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W3: Manager Selection- Using hypothetical scenarios as an interview 
technique  

The time available for interviewing managerial candidates is always severely limited.  

It could be just a single session perhaps lasting around one hour or, more usually, a 

single session lasting between 2 and 3 hours. Exceptionally for very senior or 

sensitive positions the process may involve 2 or more sessions with different 

interviewers of 2 to 3 hours each. For recruitment of a CEO the process could stretch 

over many sessions and where some sessions may last over 2 or 3 days.  

In all cases the quality of the interview can be judged by the level to which both the 

required qualities and any undesirable attributes of the candidate have been 

sufficiently explored and penetrated to be able to make a sound recruitment decision. 

It is my empirical observation that this quality is directly related to the thoroughness 

with which the interview is prepared by the interviewer. 

What I consider in these workshops is the preparation of these interviews from the 

interviewer’s perspective. Over the years, I have learnt to not spend too much of the 

available interview time on the candidate’s track record (his history). It pays to have 

documented this in advance. Then the majority of the time can be used for exploring 

the candidate’s “goodness” - strengths and weaknesses - for the position under 

consideration. The most powerful tool I have found for this purpose has been the use 

of hypothetical scenarios. 

I take it for granted that the interviewer has prepared a detailed job description and a 

detailed profile of the ideal candidate.  The ideal candidate profile is particularly 

important as the “reference standard”. It is here in this standard that the interviewer 

needs to quantify the weight to be given to different attributes or weaknesses. Are 

there weaknesses which are disqualifying? Is there a trade-off between the different 

attributes? Can relevant experience overcome a lack of an academic qualification? 

This ideal candidate profile needs to be documented partly to develop an internal 

consensus around the candidate being sought and partly to communicate the 

interviewer’s subjective judgement to others after the interview. I come back to this 

in later workshops (W4 and W5) because we need first to have a clear idea of what is 

possible and what to expect from an interview process. 
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W4: Manager Selection - Creating an “ideal candidate” profile. 

W5: Manager Selection - Judging a candidate’s track record 

The hypothetical scenario must be well prepared. It is a scenario within which to 

place the candidate so as to be able to gauge his potential behaviour. The same 

hypothetical scenarios - if well prepared - can be used to investigate not only whether 

he has “power” but also whether he has the capability to exercise it properly. I have 

found it convenient to do this by varying, in the hypothetical scenarios, the number 

or the quality of people available to him, where some are subordinates and others are 

not. I have found that the use of hypothetical scenarios to be very effective in 

removing inhibitions and nervousness and in getting engaged responses on which 

assessments can be based. The scenario does not have to be one which the candidate 

is familiar with. In fact putting a candidate in a totally unfamiliar scenario can be 

very revealing. 

I have used general as well as real case studies to develop the hypothetical scenarios. 

Typical examples of hypothetical scenarios I have used to get aspirants to imagine 

themselves in are: 

 as a Sales manager when a market collapses or a product becomes obsolete ,or  

 as a Production manager having to manage the fear and opposition when 

technology and manufacturing are to be transferred from a factory in Europe 

to a new one in Asia, or 

 as Harley-Davidson’s Marketing manager when Honda introduced their 50 cc 

mopeds into the US 

I also like to ask aspirants how they would see themselves behave in an emergency 

situation such as, for example: 

 as the Personnel manager of a company in Kobe when the earthquake hit, or  

 as the Communications manager for a company when one of its products has 

failed and has caused a fatal injury, or 

 as Exxon’s Transport manager when the Exxon Valdez spilled its crude oil in 

Prince William Sound in the Gulf of Alaska, or 
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 as the Manufacturing manager at a location in Europe when a wild-cat strike 

breaks out over a wage claim  

The important thing, of course, is to design the scenarios to be open-ended and such 

that there is no right or wrong response. It is the comprehension of the scenario and 

the breadth of the response and its level of detail which reveals what the aspirant can 

or cannot visualise. It may be a clichéd statement but it is true that behaviour and 

actions which can be visualised are generally much more likely to be accomplished 

when needed. I have found it useful at times - and especially for more senior 

appointments - to present an incomplete scenario and invite the subject to further 

develop the scenario itself before addressing the actions that could be contemplated. 

Such responses can also reveal the candidate’s self-assessment of his inherent power 

to mobilise actions.  

Within a 2 to 3 hour interview period I have generally found it possible to present the 

aspirant with two – sometimes three - hypothetical scenarios to address; one within 

his area of experience and within his comfort zone, and one or two outside his 

comfort zone either as scenarios beyond his area of experience or in some emergency 

situation. 

I have also found that getting opinions from 3rd parties and referees is most 

productive after having first conducted such an interview. This allows the 

formulation of specific questions based upon his actual performance during the 

interview. The opinions of his peers can be very frank and forthcoming – though very 

rarely wholly negative - when sharp, pointed, specific questions can be posed. 

Questions of a general nature when put to referees or colleagues prior to any 

interview usually lead to bland, polite and vaguely positive responses which may not 

be very revealing or useful at all. General references can also be very misleading in 

cases where the aspirant has actually been asked to resign from his previous position, 

but is provided with glowing testimonials – perhaps as the price of a “quiet 

resignation” or to assuage the conscience of his previous superior.  

During an interview I have found it very necessary to have prepared in advance the 

two or three hypothetical scenarios within which to place the applicant. I have 

generally prepared a short (half a page) description of the scenario within which the 
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candidate is to imagine himself. Over the years I have learned to allow the aspirant 

some time – perhaps 15 or 20 minutes – between presenting him with the scenario 

and then getting him to describe his behaviour within the scenario. Such exercises 

can shed light on not only his power and ability to exercise power but also on the 

other contributing factors such as judgement, strength, communication skills and 

integrity.  

It is important for the interviewer to have thought through the particular attributes 

or weaknesses he is looking for and what behaviour would be indicators for such 

attributes or weaknesses. My notes from such interviews have then generally been 

organised into two categories; the first noting my direct assessments of his attributes 

and weaknesses and the second recording those specific issues or areas of concern 

which could be further illuminated by formulating the right questions to his peers 

and referees. 

 


