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Identifying a candidate’s strengths – the things they like doing and are good 
at – and finding ways to use them each day at work is a proven way to improve 
productivity, lift customer satisfaction and lower turnover in your team.

What does it take to unleash someone’s potential?
Science has now repeatedly proven that it is building on people’s strengths, 
rather than fixing their weaknesses that unleashes their potential. Strengths are 
pre-existing patterns of thoughts, feelings and behaviors that are noticeable for 
the engagement, energy, and enthusiasm they generate. They might comprise 
someone’s talents, interests, resources and/or character.

More than capability, strengths are about what people actually enjoy doing. They 
are where people’s greatest successes happen and where they experience the 
most growth during their career because they are neurologically wired to be 
dominant in these domains.

Strengths-based interviewing is a smart business decision because people deliver 
disproportionate value when a role allows them to regularly spend time doing what 
they do best.

Research shows that teams who encourage people to use their strengths each 
day, can enjoy a 38% boost in productivity, a 44% lift in client satisfaction and a 
50% decrease in turnover. Perhaps this is why Peter Drucker argued that: “Making 
strength productive was the unique purpose of any organization.”

This doesn’t mean weaknesses shouldn’t be identified and explored if you 
believe they may pose a significant business risk. Be aware however, that fixing 
a weakness requires a significant investment of time and effort - some estimates 
suggest up to 8,000 to 10,000 hours of deliberate practice for mastery - to build the 
neurological wiring that is required to support new behaviors.
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How can you prepare for a strengths-based interview?
As the interviewer, your intention in a strengths-based interview is to rigorously 
explore when a candidate is at their best and how this matches the role 
requirements. The most effective way to achieve this is to:
•	 Adopt a “growth mindset” – value being effective and learning rather than just 

being right – by asking questions that help you to discover past stories of the 
candidate’s strengths in action, how they’ll apply their strengths in the new role 
and their potential for future growth.

•	 Leverage your “strengths” – you’ll feel more engaged and energized in the 
interview if you apply your own strengths to the task in ways that help to bring 
out the best in the candidate. The more engaged you are in the interview 
experience, the more the candidate will respond in turn.

When you adopt a growth mindset and leverage your strengths you’ll create 
an interview environment in which the candidate feels safe and at ease. Freed 
of anxiety, their “thinking brain” – the prefrontal cortex – has the opportunity to 
perform at its best to find past examples of strengths, future applications and 
development aspirations making it easier for you to truly determine their potential. 
It’s hard to discover much from a brain frozen in fear.

How can you conduct a strengths-based interview?
Once you’re clear on your intention, mindset and strengths, you’re ready to choose 
questions that will seek to uncover the true, the good and the possible in your 
candidate (see examples below). The results of assessment tools or feedback 
can help guide question selection, but be sure to spend at least as much time 
observing the strengths as you do the weaknesses. It’s also important to remember 
that these are tools, not magical oracles, so don’t assume results are absolute 
truths.
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As the interview unfolds, look for the moments where the candidate is more 
engaged and energized by the tone of their voice, the look in their eyes and the use 
of their hands. This is the true indicator of where their strengths lie. Will these be a 
good fit for the role? For the team? For your customers? For the organization? Is 
this the potential that you need to achieve your business outcomes?

Is there a framework for strengths-based interviewing?
When you interview people your goal should be to:
•	 Identify their current capabilities based on their past performance.
•	 Assess their future potential based on their future aspirations.
•	 Determine the level of development required to bring out their best.
•	 Look for candidates with mindsets who are willing to be accountable.

To help try using Appreciative Inquiry (AI) which is a positive, strengths-based 
framework that seeks to discover the best in people. 

Discover the best of their past... 
Reflecting on their best past experiences allows a candidate to build their sense of 
confidence and sparks positive emotions that floods their brain with dopamine and 
serotonin so they can think quickly, creatively, laterally and collaboratively during 
the interview process.

It allows you to see them performing at their best, as well as hearing about their 
moments of peak performance so you can assess if they will meet your business 
requirements.

Questions to use: Stories about past performance are easily elicited by using the 
phrase “Tell me about ...”. You’ll uncover stories of strengths in action by using 
the words like “most...” or “best...”. For example, “Tell me about a time when 
you’ve felt most alive, engaged and proud of the work that you’ve done for an 
organization.”
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Uncover their potential...
Inviting someone to share their hopes for the future ensures the positive emotions 
they’re experiencing continue to flow. It also allows you to see their motivations 
- the things that are internally and externally driving them - unmasked. This is 
what they most want for their lives and you need to consider how it matches your 
organization’s opportunities and aspirations. The positive images they share are 
like a crystal ball into the future that will pull them forward to act.

Questions to use: Visions of the future are uncovered by using phrases like: 
“Imagine you’re successful in securing the role and three years from now we’re 
sitting down to conduct your performance review what would you be telling me 
you’ve achieved?”

Explore their development pathways...
Asking the candidate to detail the pathways from where they are today to achieving 
the dream they’ve just described helps to illuminate the development, coaching 
and on-the-job experiences they’ll need to reach their potential. Remember you get 
a better return by building on their strengths so listen carefully to how they want to 
improve themselves. Also be aware of what they’re not identifying and if this is of 
concern probe to see if these are possible weaknesses.

Questions to use: Development pathways can be illuminated by using phrases 
like: “If you were given three wishes for development, coaching and on-the-job 
experiences to help you move from where you are today to the achievements 
you’ve outlined, what would they be?”

Determine their commitment...
Testing the candidate’s willingness to take accountability for their own development 
allows you gauge their mindsets. Their answers will provide insight into their 
ability to take control of their future or their likelihood to become a victim of the 
organization’s processes. It also allows you to explore their resourcefulness, 
networks of support and ability to solve problems creatively.
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Questions to use: The commitment to take responsibility for their own careers can 
be tested by using phrases like: “Based on this interview process, and regardless 
of the final result, if there was one thing you’d start doing differently tomorrow at 
work to unleash more of your potential for the organization what would it be? Who 
would you turn to for support? How would you measure your progress?”

What questions might you ask in a strengths-based interview?

Discover the best of their past...
•	 Tell me about a time when you’ve felt most alive, engaged and proud of the 

work that you’ve done for an organization. What was happening? What were 
you doing? What circumstances allowed for such an incredible experience? 
What made it so memorable for you?

•	 Take a minute and think about your most outstanding, significant professional 
achievement. What about you made this achievement possible?

•	 Tell me about your best experience of being part of a group who collaborated 
to achieve amazing results perhaps even in the face of many challenges. What 
allowed you to work together so elegantly even in the difficult times? Which 
of your strengths were you using? What were others doing? What did the 
organization provide that created such an important outcome?

•	 Step into the shoes of all the people who most respect and value you, both 
in the workplace and at home. Through their eyes tell us about yourself. What 
matters to you the most? What are your greatest skills and competencies? 
What situations bring out the best in you?

Uncover their potential...
•	 If you were able to use your strengths at least once a day at work what would 

the next year look like for you? What would you achieve? How would this all be 
possible? What would make it meaningful?

•	 What do you hope to accomplish in this organization? What would success look 
like three years from now? Why will that be important?
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•	 Imagine we’re sitting down to review your performance three years from now, 
what would we be hearing about the outcomes you’ve achieved and how 
you’ve gone about it? What would your customers say? What would your team 
say? What would you have enjoyed the most?

•	 If you could create any work environment you wished, that would be enjoyable, 
stimulating and rewarding for you, what would you wish for? What would your 
ideal look and feel like? What kind of people would you be working with? What 
kind of work would you be doing? 

•	 If you were successful in securing the role and you could make three wishes to 
begin moving towards the future you’ve just outlined what would you wish for? 
Tell me about why these wishes are important to move you from where you are 
today to the outcomes you desire.

•	 If you were successful in securing the role, how do you think your strengths 
would help you develop from where you are today to the future you’ve just 
outlined? What strengths would you choose to build on when it comes to 
development? Are there any shadow sides – areas where they get you into 
trouble – that you would need to manage? Could your strengths help you 
overcome any areas of weakness?

Explore development pathways...
•	 If you were successful in securing the role and you could make three wishes to 

begin moving towards the future you’ve just outlined what would you wish for? 
Tell me about why these wishes are important to move you from where you are 
today to the outcomes you desire.

•	 If you were successful in securing the role, how do you think your strengths 
would help you develop from where you are today to the future you’ve just 
outlined? What strengths would you choose to build on when it comes to 
development? Are there any shadow sides – areas where they get you into 
trouble – that you would need to manage? Could your strengths help you 
overcome any areas of weakness?
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Determine their commitment...
•	 Based on this interview process, and regardless of the final result, if there was 

one thing you’d start doing differently tomorrow at work to unleash more of 
your potential for the organization what would it be? Who would you turn to for 
support? How would you measure your progress?

•	 Besides getting this position, what would inspire you to act on realizing the 
vision for yourself that you’ve outlined today?

•	 As you reflect back on this interview experience, what is the most important 
thing you’ve learned (or perhaps learned again) about yourself? 

These questions are intended as a guide not a script.
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