
Geoff Burcaw
Senior Consultant, CPS HR Consult ing

Assessing Soft Skills in a 
Structured Interview:

What you need to know



June 20cpshr.us

Geoff Burcaw

Hello and 
welcome!

Senior Consultant, CPS HR Consulting



June 17, 2020cpshr.us

Agenda

Introduction
 What do we mean by “soft skills”?
 Why are they important?
 Can they be assessed in an objective manner?

Assessing Soft Skills in a Structured Interview
 Structured interviews (versus unstructured) 
 Identifying the correct soft skills
 Asking the right questions
 Rating responses in an objective manner
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What do we mean by “Soft Skills”

 Not the “what” but the “how”

» Job duty:
Responds to customer inquiries via 
email or phone

» KSAs that enable performance of the duty:
o Written communication knowledge and skills
o Oral communication skills
o Listening and speaking ability
o Knowledge of… (the subject matter of the 

communication)

Is this all?
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What do we mean by “Soft Skills”

 Not the “what” but the “how”

» Job duty:
Responds to customer inquiries via 
email or phone

» How should this duty be performed?
o With professionalism and courtesy
o In a helping manner – taking care to understand
o Ensuring that customers’ needs are met

Customer 
Service 
Orientation
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Soft Skills

 Cooperativeness/Team Orientation
 Adaptability/Flexibility
 Perseverance
 Learning Orientation
 Stress Tolerance

 Also known as citizenship behaviors or contextual 
performance factors; sometimes considered 
competencies

 Enable beneficial behaviors done on one’s own volition
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Soft Skills

 Originally called “soft” because they 
related to working with people rather 
than tools, machines, & equipment

 Persistent belief that soft skills cannot be 
assessed in an objective manner

 If considered in selection/hiring, usually 
assessed in an unstructured, subjective 
way
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The Structured Oral Interview

 Not a “hiring interview” or “fit interview”

 Formal, systematic and standardized
» Designed to elicit responses that demonstrate 

possession of specific, pre-defined qualities (KSAs, 
competencies) 

» All candidates are asked the same question
» Follow-up questions are (generally) not allowed
» Candidate responses are rated using pre-defined 

rating criteria



June 17, 2020cpshr.us

Assessing Soft Skills in a Structured Interview

We can assess soft skills in a structured way if we:

 Identify the correct soft skill…
» by identifying the specific job behavior that requires it

 Ask the right questions…
» to elicit responses related to that specific job behavior

 Rate the responses in an objective manner…
» using pre-defined criteria based on performing the 

specific job behavior at the required level of 
performance



June 17, 2020cpshr.us

Identifying the Correct Soft Skill

Identify the correct soft skill by identifying the 
specific job behaviors that require it.

 Start with the job behaviors, not an 
assumed soft skill.

» Not: “Team Orientation” is important 
because we want people who work well 
with others.

» But rather: Employees have to work 
cooperatively on group projects; this 
requires Team Orientation.

This will enable us to ask 
the right questions and 
rate candidate responses 
objectively.
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Job-Relatedness (Content Validity)

Job Behavior KSAs Selection Process

Assumed Soft Skill Selection Process

Soft SkillJob Behavior Selection Process
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Identifying the Soft Skill

 Position:  Bus Mechanic

 KSAs:  
» Knowledge of mechanical principles for diesel 

engines, fluid systems, electrical, power train, 
chassis and preventative maintenance 
inspections

» Skill to perform preventive maintenance and 
repair of braking, heating, air conditioning, 
hydraulic systems, and transmissions.

» Ability to work in a standard shop 
environment, which can include exposure to 
noise, dust, and chemicals for an extended 
length of time.
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Identifying the Soft Skill

Maintenance Manager says:
“I need a mechanic on the night shift who can 

work without supervision. They need to be able 
to figure things out on their own, and just get 
the job done. I don’t want to have to worry 
about them getting their work done without 
direct supervision.”

 Soft Skill:  Independence
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Asking the Right Question

 Develop an interview question to elicit 
information that would indicate the 
possession of the soft skill.

The ability or propensity to perform 
the specific job behaviors.
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Asking the Right Question

Behavioral Questions:

 Used to predict future behavior (job 
performance) based on previous behavior.

“Describe your experience working 
independently with little supervision.”

“Describe a time when you were working alone 
and had to figure out how to do something you 
had never done before.”

 STAR system: Situation, Task, Action, Result
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Asking the Right Question

Situational Questions

 How would the candidate act in a real 
(hypothetical) job situation?

 Remember that we want to predict the 
likelihood that the candidate would 
perform the specific job behaviors in that 
situation.

 It doesn’t matter if they have never been in 
that situation.
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Asking the Right Question

“Suppose you are the only mechanic 
working on the night shift, and you have 
been instructed to repair a bus transmission 
in order for that bus to be back in service in 
the morning.  However, you have never 
worked on that type of transmission before, 
and after replacing some parts, you are 
having difficulty reassembling the 
transmission. What would you do?”
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Candidate Responses

Possible answers:

Candidate 1:

“I would try to look up the repair procedure, but if I 
couldn’t find the information, I would have to stop 
and let another mechanic finish the job on the 
next shift.”

Candidate 2: 

“I would look in the repair manuals, maybe find 
the information online.  And I would just keep 
working at it until I figured it out and got it done so 
that bus could go back into service.”
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Candidate Responses

But what if Candidate 1 continued…

“Because if I reassembled the transmission incorrectly, 
it could cause further damage, or even be a safety 
issue, and I’m not going to risk that.  I would then 
email the scheduling office to let them know that bus 
will not be back in service by morning.”

 Is this the better candidate?
 Is this “Independence”?
 Was it our question?

Judgement and Decision Making
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What Happened?

Remember our Maintenance Manager:
“I need a mechanic on the night shift who can 

work without supervision. They need to be able 
to figure things out on their own, and just get 
the job done. I don’t want to have to worry 
about them getting their work done without 
direct supervision.”

 We defined the situation, but not the 
expected behavior

 The behavior is making effective 
decisions independently (selecting the 
right choice among alternatives)
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Remember…

Identify the correct soft skill by identifying the 
specific job behaviors that require it.

 Start with the job behaviors, not an 
assumed soft skill

» Not: “Independence” is important 
because the position has little supervision

» But rather: Because the position has little 
supervision, employees must be able to 
make effective decisions independently
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Remember…

 Job duty:
Responds to customer inquiries via 
email or phone

» How should this duty be performed?
o With professionalism and courtesy
o In a helping manner
o Ensuring that customers’ needs are met

» What are the associated behaviors?
o Introduce self, speak clearly, friendly tone, active listening, 

asking if their question was answered fully, ask if they have 
other questions or concerns…



June 17, 2020cpshr.us

Ask the right question

 Develop an interview question to elicit 
information that would indicate the 
ability (or propensity) to perform those 
behaviors.

» As a customer service representative, 
what can you do to make customers 
feel important?
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Rating Objectively

 This will enable objective rating of the 
candidate responses

 All-too-common subjective candidate 
evaluation:

“courteous” 
“acted professionally” 
“seems friendly” 
“good communicator”  
“easy to talk to” 
“pleasant”
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Rating Objectively

 Objective rating criteria:

» Said she would introduce herself in a friendly 
manner.

» Said she would speak clearly to ensure the 
customer understood her.

» Said she would make sure she answered all 
the customer’s questions.

» She listened attentively.
» She spoke clearly.
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Summary

 Applicable soft skills should be included in a hiring process.

 Assessing the soft skills should be included in selection (the 
structured part of the hiring process).

 Identify the soft skills by first defining the contextual 
performance of the job (the “how”) and identifying the 
associated job behaviors.

 If using an interview, design questions that will get at the 
candidates’ likelihood of performing those specific behaviors.

 Rate candidates based on how well their responses indicate 
they would do (or likely do) those pre-identified behaviors.
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Questions?
Thank you!

◉ Feel free to contact me by email:
Geoff Burcaw
gburcaw@cpshr.us

◉ Be sure to visit us on the web at: 
www.cpshr.us
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