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E X P E R T  O P I N I O N

Transforming a job interview into a grand slam event
Executive recruiter says primary focus should be discussion and exchange of ideas so applicant and search committee can learn about each other 

By Paul Belford

The first thing to keep in mind about an
interview—the event itself—is that the
purpose is not to get a job. The purpose of the
interview is for the search committee and the
candidate to get to know one another. This
means far more than an exchange of
information. 

A properly prepared search committee and a
properly prepared candidate should already
have most of the information they need to
know about the other party to make a decision. 

The purpose of the interview is to find out
who the other party is. What makes the other
party tick? How is the other party likely to
react in different circumstances? What type
of person is he/she? What type of
organization is this? The issue is not “What is
the Value Proposition?” The issue is “What is
the Value Base of the other party?”

Leave an impression 
In the simplest terms, a grand slam, home

run interview means that when you leave the
room, you are still in the room. The
committee members know who you are—
your character and instincts. In effect, you
have made it easy for the committee to make
the right decision because they are
comfortable that they have gotten to know
you as a person. 

Clearly, information plays a role in this,
but the key is back and forth, open
discussion on issues and events of mutual
interest and shared priorities. 

And always remember this: The right
decision might be no. Though disappointing,
if the committee has truly gotten to know
you and does not see a strong basis of
compatibility, it is in the better position to
make this decision. Simply put, you have to
trust the committee to make the right
decision, and the most you can do in this
process is make certain they have gotten to
know you as a person. If you get this done,
you have your best shot at getting a job in
which you will succeed, or avoiding one
where you would not. Either way, you win. 

So, how can you ensure that when you

leave the room, you are still in the room?
Discussion. The expectation of most candidates
is that they will be asked ‘questions’ by the

committee, and this is commonly the case.
Ultimately, though, they are not questions.
They are discussion points. 

In responding to a question, provide the
information requested, but be alert to
opportunities to engage the committee in a
discussion on the subject or a related one.
Indeed, your questions of the committee may
tell the committee more about you than any
answer you provide.

Tipping the scales
A final point. Candidates frequently go into

an interview with the mindset that, of the two
parties, the candidate is the disadvantaged one.
For example, if there are 100 chips on the
table, the candidate might see himself/herself as
having maybe 10, with the committee having
the remaining 90. This is inaccurate. If the
chips are to be seen divided, the committee is
more usefully seen as having a slight advantage,

perhaps on the order of 55 to 45.
The committee’s advantage comes from it

being the host party and that it gets to make

the first decision, i.e., whether to invite the
candidate back. 

However, the candidate gets to make the
second decision, i.e., whether he/she wants
to come for the second interview. It is for
this reason that the candidate must at all
times be interviewing the committee as it
interviews him/her. 

And even this 55/45 advantage might
mask the true balance between the
committee and the candidate. For those
candidates who are currently employed, the
need balance can quite easily be seen as being
in their favor. 

The employed candidate does not need a
job; he/she already has one. The committee,
on the other hand, has a vacancy it needs
someone to fill. 

Paul Belford is a principal with executive
search firm JDG Associates. A professional
search consultant since 1990 with a specialty in
associations, he has completed more than 125
client searches, most at the CEO level. 

The author of “Planning Your Career in
Association Management,” published in 2002
by the American Society of Association
Executives, 

Belford has spoken on career-development
issues at ASAE meetings and those of its allied
societies. 

He has also served on the CEO Advisory
Council of the Greater Washington Society of
Association Executives, as well as on GWSAE
compensation survey councils. Previously, he
was with Pharmaceutical Research and
Manufacturers of America, where he was
responsible for international issues
management.

An accounting graduate of Boston College, he
has a master’s degree in economics from
Fordham University.Paul Belford

... You have your best shot at getting a job in which you will

succeed, or avoiding one where you would not. Either way, you win. 
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