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Selecting the Best Employees for Your Small Business

This online workshop was written and produced by Professors Frederic Aiello and John Sanders at the University of Southern Maine in cooperation with the Maine Small Business Development Centers.




Hiring Decisions 

 Hiring decisions are very 
important 
 Employees  play an important 

role 
 Wrong hire can result in 

alienation of customers and 
workers 

 Short cuts can mean bad hiring 
decisions 

 
One small business 
owner, who failed to  
fill a customer service 
position effectively, 
said:  

 
“We’re fast  
to hire and  

slow to fire.” 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hiring decisions are among the most important decisions in the management of your business.  In small businesses, every employee plays an important role in the company.  A wrong decision can result in changing the dynamics of the business and could alienate customers and co-workers. The business might have added costs from training, legal obligations  and additional  paperwork (one source estimates it can be as much as $4,000).  We find, however, that small business owners often take short cuts in the hiring process with the consequence of having to endure bad hiring decisions.  One small business owner, who failed to fill a customer service position effectively, said, “We’re fast to hire and slow to fire”.  




Hiring New Employees 

 This online workshop focuses on the interview and selection 
process in hiring new employees.  

 
 Put the odds in your favor by improving your approach to 

find the candidate who best fits the job opening and 
company environment. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hiring new employees consists of recruiting, screening, interviewing, selecting, and orienting them.  This online workshop focuses on the interview, assessment and selection process in hiring new employees.  Hiring the best job candidate is a challenge and can be intimating.  But it doesn’t have to be that way. This program aims to put the odds in your favor by improving your approach in interviewing and selecting a candidate who best fits the job opening and your company environment.




 
This online workshop will cover: 

 
  
1. Getting Ready for the Interview 
2. Choosing the Interview Approach 
3. Preparing Interview Questions 
4. Conducting the Interview 
5. Steps to take after the interview 
6. Sample testing 
  

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes

This online workshop will cover:

 Getting ready for the interview
 Choosing the interview approach
 Preparing interview questions
 Conducting the interview
 What steps to take after the interview
 Examples of testing

While this workshop does not cover techniques for recruitment of job applicants, it should be noted that the quality of the hiring process is limited to the quality of the recruitment pool.  Every effort should be made to produce a pool of qualified candidates.  




 
Getting Ready for the Interview 

 
 Careful planning is essential 

 

 Screen applicants to a 
manageable number  

 

 Look for a good fit with 
company 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Careful planning is essential to conducting a successful interview.  You should screen the applicants to a manageable number (3-5 for one position) on the basis of careful consideration of criteria for a good fit for the position and the culture of your company.  Then prepare for the interview by taking the following steps. 




 
Preparing for the Interview 

 
 Compare job description to applicant’s 

information 

 

 Ideal skills, personality traits, characteristics  

 

 Additional information needed 

 

 Clarification and elaboration 

 

 Place and time for the interview 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
 Review the job description and compare it to the applicant’s background and personal characteristics, which may be in the form of an application or cover letter and resume.  What skills, personality traits, and other characteristics are ideal for the position and company culture? (These can be ranked on a point scale system.)  It is crucial to know what you want.

 Determine what additional information about the applicant would enable you to make a good employment decision.   Information in the application or resume may suggest areas that need clarification or elaboration.  Or there may be areas that were not addressed in the resume or application.  

 Choose a place and time for the interview that will avoid interruptions and allow sufficient time for the interview.




 
Information to Convey 

 

 Job description and workplace conditions 
 Skills and requirements 
 Company information and culture 
 Benefits 
 Compensation  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Planning for the interview should also include the following information to convey to the applicant: 
 
 the job description and conditions of the workplace
 the skills and requirements for the position (make a list for the must haves that you’re looking for and include them in your advertising of the position)
 information about the company and company culture
 company benefits
 compensation - don’t try to underpay or you’ll risk losing your employee in a year or two. (you may defer the discussion of compensation to when the job offer is made). 
 
Keep in mind that the interview is a two-way street.  The more desirable candidates will appreciate an interview that is well-planned, free of distractions and informative about the company, position, working conditions, benefits, etc.  




Choosing the Interview Approach 

Strive for a combination of both 

Highly 

Structured 
Highly 

Unstructured 

Close-Ended Consistency 

Stilted Answers 
Dominated by 

interviewer 

Open-ended Flexibility 

Greater depth 
Shows character 
and personality 

+ 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Choosing the interview approach is an important aspect of the process because you want to obtain the best information from the candidate in order to make one of the most important decisions of your business:  who to hire?

Employment interview approaches may range from highly structured to highly unstructured.  
 
Highly structured interviews follow a predetermined list of close-ended questions that are asked of each applicant. They have the advantages of providing consistency in the questions asked of job candidates and assure that certain questions are asked.  Disadvantages are that areas that present opportunity for fruitful expansion may be lost and the interview may result in a series of stilted answers in an interview dominated by the interviewer. 
 
Highly unstructured interviews are based on a series of open-ended questions that may vary from one job candidate to another.  They have the advantage of allowing flexibility in the interview to achieve greater depth of understanding of the candidate’s character and personality traits.
 
Strive to design the interview to achieve the benefits of both structured and unstructured approaches.  Construct an interview outline that includes open-ended and close-ended questions to be asked of each candidate yet allows flexibility in the interview process.  

And remember a good interview is one in which the interviewer is an active listener.
 
 





 
Preparing Interview Questions 

 
 

 

 Based on what you need to evaluate an applicant 
 Irrelevant questions may be unlawful or unprofessional 
 Prepare questions that enable you to delve more deeply 
 Clarify job candidate’s information 
 Self assessment, developmental goals and career aspirations 
 Behavior or performance based questions 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
 
Interview questions should be based on what you need to evaluate an applicant’s abilities, qualifications and fit with your company.  Asking irrelevant questions may be unlawful, or even if not, may be offensive or appear to be unprofessional.
 
Here are some guidelines for questions and how to ask them.
 
Prepare questions that enable you to clarify or delve more deeply into items on the job candidate’s application or resume. These questions may address previous work experiences, education and training, outside activities and interests.
 
Consider questions that address the applicant’s self-assessment, developmental goals, and career aspirations.  You might ask: “where would you like to be in 5 years” to see if his or her plan fits into what you see for the position they are applying for.
 
Ask behavior or performance based questions.  If you want to know about an applicant’s organizational capabilities, do not ask, “Are you organized?”  Instead, ask , “How did your organizational skills make a difference in your previous job?”   If necessary, ask for examples.

If you want to know how the applicant handles stress, you may ask, “How did you handle situations that were unexpected in your job?  What are some examples?”


 




Will the applicant fit your organizational  
environment and leadership approach? 

 How would your best friend 
describe you? 
 
 Describe the characteristics and 

behaviors of the best managers 
or supervisors  

 
 Describe behaviors and 

characteristics of an ideal boss 

 
 

 

Hard-working 

Artistic 
C

hallenging 

Presenter
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Ask questions that will assess whether the applicant will fit your organizational environment and leadership approach.

Here are some examples of questions you might ask to determine that:

 How would your best friend describe you? This question will often reveal personality traits – such as is the person confident, responsible, or creative.

 Another question would be: describe the characteristics and behaviors of the best managers or supervisors in your work experiences.  What did you like best or least?

 Or ask the candidate to describe behaviors and characteristics of an ideal boss to reveal whether there will be a good fit with your or your organization’s leadership approach.  Does the candidate value a boss who is explicit about expectations or one that expects employees to be more self-managing? This will give you a clue whether the candidate is self motivated and can take charge or needs more supervision.






Gain Insight 

A customer complains about a 
job you thought was well 
done –  
How would you respond to 
that? 

A worker is increasingly 
irritable and co-workers 
complain of rudeness and 
doing less work – How 
would you handle the 
situation? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Consider situational questions to gain insight on how the applicants would handle or react to various circumstances he or she may face in the job.

You might use this scenario:

 As manager of your work group, you have observed that one of your workers has become increasingly irritable over the past few weeks.  Several of her co-workers have complained to you that she has been rude and doing less than her share of the work.  How would you  handle the situation?

 Or this one: The customer of a job you’ve completed complains to you that the work is unsatisfactory.  You believe the job was performed well.  How would you respond to the customer?




Avoid asking certain types of questions 

 Some questions may be considered unlawfully discriminatory 
 In Maine it is unlawful to discriminate on the basis of race, color, 

gender, physical or mental disability, religion, age, ancestry or  
national origin, sexual orientation or whistleblower. 
 Questions relating to physical, emotional or mental handicaps 

may be asked only to determine if applicant will need 
accommodations to perform a job. 

 Do not ask questions that are not specifically related to ability 
to perform the job. 

For more information please contact the Maine Human Rights 
Commission, 207-624-6290, TTY: Maine Rely 711 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
You should avoid asking questions that may be considered unlawfully discriminatory.

 Employers with 15 or more employees are subject to federal laws prohibiting discrimination in hiring.

 In Maine, it is unlawful to discriminate on the basis of race, color, gender, pregnancy and related medical issues, physical or mental disability, religion, age, ancestry or national origin, sexual orientation, whistleblower or place of birth.  

 Questions relating to physical, emotional, or mental handicaps may be asked only to determine if an applicant will need accommodations to perform a specific job.  

 Do not ask questions that are not specifically related to ability to perform the job.



Examples of questions that may be  
considered unlawfully discriminatory are: 

 Are you engaged?  Married?   Planning to marry? 
 Do you have or plan to have children? 
 Where do you go to church? 

 When were you born? How old are you?    
 What accent do you have? 
 What is your family’s ethnicity? 

 
 If an applicant volunteers information about any of these 

areas, do not respond or follow-up on their comments. 

 

Presenter
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Some examples of questions that may be considered unlawfully discriminatory are:

 Are you engaged?  Married?   Planning to marry?
 Do you have or plan to have children?
 Where do you go to church?
 When were you born? How old are you?
 What accent do you have?
 What is your family’s ethnicity?

If an applicant volunteers information about any of these areas, do not respond or follow-up on their comments.



 
Conducting the interview 

 

 Comfortable space and no interruptions 
 Welcoming greeting 
 Outline the interview process 

 
 
 

Careful planning is essential to an effective interview 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Careful planning is essential to an effective interview.  You should have an outline of the interview plan and questions to ask.

Plan the interview in a comfortable space and at a time when you will not be interrupted.  This will not only help make the interview go smoothly, but will also favorably impress the applicant.

Make the applicant feel welcome and comfortable.  Greet the applicant with eye contact, a smile, and a firm handshake.  Thank the applicant for meeting with you and after brief chit-chat, review briefly the nature of the job and indicate what you want to cover in the interview.  For example you might say, “I look forward to hearing about your work experiences, education and training, interests, and other things you’d want me to know about you.  Then I want to let you know more about the job and our company.  Finally I would like to answer any questions you may have.”




Start the Interview 

 Work experience 
 Likes and dislikes 
 Reasons for changing jobs 
 Valuable experiences 
 Ideal job 
 Avoid leading questions 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Starting with work experience, ask about the applicant’s past jobs including duties and responsibilities, likes and dislikes, reasons for changing jobs or companies, and most valuable experiences.

Consider asking what he or she feels would be the ideal job for him or her and why as a follow-up question to gain insight as to whether there’s a match to the characteristics of your open position.

Avoid asking leading questions that reveal what you’re looking for so that you learn what the candidate really thinks versus what he or she thinks you want to hear.








Training, Education and Interests 

 Training and education 
 Abilities and skills 
 Areas of improvement   
 Outside interests 
 Other areas of 

background 

 

Training and 
Education 

Interests 

Background 

Abilities 
and 

Skills 

Presenter
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As appropriate move on to discuss the applicant’s training and education to assess his or her abilities to perform the job.

Follow up with questions relating to assessment of abilities, skills and areas that the applicant would like to improve.

Consider asking questions about the applicant’s activities and interests outside of work for fun or that he or she thinks are relevant to the job.  Community activities, hobbies, volunteer work, etc., are areas that may be discussed in relationship to the job including ways to handle stress.

Ask the applicant if there are other areas of his or her background that he or she would like to discuss.





A good fit for the company 

 A good fit and why 
 Discuss company environment, 

compensation, benefits 
 Applicant’s questions 
 Level of interest in position 
 Include next steps 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ask the candidate, “Do you think you’re a good fit for the job?” and follow-up with questions as needed to reveal underlying reasons for his or her answer.

If you think the applicant is a good candidate for the position, proceed with a discussion of the company, workplace environment and culture, compensation, benefits, etc. Tell the applicant that you believe he or she is good candidate for the position.

Ask if the applicant has any other questions about the position, company or anything else, his or her level of interest in the position and discuss how you will proceed from here.

This discussion should include the next steps, e.g. reference checks, additional interviews, testing, etc. and when you expect the final decision to be made.



Concluding the interview 

 Thank applicant 
 Next steps 
 Tour company 
 Introduce to employees 
 Remember key points and 
     take notes 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Finally, conclude the interview.

Thank the applicant and let him or her know that you will be in touch for the next steps.

Consider taking the applicant on a tour of the company and introducing him or her to employees.

And lastly, refresh yourself on the key points revealed about the candidate and take notes for future reference.



What to do next 

 Interview is not enough 
 Check references, second interview and test 
     abilities  
 Trusting instincts can backfire 
 Background checks 
 Confirm abilities, skills and characteristics 

 
 don’t settle 

for less! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The interview will provide a good basis for screening applicants but do not stop there!  Follow through by checking the applicant’s references, conducting a second interview, and testing the applicant’s abilities.

The interview and application materials alone are insufficient basis for making a well informed decision.  Employers often hire without due diligence and later find out that the applicant does not have the skills and personality characteristics that were expected. Under-qualified or emotionally unstable people can jeopardize your company’s success.

Be cautious, as you may want to base your decision on your instincts  which can backfire. Trusting your instincts is unsafe, if the actions of the person you hire hurt someone or otherwise cause harm you can be held accountable. �
Do background checks. What do background checks do? Is anything off limits ? The search usually confirms prior employment or worker’s  compensation claims and criminal records, drug testing and credit history.  Much of this information is public but certain records such as military, medical and education are confidential and requires a candidate’s consent. 

An applicant’s interviewing performance is not a reliable predictor of job performance and people skills.  We highly recommend that you take the following steps to confirm that the job candidate has the abilities, skills, and personality characteristics to make significant contributions to the success of your company.  



DON’T SETTLE FOR LESS.



Reference checks  

 Call  applicant’s references 
 More likely to give a candid 

assessment by phone 
 Ask more in-depth questions 
 Read between the lines 
 Pay attention to voice intonations 

 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Call the applicant’s references.  Ideally you will have references from past employers and others who can attest to the applicant’s character and capabilities.  Do not rely on written recommendations.  References are not usually willing to write negative things about an applicant.  They are much more likely to give a candid assessment by telephone.  Furthermore a telephone interview provides you an opportunity to follow up comments with more in-depth questions and to “read between the lines” of the reference’s statements.  Voice intonations may also provide clues about the reference’s true thoughts and feelings. 
 
 



Conduct a Second Interview 

 Include members of the company 
 Benefits: 
   Committed to the decision 
   Want to make it work 
   New hire feels acceptance 
   Applicant learns about   

      environment and culture 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Conduct a second interview that includes other members of your company.  This step will  help assess the candidate’s interpersonal skills, confidence and fit with the company.  Getting input from others in the company may also reveal aspects of the applicant  you may have missed or confirm some of your impressions.

Involving employees in the hiring has other benefits as well.  When employees participate in employment decisions, they are more likely to be committed to the decision and want to make it work by being more welcoming and helpful to the new hire in the early stages of employment.  From the new hire’s perspective, he or she is more likely to feel a greater sense of acceptance and belonging.  The second interview will also enable the applicant to learn more about the work environment and company culture and thus have more information to determine whether the company will be a good fit for him or her.

This interview may be in tandem with your initial interview or be scheduled at a later date.



Testing Skills and Abilities 

 Devise tests that measure abilities and skills related 
to job 
 Tests vary depending on the position 
 Role playing as part of the assessment process 
 Best candidate becomes much more clear 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Devise and administer tests to measure the applicant’s abilities and skills that are directly  job-related.  Tests will vary greatly depending on the position to be filled although there are many jobs that require a common set of basic competencies.  One of our client companies found that some of its hires lacked basic arithmetic and literacy skills that directly impacted on the ability to perform many of its jobs.  This company devised a simple test that asked perspective employees to perform simple arithmetic functions and provide writing samples.

Another client found that applicants for accounting and bookkeeping positions vary greatly in their computer skills.  The applicants’ assertions about their skill levels with Excel and Word proved to be very unreliable.  When the company had prospective employees actually perform tests of their spreadsheet and word processing skills, differences in skill levels became readily apparent.

A company that had a very poor track record in selecting customer service employees improved  its success rate greatly by having applicants  role play customer service scenarios as part of the assessment process.  This company, like the others, found that distinguishing the best candidate from other finalists for positions became much clearer in light of evidence directly relating to the applicant’s ability to perform the requirements of the job.

Examples of tests used by small business owners to assist in the selection of job applicants can be found at the end of this presentation.




Summary and Conclusions 

  Carefully planned interview will help greatly in evaluation 

  Applicants who look and sound good are not necessarily a good 

     fit 

  Do not pick only people like yourself 

  Check applicants references and background 

  Involve others in the selection process 

 Administer tests of abilities 

 If your search is not successful start over  

 

 
 

 
Find employees who will make OUTSTANDING contributions! 

  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A carefully planned, well executed employment interview will help greatly in evaluating candidates for positions in your company and deciding on finalists for positions.  Beware, however, that the interview alone is an unreliable basis for predicting their fit for the job and your company’s environment.  
 
Research has revealed that ability to perform well in an interview is not a reliable indicator of an applicant’s skills, abilities, and personality.  Studies have also shown that interviewers overly rely on their ability to “read” the applicant and form favorable impressions based largely on the attractiveness of the applicant.  However, applicants who look and sound good are not necessarily a good fit for the job.
 
Other studies indicate that interviewers tend to choose people like themselves.  Don’t pick only people like you especially in situations where it is in your best interest to hire a candidate who has skills and other characteristics that are complementary to your own.
 
Following up interviewing by checking the applicants’ references and background, involving others in the selection process, and administering tests of abilities will increase the odds of making an outstanding hiring decision in your favor.  
 
Finally, if you find that your search for a new member of your company does not yield an outstanding candidate, bite the bullet and start the search again after determining the underlying problem.  For example, was the applicant pool adequate?  If not, how can we improve the recruitment process?
 
Don’t settle for less-than-outstanding new hire even if you have an open position that is causing short term stress in the company.  Tolerate some short-term pain for long-term gain.   In the long run you and your company may avoid acquiring a problem employee and put yourself in a position to bring on a new employee who will make outstanding contributions to the success of your company.



Pre-employment testing 

 The following examples of tests were actually used by 
small companies in Maine to assess the skills of 
employment candidates.  These tests were 
administered to job applicants who met criteria for 
employment in the first interview.  The tests focus on  
abilities essential to performing the jobs successfully.  
The tests are simple, low cost and easy to administer. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The following examples of tests were actually used by small companies in Maine to assist in the assessment of employment candidates.  Theses tests were administered to job applicants who met criteria for employment in the first interview.  The tests focus on  abilities essential to performing the jobs successfully.  The tests are simple, low cost and easy to administer.



Arithmetic and Numeric Skills Test 
 
 

1. 9 + 208 + 751 + = ______ 
2. 4306-1492 = ______ 
3. 2652 divided by 4 = ______ 
4. 17 x 4 = ______ 
5. 75/100 = ______% 
6. Check the one answer choice which contains only letters or numbers, regardless 

of their order, which appear in: G-N-9-8-D-7-C-5 
    ___ D-8-C-5-M-7 
    ___ C-M-7-4-G-8 
    ___ N-5-D-9-7-C 
    ___ 6-D-G-N-9-5 
  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This test was administered for positions where basic math competency was essential for satisfactory performance.




Writing samples 

  
 What are the most important things to you about a 

job or position in a company? 
 
 How would you describe the ideal supervisor or 

manager for you? 
 
 How would your best friend describe you? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The same company asked candidates to respond in writing to one or more of the following questions to assess the applicants’ writing skills and to seek additional information about their personal characteristics.

  What are the most important things to you about a job or position in a company?

  How would you describe the ideal supervisor or manager for you?

  How would your best friend describe you?



Assessing Job Aptitude and Skills 

 Devise a test according to the job or position for which 
you are hiring. 

 
 For example, a company  hiring a folder in textile 

operation structured a test of applicants’ manual 
dexterity by actually having them fold garments after 
instruction and screen printers to actually demonstrate 
screen printing skills.  The same company asked applicants 
for its controller position to actually construct Excel 
spreadsheets to analyze an accounting problem and to 
perform financial statement ratio analysis. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Devise a test according to the job or position for which you are hiring.

For example, a company  hiring a folder in textile operation structured a test of applicants’ manual dexterity by actually having them fold garments after instruction and screen printers to actually demonstrate screen printing skills.  The same company asked applicants for its controller position to actually construct Excel spreadsheets to analyze an accounting problem and to perform financial statement ratio analysis.




  
  

 
 
 

www.mainesbdc.org 
mainesbdc@usm.maine.edu 

1-800-679-SBDC 
 

The Maine SBDC is a program of the U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA), Office of Small Business Development Centers, the 
Maine Department of Economic and Community Development (DECD) and the University of Southern Maine (USM).  Accredited by 
America’s Small Business Development Centers, the Maine SBDC operates a network of service centers in partnership with the 
Androscoggin Valley Council of Governments, CEI and Northern Maine Development Commission.  The Maine SBDC helps build and 
strengthen small businesses by providing technical assistance, training and educational resources.   

Helping Maine’s businesses succeed since 1977 
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