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Goal: 

Fill the team up with “A” Players – a Candidate who has at least a 90 percent chance of
achieving a set of outcomes that only the top 10 percent of possible candidates could
achieve.

Start with a Scorecard

The Four Interviews for Spotting A Players

The Screening Interview – the goal is to eliminate B/C players and save time. 1.
The Who Interview2.
The Focused Interview 3.
The Reference Interview4.

THE WHO HIRING PROCESS



What are your career goals? Look for passion and energy around topics aligned with
the role. 

1.

What are you really good at professionally? Push to get 8-12 positives. Press for
examples that put strengths in context and when the trait served them well. Screen out
those with a gap between their strength and Scorecard. 

2.

What are you not good at or not interested in doing professionally? Let them answer,
but push if not satisfied. These could be things they are not interested in doing. 

3.

If you still find yourself struggling, we recommend that you put the fear of the
reference check into the person. You say, “If you advance to the next step in our
process, we will ask for your help in setting up some references with bosses, peers,
and subordinates. Okay?” 

a.

The candidate will say, “Okay.” Then you say, “So I’m curious. What do you think
they will say are some things you are not good at, or not interested in?”

b.

Balance sheet on a candidate will be incomplete if you can’t identify at least five to
eight areas where a person falls short, lacks interest, or doesn’t want to operate.

c.

Who were your last five bosses, and how will they each rate your performance on a 1-
10 scale when we talk to them? Looking for lots of 8’s, 9’s, and 10’s in the ratings.
Consider 7’s neutral; 6’s and below are actually bad.

4.

THE SCREENING INTERVIEW:
CULLING THE LIST

Guide

After a candidate answers one of the primary questions above, get curious about the
answer: “What,” “How,” or “Tell me more.”

Get Curious

Get rid of those that don’t fit and move on.

Hit the Gong Fast



What were you hired to do? A window into candidates’ goals and targets for a specific job,
like a scorecard. What were their mission and key outcomes? What competencies might
have mattered?

What accomplishments are you most proud of? The behind-the-resume gloss.
Look to see if the accomplishments match the scorecard.
Be wary when a candidate’s accomplishments seem to lack any correlation to the
expectations of the job. Be sure to listen for that clue. 
A Players tend to talk about outcomes linked to expectations. 
B and C Players talk generally about events, people they met, or aspects of the job
they liked without ever getting into results.

What were some of the low points during that job?
People can be reluctant at first. Everyone has work lows.
Don’t let them off the hook. (Went wrong? Biggest Mistake? What would you have done
differently? What part of the job did you not like?)

Who were the people you worked with?
Precision and order of the questions really matter. Follow the questions exactly.
Begin by asking candidates for their boss’s name. Ask them to spell it for you, and
make a point to show them you are writing it down. 

THE WHO INTERVIEW: 
THE POWER OF PATTERNS FOR

CHOOSING WHO

Guide



Ask what they thought it was like working with Jane Smith. 
At the positive extreme, you will hear people offer high praise for their bosses and
how they received mentoring and coaching from them over the years. A neutral
answer will sound somewhat more reserved without being particularly positive or
negative. 
At the negative extreme, people tell you that one boss was useless, the next was a
jerk, and the third a complete moron. Oddly, some candidates fail to make the
connection that they are talking to their potential new boss—you. 

Now ask, “What will Ms. Smith say were your biggest strengths and areas for
improvement?” Be sure to say will, not would. 
Another wonderful principle is at work here: reciprocity. Reciprocity is like a catalyst to
the truth serum.

Keep reframing the question until you get an answer, but even that can take
unusual persistence.

“How would you rate the team you inherited?”— is applicable to managers. 
The focus here is on how candidates approach building a strong team. Do they accept
the hand they have been dealt when they inherit a new team, or do they make changes
to get a better hand? What changes do they make? How long does it take? 
As a bonus, use the TORC framework on their team. You can ask, “When we speak
with members of your team, what will they say were your biggest strengths and
weaknesses as a manager?”

Why did you leave that job?
Often, this is one of the most insightful questions.
“A” Players are highly valued by their bosses. B and C Players often are not.
“A” Players perform well, and bosses express disappointment when they quit. B and C
Players perform less well and are nudged out of their jobs or forcefully pushed out by
their bosses.
Don’t accept vague answers like “My boss and I didn’t connect.” That’s a non-answer.
Get curious. Find out why, and stick with it until you have a clear picture of what
actually happened.



#1: Interrupting 
You have to interrupt. There is no avoiding it. If you don’t, the interview may go on for
hours. Interrupt when you think they are going off course. It’s rude not to.

#2: The Three P’s
How did your performance compare to the previous year’s performance?
How did your performance compare to the plan?
How did your performance compare to your peers?

#3: Push vs. Pull - People who perform well are generally pulled to greater
opportunities.  

Those that perform poorly, are often pushed out of their jobs. (Stay away from those
pushed out of more than 20% of their jobs)
Here is how to judge who was pushed or who was pulled.

PUSH – “It was mutual.” “It was time for me to leave.” “My boss and I were not
getting along.” “Judy got promoted and I did not.” “My role shrank.”
PULL – “My biggest client hired me.” “My old boss recruited me to a bigger job.”
“The CEO asked me to take a double promotion.” “A former peer went to a
competitor and referred me to his boss.”

Master Tactics

Divide a person’s career “story” into the equivalent of “chapters.” Each chapter
could be a single job or a group of jobs that span three to five years.
Ask the five questions for each of the jobs (Chapters) starting with the earliest and
moving forward. DO NOT start with the most recent. Start at the beginning. 
Expect 90 mins to three hours. It may be longer for higher-level jobs.
Conduct the WHO interview with someone else if you can.

Conducting an effective WHO interview



This is NOT meant to be another WHO interview. 
Everyone is to follow the script, otherwise people will fall back on voodoo hiring.
Get curious after each question using the “what, how, tell me more” framework. Keep
asking until you fully understand.
Each interview should take 45 minutes to an hour.

THE FOCUSED INTERVIEW:
GETTING TO KNOW MORE

The purpose of this interview is to talk about _____________. (Specific outcome or
competency)

1.

What are your biggest accomplishments in this area during your career?2.
What are your insights into your biggest mistakes and lessons learned in this area?3.

Get Curious

Double-check the cultural fit.

Double-check

#4 Painting a picture 
You will know you understand what a candidate is saying when you can literally see a
picture of it in your mind. This ability is called “empathetic imagination.” This helps you
move away from the worthless generic info to insights that really matter. 

#5 Stopping at the Stop Signs 
One of the advantages of doing WHO consistently is that you can watch for body language
shifts and other inconsistencies. The biggest indicator of lying is inconsistencies.



FOCUS TO REFERENCE
INTERVIEW GAP

While HR/Team Growth is executing the reference interview, this is a great time to work
towards a verbal offer. The verbal offer process should include ensuring the candidate
understands the compensation package so the business can actively work on putting
together a compelling offer (base, incentives, signing bonus) while we are checking on the
references. It is critical to keep the “A” player engaged during this process as the
business's perceived pursuit of the candidate will influence their decision to make it into the
business. The business needs to work diligently to add the “A” players once they are
found. 
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THE REFERENCE INTERVIEW:
TESTING WHAT YOU LEARNED

Never skip the reference checks!
Do these three things:

Pick the right references. Pick the people you want to talk to.
Ask the candidate to contact the references to set up the calls
Conduct the right number of reference interviews. You do four. Have your
colleagues do three for a total of seven. (three past bosses, two peers, two
subordinates)



People tend to speak in a common code for risky candidates. Look for tremendous
enthusiasm, not ums and urs.
Avoid lukewarm or qualified praise. Faint praise is damning praise.
A good reference will brim with enthusiasm and lack of hedging and hesitation.

Hiring or understanding the code for risky
candidates

In what context did you work with the person?1.
What were the person’s biggest strengths?2.
What are the person’s biggest areas for improvement back then?3.
How would you rate his/her overall performance in that job on a 1-10 scale? What
about his or her performance causes you to give this rating?

4.

The person mentioned that he/she struggled with ________ on that job. Can you tell
me more about that?

5.

Avoid accepting a candidate’s reference list at face value.

Guide



Major flags:
Does not mention past failures
Exaggerates his or her answers
Takes credit for the work of others
Speaks poorly of past bosses
Cannot explain job moves
People most important to a candidate are unsupportive of change
For managers, they have never had to hire or fire anybody
Seems more interested in compensation and benefits than the job itself
Tries too hard to look like an expert
Is self-absorbed

Red flags – when to go deeper

Winning too much. Look out for people in the hiring process who boast about winning
battles that do not matter that much.
Adding too much value. If you are talking and throwing out an idea, does the candidate
try to add too many of his own ideas to yours?
Starting a sentence with “no,” “but,” or “however” during an interview. Might have an
overactive ego.
Telling the world how smart we are. Taking excessive credit, especially in a leadership
role.
Making destructive comments about previous colleagues is a huge red flag. 
Passing the buck. 
Making excuses. 
The excessive need to “be me”

Marshall Goldsmith’s warning signs


