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Understanding Types of Interview Questions 
You've just received a phone call asking you to come in for an interview. What then? Do you just walk into the in­
terview and wing it, hoping for the best? 

Most interviewers will generally use a combination of six lines of questioning: Traditional, Situational, Behavior De­
scription, Achievement, Abstract and Confrontational. 

T raditionol Interview Questions 

These have been the most commonly used types of questions. Some examples of traditional interview questions in­
clude: 

Why do you want this job? 

Why should we hire you? 

What makes you think you can succeed in this job? 

What are your strengths? 

What are your weaknesses? 

What would you bring to our company? 

What are your goals? 

Where do you see yourself in 5 years? 

What do you value most in a job? 

Situational Questions 

Situational questions have become more frequently used by all industries. These questions ask how you would han­
dle a theoretical situation. Examples of situational questions might be: 

Your division hasn't achieved budget in the last 3 quarters. Your immediate manager tells you to get your act 
together or your job is on the line. Describe the steps you'd take in this situation, and why. 

On a routine sales call to an existing client (in your new territory), you discover that the client refuses to deal 
with you because he is so unhappy with the company's past service. How would you handle the situation? 

Let's say you have a misunderstanding with a co-worker that results in her making a disparaging remark under 
her breath and walking away. How would you handle the situation? 

You encounter a technical problem with -----�(fill in the blank to make it relevant to you). How 
would you handle this type of a situation? 
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Behavior Description Questions 

This style of questioning was developed when people began to notice that situational questions don't always predict 
how someone would behave in a real-life situation, where there might be personality conflicts, deadlines, pressure, 
stress, etc. Behavior description questions ask you to describe your behavior in actual, real-life situations that you 
encountered in your work or personal life. Each question generally has 4 parts: a question about a real situation 
that you encountered, a question asking you to describe your behavior in that situation, a question about the out­
come, and a question on your learning. An experienced interviewee will automatically answer these four questions 
in their initial response. Two examples of behavior description questions might be: 

Can you tell me about the last time that you had a conflict with a co-worker? How did you handle the situation? 
What was the outcome? In hindsight, what would you have done differently, if anything? 

Describe the last time you had to make a tough decision. What was the situation? How did you handle it? How 
did things turn out? What did you learn from that situation, if anything? 

Achievement Questions 

Achievement questions are designed to discover which category you fit into. They are based almost entirely on 
facts, and often have a numerical component to show how well you performed in any given position. Of course, 
most experienced recruiters will confirm your achievements with past or current employers during a reference­
checking process, so you'll want to be honest without underselling yourself. 

Examples of achievement questions include: 

Describe the situation you walked into when you started your current position. What were some of the challeng­
es you faced? How did you handle these challenges? What steps did you take to improve the situation? How 
have your actions impacted your organization? 

Have you taken any steps to increase sales revenues? What was the result? Have you expanded your product 
or service offering in any way? Have you led any restructuring initiatives? What was the result? Have you up­
graded any systems or infrastructure? How else have you improved efficiency or productivity? What have you 
done to improve customer satisfaction? What was the result? 

Abstract Questions 

The rationale behind this line of questioning is to learn how you think, how quickly you can respond to unexpected 
questions/ situations, how creative you are, how well you think in the abstract, how you perceive yourself and oth­
ers, etc. Some examples of abstract questions include: 

If you were a bird, what kind of a bird would you be? Why is that? 

If you were a tree, what kind of a tree would you be? Why is that? 

There are many more variations, but you get the picture ... 

Confrontational Questions 

Some employers want to see how you would react under pressure or adverse conditions. If the target position in­
volves dealing with irate people, sensitive situations, multiple deadlines or other types of stresses, the interviewer 
might adopt a confrontational approach to test your reactions. The secret is to remember that they are probably 
using this same approach with every applicant, and that the interviewer's tone has very little to do with you and 
your competence. So don't toke anything personally. Stoy calm, no matter what! Examples of confrontational ques­
tions might be: 

Your company's share price is 20% below what it was 2 years ago. Why is that? 
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