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Editor's note: This is Part I in a periodic series on the HIM hiring environment and how to hire the most qualified
candidates.

Early in my managerial career, I supervised a small department in which turnover was infrequent and I seldom needed to hire.
When I had to fill a position, the candidates had already been tested by the state of Washington, and I was provided a list of
the top five scorers from which I was to hire. During interviews, I asked candidates the kinds of questions I was asked when I
interviewed for a position. These included

How do you describe your present position?
What responsibilities do you most enjoy and why?
What responsibilities do you least enjoy and why?
Why do you wish to leave your present position?
What are your work-related strengths?
What do you perceive as your work-related weaknesses?
Why do you want to work here?
What are your goals?

If I could, I hired people who graduated from the same technical college that I did, so I was familiar with their education. I
hired people whose personality I liked and I believed that if I liked them, I could teach them the technical skills needed to do
the job. This worked earlier in my career because I was often filling a position I helped create, enjoyed, thrived in, and was
leaving to take on something new.

Looking back, I realize I committed some of 'The Twelve Deadly Sins of Hiring,' as described by author Kenneth R. Cohen. I
hired based on my subjective reactions to the candidate, making my decision within the first four minutes of the interview and
spending the next 56 minutes trying to gather information to support my decision.

As my career progressed, I was given opportunities to manage larger and more diverse groups. It soon became clear that the
hiring process that worked in the past would not work in the future. When I needed to fill a computer programmer position, for
example, I realized that the candidate's educational background and personality did not need to match my own. Additionally,
when I took a position outside of the state of Washington system, I became responsible for testing the candidates. Finally, I
wanted to be sure I was giving each candidate the same opportunity to sell him/herself.

Over the years, I've tried various types of interview questions and tests in an attempt to select the best candidate for any given
position. Although I have not yet perfected the process, I'm confident that my interviews have become more objective and
better predictors of a candidate's likelihood of success. What makes the difference? I rely heavily on the recommendations
made by management expert Michael Mercer.

In his book Hire the Best...and Avoid the Rest, Mercer says that most interviews result in inaccurate predictions of job
performance because many interviewers do not know how to interview or how to make valid or accurate predictions based on
their interviews. He suggests that when a structured interview is used in combination with valid, reliable testing and reference
checks, there is a high correlation between a candidate's scores and his or her actual performance.

So how does one prepare and perform an effective, structured interview?
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First, identify the job title for which the structured interview is being developed. Next, list the job-related criteria the applicant
must meet to succeed. Mercer provides a helpful checklist for getting started. "Job-Related Criteria Template," below, is a
template of potential criteria that I completed for an HIM clerk position in a large ambulatory care clinic.

Narrow down the criteria to the six to nine most crucial points. Then, design interview questions that will allow you to assess
the candidate's characteristics relative to the most important job-related criteria. For each question, identify the desired
response. Mercer includes sample questions and responses in his book, many of which I used in the interview guide below.
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Next, develop a job-specific interview form that includes:

job title
candidate name
date of interview
interviewer name
the six to nine crucial job-related criteria
questions aimed at assessing the candidate against the criteria and the responses desired
a place for taking notes and rating

Use this form to guide the interview. Ask the candidate for examples of his/her projects or tasks and a detailed explanation of
how they were completed. Allow the candidate to talk 80 to 90 percent of the time, because the more he/she talks, the more
you can learn about his/her job-related skills.

Look for patterns. Mercer suggests that "past behavior is the best predictor of future behavior." Observe the candidate's
nonverbal behavior. Does the body language match the words, or does the candidate who claims to enjoy working with people
avoid eye contact?
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Take notes on the candidate's response to each question. After the interview, rate the candidate's response to each question,
and overall, using arrows. Use an upward arrow  for a positive rating, a sideward arrow  for an average or neutral rating,
and downward arrow  for a negative rating. If others are to interview the candidate separately, they need not ask the same
questions, but should use the same criteria and rating system.

Remember that the candidate is on his/her best behavior during the interview. It's possible that a candidate might be impressive
during the interview, but unpleasant with people he or she interacted with before or after the interview. Ask other people who
talked to the candidate about his/her behavior.

Combine the interview scores with the results of reference checks and test results. Hire only those candidates who receive all
positive ratings.

By applying Mercer's suggestions, my interviews have become more fair, more job-related, and, when combined with tests and
reference checks, more likely to result in selection of the best candidate. Take advantage of these and other resources to
develop your skills. Ultimately, the entire HIM department will benefit.

Note: In the health information management clerk example I used, I would also develop and conduct a test for each candidate
to assess their ability to compose e-mail, prioritize assignments, and quickly and accurately file in terminal digit order. I'll talk
about testing candidates in a future issue of the Journal.

References

Cohen, Kenneth R. "The 12 Deadly Sins of Hiring." Nursing Homes 45, no. 3 (1996): 11-13.

Mercer, Michael. Hire the Best...and Avoid the Rest. New York: American Management Association, 1993.

How to prepare and perform an effective structured interview

1. Identify the job title.
2. Identify the job-related criteria the applicant must meet to succeed in the job.
3. Narrow down the list to the most crucial six to nine criteria.
4. Identify questions aimed at measuring the candidate against the six to nine criteria.
5. Identify desired responses to each question.
6. Develop an interview guide form.
7. Use the interview form to guide the interview.
8. Take notes of the candidate's responses during the interview.
9. Ask for examples of how the candidate went about his/her work.

10. Look for nonverbal communication.
11. Ask others about their observations.
12. Keep in mind that past behavior is the best predictor of future behavior.
13. Rate the candidate's responses using arrows.
14. Give the candidate an overall rating using arrows.
15. Hire only candidates with upward arrows on tests, interview(s), and reference checks.
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