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BY MICHAEL GRAVELLE

o one should knock the
initiative of a well-pre-
pared job candidate.
But there is a big differ-
ence between an eager,

industrious interviewee and a
stage-rehearsed job candidate
who has mastered the interview
process.

The ability to rub through
the veneer of the “professional”
job candidate is critical for any
hiring manager looking to fill a
position.

A whole industry has
emerged to provide coaching
services and products that make
people “experts” on the receiv-
ing end of a job interview. From
self-help books to online re-
sources (See page 20 sidebar,
“The interview expert’s Web”),
the trend has spawned a genera-
tion of smooth and savvy job
candidates.

Perhaps Canada’s foremost
“pro” candidate is the infamous
John Davy who landed a job as
CEO at a New Zealand broad-
casting company with a totally
fabricated resume and without a
shred of relevant job experience.
What went wrong? What meth-
ods might you employ to avoid
this kind of fiasco or, at least,
limit your vulnerability? 

Spotting the pro can be made
easier by reinforcing the tradi-
tional candidate assessments —
the interview and the resume —
with methods that are more dif-
ficult to manipulate.

There are three proven ways
to avoid getting fooled by a pro:
getting a second look at the can-
didate through behavioural test-

ing, reference checks and per-
formance-based testing.

Get a second look at
the candidate through 

behaviour analysis

People are wired to make snap
judgments. A recent study by
the University of Toledo
showed that a group of inter-

viewers had, for the most part,
made up their minds on a can-
didate within 15 seconds of
meeting the person. That’s by
the time the candidate had set-
tled into the chair.

Most HR professionals rec-
ognize that the interview, re-
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Have you met the ideal person for the job? Or have you just encountered a 
highly coached, interview-savvy candidate? Here are tips and strategies to help 
assess the true qualities under the surface of the slick, ‘professional’ job seeker 



gardless of how structured it is,
only reduces, rather than elimi-
nates, subjectivity. Professional
candidates are fully aware that
they are being subconsciously
judged on the ability to develop
rapport and create a favourable
first impression. They take full
advantage of this. Interviewers
need to get a second, indepen-
dent opinion.

Objective measures, such as
pre-employment testing help
provide a more scientific assess-
ment of tough-to-evaluate qual-
ities like leadership style, per-

sonality fit and adaptability. “A
key interview challenge is to get
beyond the gloss of a well-pre-
pared interviewee,” says Tanya
Pyne, corporate recruiter for
Aon Canada in Toronto. “Be-
havioural assessments help us
do this.” Pre-employment be-
havioural testing is common
practice in organizations that
require objective analysis and
accountability in corporate de-
cision-making. According to
The HR Scorecard (by Becker,
Huselid and Ulrich), a survey of
400 publicly traded U.S. com-
panies found the top-perform-
ing 10 per cent were more than
seven times as likely to use a
validated behavioural pre-em-
ployment test than the bottom
10 per cent.

Senior managers, who often
pride themselves on their gut in-
stinct, are particularly vulnera-
ble to the pro. I once worked
with the vice-president of a
Canadian consulting firm who
insisted we shelve all the other
resumes following a home-run
interview with the “perfect”
candidate for a sales position.

It took a bit of convincing,
but the company finally agreed
to run a behavioural assessment
on this star candidate prior to
making an offer. While this in-
dividual accurately presented
herself as confident, self-assured
and knowledgeable, the evalua-
tion indicated she was also like-
ly to be extremely impatient,
particularly with subordinates
and support staff. This informa-
tion was useful to help shape
questions in reference checks.

Not only was this personali-
ty trait borne out, it proved to be
a liability: A former employer
admitted that although she often

exceeded her quotas, her conde-
scending attitude frequently
soured relationships with her
team and damaged long-term
customer relationships.

Conduct pre-emptive
reference checks

Many managers despair at the
difficulty they have getting de-
tailed references from past em-
ployers. Although “name, rank
and serial number” references
are certainly a sign of the times
(see www.hrreporter.com, se-
lect “Search” and enter article
#2543), the stated intention to
check references can be effec-
tively leveraged to increase the
integrity of candidates’ re-
sponses.

Ask candidates early on who
they will be providing as refer-
ences. Make it clear you are not
requesting permission to call
the references at this stage, but
simply want an idea of who
they will be. Be skeptical of can-
didates who will not be provid-
ing the names of former super-
visors.

Another way to keep the pro

candidate in check is to link
questions to references. Say
something like: “That’s a great
example of how you saved the
company money by developing
a new process. By the way, just
for my records, who were you
reporting to at that time?”

An added benefit to this ap-
proach across the board is that
candidates will be less likely to
embellish responses if it appears
you are going to validate their
success stories later on.

Give them an assignment

Work samples are found to be
among the most valid predictors
of performance. Rather than
having candidates paint rosy
pictures of how they would han-
dle a task, why not actually have
them perform it as part of the
hiring process?

The task need not be com-
plex. A distributor I work with
gives prospective sales candi-
dates a selection of product
brochures. For the final inter-
view, each is asked to deliver a
sales presentation to a panel. An
insurance company claims
manager gives job candidates 15
minutes to review two case files
and make recommendations on
an action plan. At a construc-
tion company, prospective elec-
trical engineers are asked to in-
terpret a blueprint and comment
on a design layout.

An important caveat to this
tip: be realistic. An ambitious
tech start-up recruiter I know
drew up a problem-solving quiz
that pegged candidate after can-
didate as failures. When it was
suggested that the same quiz be
given to the firm’s top perform-
ers, guess what: most failed.

Run a task past a few experi-
enced people on the team to see
how they do. And be sure to run
it by legal experts to ensure the
quiz is job-related and non-dis-
criminatory.

Stay a step ahead

By using these tools to enhance
objectivity, interviewers can ele-
vate themselves to the level of
expertise of the most savvy can-
didates. Remember, this isn’t to
say a well-rehearsed candidate
should necessarily be ruled out
— the person may indeed pos-
sess the qualities you seek. But
flushing out the pro candidate
minimizes the gap between the
person who showed up to the in-
terview and the person who will
show up for the job.

Michael Gravelle is vice-president
of The McQuaig Institute, a
Toronto-based company that helps
organizations make better selection
decisions through behavioural
assessments and interview training.
He can be reached at 1-800-387-
5455.

© Copyright Canadian HR Reporter, October 6, 2003, by permission of Carswell, Toronto, Ontario, 1-800-387-5164. Web site: www.hrreporter.com

Continued From Previous Page

Canadian HR Reporter RECRUITMENT October 6, 2003

Pros make good first impressions

•Do responses sound “canned,”
peppered with jargon and lack-
ing specifics?
•Are the candidate’s greatest
successes at companies that no
longer exist, reporting to man-
agers who cannot be tracked
down?
•Has the candidate visited your
Web site, referring frequently to
information gleaned there,
whether relevant or not?

•Does the candidate compli-
ment you on your interviewing
skills?
•Does the candidate use body
mirroring — mimicking your
body language and expres-
sions?
•Did your receptionist find the
candidate “slick” or “pushy?”
Remember, pros may let their
guards down outside of the in-
terview room.

Six signs you might be
dealing with a pro candidate

Make it clear you are not requesting permission
to call the references, but simply want an idea of

who they will be. Be skeptical if they don’t
provide names of their former supervisors. 


