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Introduction  

To find the “right” candidate rather than someone who’s “good enough,” your interview 
questions need to go beyond superficial qualifications. The difference between adequate 
hires and exceptional ones often comes down to identifying which candidates have the 
skills, mindset, and values that align with both the role and your organization’s culture. 

Unfortunately, you don’t have months or weeks to have in-depth conversations with 
every single candidate. You usually get an hour, tops. That’s why your questions have 
to uncover two major insights: first, how they’ll excel (not just survive) in the role, 
and second, how closely their aspirations and workplace contributions match your 
organization’s mission and needs. 

This guide provides 17 interview questions to help you 
separate adequate candidates from the “perfect” 
candidate (i.e., the game changer your organization 
needs). Whether you’re a recruiter conducting initial 
screenings or a hiring manager making the final 
decision, these questions will help you look beyond 
the resume to find exceptional talent.
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1: Can you walk me through your experience 
at a high level?  

Why this question is strategic: “This question seems straightforward, 
but candidates can struggle telling their story and how it relates 
to the role they are interviewing for,” says Andy Pietromonaco, 
Senior Recruiter at Johnson Barrow. “This question assesses how 
well-versed the candidate is in their field, how much research 
they have done about the company and the role, and how well 
they can craft their response to an audience.” 

 

What to listen for: 

Instead of reciting their chronological job history, they 
highlight specific accomplishments that directly align 
with your job description. 

2: What about this opportunity makes it stand out from 
other roles you’re considering? 

Why this question is strategic: It shows you which candidates 
have done the research to understand why your organization 
is the right environment for their skills and interests. 

“If they are unable to articulate why they want 
the job at your company, it will create issues 
during the offer stage. It’s possible they may 
be overlooking details of the role itself and 
solely looking at the compensation package.”

Andy Pietromonaco, Senior 
Recruiter at Johnson Barrow

What to listen for: 

They reference your organization’s mission, culture, and 
challenges. Their answer reveals genuine enthusiasm 
for contributing to your company, not generic career 
goals that could apply to any employer.

Role and company alignment
These foundational questions are often asked 
during the screening stage. However, they’re 
also useful throughout the interview loop to 
determine if the candidate is looking for an 
impact role or just another job opportunity.

3: What specific aspects of this role and our 
organization are you evaluating to ensure it’s the right 
fit for your career? 

Why this question is strategic: This question shifts the dynamic 
from “why should we hire you?” to “why would this be the ideal 
match for both parties?” Ideally, the recruiter would ask this as a 
part of screening and flag to the hiring team to further address 
in the interview process. 

“Exceptional talent knows their worth and is evaluating your 
organization as much as you’re evaluating them,” says Christina 
Vidauri, Senior Technical Recruiter at SeekOut. “The best hires 
happen when both sides agree it’s a perfect fit.” 

What to listen for: 

They share specific experiences they’re looking for in 
their next role that align with your organization’s values 
and the position’s responsibilities. Their answer shows 
they’re not just looking for any job, they want to work 
for your team. 

4: Given what you’ve learned about this role’s impact 
and scope, what are your compensation expectations? 

Why this question is strategic: Not only will you find out if you’re 
on the same page budget-wise, this question tells you how 
candidates value their own contributions and understand the 
role’s importance to your organization. 

“This conversation isn’t about negotiating numbers,” says 
Christina. “It’s to make sure we both have realistic expectations 
about the partnership we’re forming and so that I can explain 
our compensation philosophy.”

What to listen for: 

They provide a reasonable range and express flexibility 
based on the overall perceived opportunity with 
your company. Their answer indicates they’ve done 
appropriate market research, rather than relying solely 
on industry salary benchmarks. 
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5: Tell me how you’ve used [tool or software] in your 
most recent role to help drive a successful outcome. 

Why this question is strategic: It goes beyond simply checking 
technical proficiency boxes to understand how candidates 
apply tools. 

“You’ll learn in depth how they’ve applied their technical skills 
and knowledge of a product in a professional setting,” Andy 
says. “You can’t determine if they’re a good fit by only knowing 
they’ve used it.” 

 

What to listen for: 

They describe specific examples where their technical 
expertise directly contributed to outstanding outcomes.  

7: How do you measure a strategy’s effectiveness?  

Why this question is strategic: Strategies can’t improve without 
understanding how they performed. You’ll learn whether the 
candidate thinks through strategy-building holistically beyond 
the launch of a project.  

 

What to listen for: 

They articulate clear, thoughtful evaluation frameworks 
that go beyond basic metrics to assess qualitative 
excellence. They understand how to measure both 
efficiency and effectiveness, which indicates they’re 
well-equipped to evaluate their own performance as 
well as their team’s.  

6: What type of work has not just engaged you, but 
brought out your absolute best performance? 

Why this question is strategic: Particularly useful for early-
career professionals, it reveals what conditions unlock their 
exceptional qualities. 

“Candidates who are in the early stages of their career may still be 
discovering their focus professionally,” says Christina. “Learning 
what they’ve enjoyed doing and why can help you understand 
the best opportunity for them within your organization.” 

8: Describe the team dynamics where you’ve been 
most successful and how that environment brought 
out your best work. 

Why this question is strategic: This reveals whether the 
candidate will thrive in your specific team culture. If you offer 
a different environment than they’ve described, you can gauge 
their willingness and ability to adjust their working style.  

What to listen for: 

Their answer shows genuine enthusiasm and self-
awareness. They are willing to try new things and ask 
for help when they need it. 

What to listen for: 

They recognize which conditions amplify their strengths 
while showing adaptability to different team structures. 
Their answer provides insight into how they’ll transition 
to your organization and if they’ll still contribute 
effectively. 

Workplace adaptability 
and expertise 
These questions help identify candidates who 
are likely to transition seamlessly versus those 
who may face a steeper learning curve.
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9: Tell me about an especially difficult problem you 
had to solve.   

Why this question is strategic: “Work Rules!” author Laszlo Bock 
considers this his most revealing interview question because 
it demonstrates cognitive ability—the strongest predictor of 
job performance. 

“It gives me a sense of their general cognitive 
ability, which is known to predict 27% of job 
performance. It’s the biggest single predictor. 
I also get meta information about how hard 
somebody thinks the problem was.” 

Laszlo Bock, former Google Senior Vice 
President of People Operations 

 

11: Describe a situation when you succeeded despite 
significant time constraints. 

Why this question is strategic: This question reveals if they 
maintain a high standard of work under pressure, which is critical 
in today’s fast-paced environments. 

 

What to listen for: 

Their example highlights strategic prioritization instead 
of cutting corners. They explain how they were able 
to problem solve, meet deadlines, and communicate 
with stakeholders, while showing both efficiency and 
commitment to excellence. 

10:  Describe a situation where you convinced 
leadership to adopt a different approach. 

Why this question is strategic: This will help you understand the 
candidate’s ability to manage up and successfully advocate 
for their plans.  

12: Tell me how you work in a team environment with a 
variety of priorities and opinions.  

Why this question is strategic: This question gives you insight 
into how they work in a collaborative environment: Are they 
order-givers? Are they hesitant to speak up in group settings? 
Will they be a positive addition to your culture?  

13: Describe a situation where you learned a new skill 
that helped you be more effective in your role. 

Why this question is strategic: This question can indicate how 
proactive the candidate may be when faced with an unfamiliar 
challenge: Are they open to exploring new skills? How do they go 
about learning quickly? How do they adapt to tough situations?What to listen for: 

They share how they used their experience, data, and 
success stories to address leadership’s concerns. 
They demonstrate the confidence, strategic insight, 
and persuasive communication skills needed to excel 
in the role.

What to listen for: 

“They should reveal an example of how they’ve navigated 
this type of environment in the past or in their current 
role,” says Andy. “Pending the role and responsibilities, 
you want to know if someone will use their voice but also 
listen to others and encourage healthy collaboration.”   

What to listen for: 

They demonstrate intellectual curiosity, resilience, and 
how they’ve successfully applied their new skill. 
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Behavioral questions 
to identify exceptional 
problem-solvers  
These questions reveal how candidates 
manage everyday challenges of stress, 
conflicts, and roadblocks. 

What to listen for: 

They describe a genuinely complex problem requiring 
innovative thinking, not just persistence. Their 
answer demonstrates creativity, analytical rigor, and 
resourcefulness beyond applying standard solutions. 
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14: What are your areas of opportunity for growth? 

Why this question is strategic: How candidates approach growth 
can tell you if they’re satisfied with status quo or committed to 
their professional development. 

“I love this question because it shows me how 
self-aware the person is and what steps they 
are taking to improve. You’d be surprised how 
much this question reveals about the person.”  

Lainie Marte, HR Senior Talent 
Acquisition Manager at Best Buy 

 

What to listen for: 

They share a thoughtful development plan aligned 
with meaningful career advancement. They talk about 
proactive improvement efforts rather than reactive 
responses to feedback. 

16: What’s a professional accomplishment you’re 
most proud of? 

Why this question is strategic: You’ll learn more about the 
candidate’s values, skills, work ethic, and what they consider 
important in their career.   

 

What to listen for: 

Their answer should be relevant to your organization’s 
needs and job role. Listen for measurable ways their 
accomplishment positively impacted their organization.   

15: What unique strength consistently allows you to 
achieve outcomes others might not? 

Why this question is strategic: This question helps you identify 
what truly sets them apart from other qualified applicants and 
the real value they bring to the team. 

17: What are the most important values and ethics that 
you demonstrate as a leader? 

Why this question is strategic: This is a favorite interview 
question of Kelli Stillwell, Talent Acquisition Partner at Ebara 
Elliott Energy. While this is geared more toward managers or 
executives, you can rephrase this for individual contributor 
roles such as, “Tell me about a time that you demonstrated 
leadership skills.” The strategy is the same: You want to get a 
sense of how the candidate will lead a team or whether they 
have potential to lead a team in the future.  

What to listen for: 

They name a specific, substantive capability that 
distinguishes their performance. Their example details 
how this strength drives measurable value aligned with 
your priority needs. 

What to listen for: 

Candidates should offer reasons for anything they 
list along with examples that demonstrate how each 
has benefited the teams they have led or how it has 
supported their work.  

Self-awareness 
questions to identify 
growth-oriented talent  
These questions reveal candidates who not 
only understand their strengths and areas for 
improvement but are applying this knowledge 
to drive superior performance.

The difference between good and exceptional hires 
can impact your revenue, innovation opportunities, 
and competitive advantage. Schedule a meeting with 
SeekOut today to learn how our AI-powered talent 
acquisition service and solutions can help you.

Schedule a meeting today.
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