances might avoid any issues down the line. Does the timescale you
have in mind for filling this role fit with their own needs, for example? Would their
location provide a hard barrier? Do they have flexible work expectations or needs
that you can fulfil?

Active listening will help you throughout the hiring process, so this is a great opportunity to
begin practicing it.
When it’s time to end the call simply say something like “Let’s reflect on this”, then ask them
to come back to you if they have any questions. Putting the ball back in their court is useful
because it encourages them to do exactly what you’re about to do - think hard about the role
and what happens next.
If you already know that they’re not right for the role then realistically now is the time to say
so, but after 30 minutes of probably quite intense conversation it’s understandable if you’d
prefer not to.
In either case, set a deadline as to when you’ll call them back (we suggest 24 hours) and then
stick to it. Leaving a candidate you’re positive about to wait with no explanation will probably
(and quite rightly) turn them off your opportunity.

If you’ve decided not to move on with a candidate then it’s common courtesy to let them
know, and slows down your process not to get the job done, no matter how much you might
dislike doing it. If you’re interviewing an appropriate number of candidates then you’re going
to be saying “no” a lot. You may as well get comfortable with it.

Summary:
●
●
●
●

Use the phone call to test their values and see if they match your culture.
Use the opportunity to sell the role to them.
Try to get a basic understanding of their out-of-work needs.
Use active listening to maximise the information you get.

Step 2: “Real talk” (in-house conversation with you and
perhaps a colleague)

You to them
This is your CV run-through, and it’s important to be diligent and thorough with it. You’re
aiming to get a sense of their career in general - including their trajectory - so you’ll have to
start at the very beginning.
If you find going through the very earliest parts of someone’s career boring then our advice
is: suck it up. They’re called formative years for a reason. In many cases a professional’s
career is defined by what they did in their 20s. It’s when the path they’re currently on began,
and where the jobs they chose had the largest effect on the overall direction of their career.
Be diligent and comprehensive when discussing every step of that journey. You’re looking
for milestones and key developments, events that had a serious effect on how they feel
about work, how they approach their job day-to-day and what they want from their working
life.
These key events might be positive changes or moments of success and reward, but they are
just as likely to be negative outcomes, instances of failure. Most candidates will be
understandably reluctant to bring these up without prompting, so it’s part of your job during
this step to uncover them. It shouldn’t be an interrogation, but you should encourage you
candidate to talk openly about everything of note that’s happened to them at work, and
failure will be a large part of that.

A candidate that genuinely professes not to have suffered any professional setbacks may be
telling the truth, or may simply lack the awareness to have identified those setbacks at the
time. Either of these scenarios is an issue, because if a candidate has never struggled at
work then you have no way to determine what they’ll do when placed outside of their
comfort zone. You’re looking for someone who is self-aware and honest enough to recognise
failure, is thoughtful and determined enough to have already analysed why failure occured,
and driven enough to have already settled on a plan to deal with a similar situation in future.
If a candidate appears to lack any of these attributes then think seriously about whether the
role might place them in a situation that their experience simply hasn't prepared them for.

Them to you
This stage should be be reciprocal: this is the candidate’s chance to interview you about the
role and company culture in general. The next steps will be more tightly focused and
technical, so it’s important to answer most or all of their questions now. As with Step 1,
there’s no point progressing with a derailing cultural issue waiting down the track. Be honest
and upfront with your answers; don’t obfuscate or dissemble. If you’re conducting this
interview with a colleague present make sure they contribute to this stage or allow the
candidate time to ask them questions - you’re trying to provide a more complete picture of
the company so they candidate can be sure this is a place they want to work. This cannot be
overstated - company culture is one of the principal factors in attracting senior hires.
Now is also the time to get a rough understanding of the type of compensation package
that’s expected. This can be discussed and negotiated at length further down the road, but
the candidate should walk away with a clear understanding of the compensation package
you’re offering.

Summary:
●
●
●
●

Start at the very beginning of their career and evaluate their decisions from the
start.
Press them to discuss their failures or missteps
Be honest about your business culture, encourage them to ask questions and
determine if you’re a cultural fit.
Get a very rough understanding of their flexibility needs.

Step 3: “When did you last…” (competencies)
This is the most valuable stage in the interview process and should also be the longest, we
suggest allowing at least 90 mins / 2hrs. This step is closest to the formal “traditional
interview”. Your aim during this segment is to discover exactly how the candidate does their
job - and therefore how they are likely to perform for you.
It’s vital that you create a realistic list of core competencies based on priority to the business.
If you’re hiring for a role outside your vertical then make sure these competencies have been
vetted by an expert. Make sure you have a good understanding of what’s a deal-breaker and
what isn’t. Expecting to find a candidate that effortlessly demonstrates every competency on
your list is unrealistic, and a distraction from potentially valuable candidates who meet most
of your priorities and could be an excellent placement with just a small amount of
development.

“Keeping a critical position open for months while searching for the “perfect”
candidate can result in frustration for the company and lead to potentially negative
reaction in the market. Being realistic at the outset and setting meaningful priorities
will result in a strong initial pool of candidates, one of whom will make an excellent
placement.” - (Spencer Stuart Executive Search & Leadership Consulting)

Create a list of questions before you begin, making sure to include a mix of open questions
and direct/closed questions. In this context we’re using open questions to mean those that
require thought and a more complex answer, and direct/closed to questions to be those that
are answered with a simple, potentially one word answer like yes or no. Don’t feel you have
to stick to “standards.” Think outside the interviewing box; the more contextual your
questions are the better.

Open questions:
How are you finding…
How would you begin…
Tell me about a time when...
Open questions - and the follow-ups - will take up about 80/90% of the conversation time.

Direct questions:
Can you…
Have you ever…
Where did you…
Direct questions may be simple but that doesn’t mean they’re e asy. Remembering or coming
to the right answer may still take the candidate some time, so try not to overuse direct
questions.
These two types of questions should feed in to one another. Direct questions create
opportunities for follow-up open questions (and can put people under necessary
pressure/push for specific details), and open questions will generate specific enquiries that
can be satisfied by multiple direct questions. For example:
1. Do you have any experience implementing cloud-based accounting systems? (direct).
2. When did you last implement a cloud-based system, what was the goal and what
challenges did you face while doing so? (open)
3. Do you have a particular system your prefer or have more experience with? (direct)
4. What do you like and dislike about that system? (open)

It absolutely does not matter if you don’t get through all the questions in the interview. What
does m
 atter is that you follow up on each one as you ask it, making sure you’re getting the
most complete picture of their competencies as possible. Be assiduous and painstaking in
your follow-ups. If it feels like a grilling it’s because that’s exactly what is is; the questions
should be challenging for the candidate. Letting them glide through with simple enquiries
and no further explanation benefits nobody.
If you’re conducting this interview with a colleague, now might be the time to adopt different
strategies between you. Joint questioning (more commonly known as good cop/bad cop) can
be an effective method not because of some unsettling psychological effect - this is still an
interview, not an interrogation - but because it both challenges the candidate to formulate
and explain two different types of answers AND allows the two interviewers to each focus on
a specific style and manner of questioning. Whatever you decide to do, make sure the third
party in the interview is adding value (looking for details, clarifying, making sure nothing is
missed) rather than distracting or muddling the situation (repeating questions, straying
off-topic etc).
Remember to maintain active listening throughout - it really will help you get more from the
candidate and remember more of what’s discussed, allowing you to make a better-informed
decision when you revisit the interview later.
Leave some time for questions at the end (15 minutes of 90 minutes or 30 minutes out of 2
hours). This is an important step as it allows the candidate to revisit and clarify anything they
think is important (which could furnish you with a vital bit of information or clear up a
misunderstanding).

Summary:
●
●
●
●

Use closed and open questions to determine their core competencies.
Follow up, follow up, follow up.
Don’t search for the “perfect” candidate - focus on what they can do and
determine ahead of time what is a dealbreaker and what isn’t.
If you’re interviewing with a colleague make sure you strategize between the two
of you.

Step 4: “You have one hour” (skills test)

“We believe that you can assess some things in an interview format, but that there are
many areas that you can’t. Interviews... are not nearly as valuable as passing the
range of tests we’ve devised as part of the hiring process.” - Kieran O’Neill (Thread)

A technical skills test can be a valuable part of the process. You will almost certainly need to
get an outside advisor for this step, in order to set up a relevant and competent test/put
them through their paces. They should be an expert, someone who uses these skills every
day.
Creating the test will be more straightforward for some roles than others. A technical role or
any that uses particular tools should be simple enough (you don’t need to reinvent the
wheel).
Non-technical roles may require more planning. It might be useful to focus on the act of
creating something: a deck, a script, a strategy. Take something that the role requires and
ask them to make it under timed conditions, but make sure that your exercise is general
enough to be manageable for candidates that don’t have your business context:

“Even if you ask them to brainstorm for hours, keep in mind the inputs into the
process—they only know the specifics you have provided them. For example, don’t
expect a marketing candidate to magically come up with the right pricing strategy for
your product without a chance to really dive in.” - Steven Sinofsky (Andreeson
Horowitz)

You may decide to use a member of the team that the new hire will be working with as your
expert. This is perfectly fine and practical, but we recommend you consider the following:
●

Explain to the team member why they have been chosen to formulate the test. Be
honest and leave no room for ambiguity.

●

Double check the test and, if the team member will be present with the candidate at
any point, their own interview style. It’s very possible that they have never been
involved in interviewing someone before; give as much guidance as you think is
necessary.

●

Make sure you avoid politicising the process. Is the team member someone who
might consider the role themselves at some point? How closely will the two parties
work together if the candidate is successful? It’s important that the candidate cannot
make any assumption of impropriety.

If you’re considering moving onto the next stages, we assume it’s going well. Now is a good
time to check back in with all parties. Does this still work for everyone? Are things
progressing to the previously discussed timescale or do you need to make some changes?
Although you don’t need to discuss this further with the candidate, now is the time to make
sure you have their individual compensation package - salary, benefits, flexible working
requirements etc - worked out and squared away; that includes the initial offer and the
window inside which you’re prepared to negotiate.

Summary:
●
●
●

Tests and exercise can be useful even for senior roles.
Get an expert to help you design the test and be prepared to update it if business
context changes.
Don’t set exercises that require knowledge of your business goals or status.

Overall notes on the process
Better too many than too few.
Although intensive interviewing can be exhausting, meeting with as many worthwhile
candidates as is feasible is the most efficient strategy for a variety of reasons. Conducting
multiple interviews within a short window allows you to contrast candidates in meaningful
way, give fair technical tests (which may need to be redesigned as business or market
priorities change), minimise disruption to team members and, most importantly, close as
soon as is plausible. Nobody likes turning down candidates - especially skilled, engaging
ones - but it having to do so because the position has been filled by a great hire is a “nice”
problem to have.

Inertia is critical.

“The best people will usually have many options and the longer your process, the
greater the risk they will take another role, or lose interest altogether and decide to
stay put. Inertia is critical.
We recommend that, once you have clearly defined your strategy for sourcing the
talent, you work to defined timescales. Any search, however exhaustive, will only ever
be a window on the available talent at that point in time.
If you are confident you have a robust strategy for getting to a strong shortlist, then
you should move through your assessment, referencing and get to offer as quickly as
possible.” - Sophie Eden ( Gordon & Eden)

There’s really nothing we can add to this. Fill the role. Don’t lose momentum. To be clear,
we’re not suggesting rushing the hiring process, only that you must keep working as hard as
you can until the job is done. That’s a big ask - nobody can work as hard as they can for a
truly extended period - so aim to maximise the efficiency of your sprint.

Know your values inside-out so you can speak with confidence.

“Corporate culture is the only sustainable competitive advantage that is completely
within the control of the entrepreneur.” – David Cummings (Pardot)

There’s really no excuse for not knowing your values well before you begin looking for
candidates - because without this check your shortlist is probably going to be misaligned in
the first place. Once you get to interview stage, your values are what you will use to sell the
business and to determine a candidate’s cultural fit. Being hesitant or unsure here is setting
yourself up for failure.

If your gut says no, do a bias check - a real one.
This need only be in your head, but your bias check should be fundamental and serious. Is it
their accent? Their skin tone? Ask yourself the tough questions without guilt or
self-judgement: nobody’s perfect, and we all have irrational prejudices, both major and
minor. Get to the root of your biases before you ask someone else. If you’re sure that your
gut feeling isn’t down to a bias of some sort, evaluate the candidate on an individual basis
instead of comparing them to others to try and drill down to where your apprehension
comes from.

Do you have interview fatigue?
Ask yourself this question periodically. If you think you aren’t operating at peak then take a
proper break (making sure to keep everyone involved informed) and then get back to it with
renewed energy the moment you feel able. Remember - don’t lose your momentum.

Keep going till you close.
When you have several promising candidates it can be tempting to take your foot off the
pedal. Resist this as much as you can. Nothing is a forgone conclusion, and circumstances
can upend the most seemingly locked-in hire. Maintain your energy until your new colleague
is at their desk.

