
Interviewing and Selection: The Key to Good Staffing 
By Joseph W. Gallagher, JD, LLM

One of a practice administrator’s 
primary responsibilities 
is hiring staff. Hiring the 

right staff is key to creating a high 
performance team. Yet, it is surprising 
to hear how little time and effort is 
sometimes put into the interviewing 
and selection process, or how little 
training administrators and managers 
have received in the art of interviewing 
and selecting staff. 

IntervIew QuestIons

A variety of question topics are 
available to the interviewer. The 
most common questions relate 
to background, job knowledge, 
hypotheticals and past behavior. 
Background questions examine the 
work experience, education and other 
qualifications of the candidate. Often, 
you can save time by obtaining this 
information from the application 
or resume instead of allowing the 
applicant to repeat facts already stated 
in the paperwork. Job knowledge 
questions seek to verify that the 
candidate possesses the specific skills 
and understanding required for a 
position. Hypotheticals give the 
candidate possible situations that may 
occur on the job to get the candidate to 
state how she/he would respond under 
the hypothetical circumstances. To be 
effective, a hypothetical must present a 
situation that is genuinely possible 

in your practice circumstances. Past 
behavior questions are considered the 
most effective type of question by 
many experts in the HR field; a past 
behavior question requires a candidate 
to describe actual past job behaviors 
and accomplishments that relate to 
the position being filled. Questions 
that address specific past behaviors, 
challenges, and accomplishments will 
provide better information.

Of course, the major purpose of 
interviewing candidates is to determine 
if they have the requisite skills to 
perform the job. Most interviewers 
spend the majority of their time 
determining whether the candidate 
possesses the necessary training and 
experience to perform the job. Too 
often, once it has been determined that 
the candidate does have the required 
skills, the interviewer switches into 
“sell” mode and attempts to convince 
the candidate to take the job. 

It is not enough that a candidate 
has the skills to do the job if he or 
she lacks the proper attitude and 
motivation to perform the job well. A 
practice administrator’s task is to not 
only evaluate skills, but to see if the 
candidate possesses the qualities that 
will make him or her a star performer 
for the practice. The qualities that 
distinguish a star performer from 
ordinary staff in oral and maxillofacial 
surgery practices are an individual’s 
compassion, energy, helpfulness, 
friendliness, initiative and pride  
in work. 

How do you find out about your 
candidate? How do you learn just to 
what degree the candidate possesses 
these traits and characteristics? By 
asking the right questions during the 
interview and by close observation. 
Throughout the interview, candidates 
will give you ample opportunity 
to learn more about them. They 
will bring up stories or anecdotes 
about their lives, usually as a way of 
providing an example. The skillful 
interviewer uses these glimpses into 
the candidate’s personal life as a way to 
evaluate the sought-after qualities listed 
previously. If the candidate does not 
offer specific examples, you should ask 
the questions that will help shed light 
on those qualities. Examples of good 
questions to ask are: “Can you give 
me an example of when you went out 
of your way for someone else?” “Do 
you volunteer for any organizations?” 
Once the topic has been introduced, 
you should ask follow-up questions 
about how and why people do these 
things in order to learn more about the 
job seeker’s values. For example, if the 
candidate volunteers at their children’s 
school, ask what that involves. You may 
learn that they help in the playground, 
or act as a chaperone or teacher’s aide. 
What’s important is that they are going 
out of their way to help not only their 
own, but also their neighbors’ children. 
Look for people who volunteer at 
schools, churches or who are involved 
somehow in the community. 
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Through careful observation 
during the interview, you can 
determine how friendly, helpful 
and outgoing the candidate is. 
As you walk through the office, 
introduce the candidate to other 
staff members and observe closely 
whether she/he calls them by 
name, looks them in the eye, or 
says “nice to meet you” upon 
leaving. Observe the same with 
patients: does the candidate greet 
and say “hello” to patients as they 
walk by, open the door for people, 
assist the elderly patient, etc? All 
of these actions are indicators of 
interpersonal skills. 

Most interviewers know to ask 
what the candidate liked most 
and least about previous jobs. 
Not all interviewers though, will 
ask “why” once the answer has 
been given. Ask the candidate 
about an embarrassing moment at 
work, or a mistake they wish had 
been handled differently. These 
questions help you learn more 
about the candidate’s attitude 
towards work and how important 
it is to them to do a good job. 
Ask what improvements they 
made to their previous job, what 
suggestions they made, and the 
good ideas they contributed to 
their former employer. These 
questions elicit examples of the 
individual’s initiative and pride 
in their work. You also need an 
in-depth discussion as to why the 
candidate left a previous job. It 
is an absolute must and provides 
great insight into the candidate’s 
job expectations and how they 
deal with change.

KeepIng It LegaL

A variety of laws regulate the pre-
employment process (screening and/or 
interviewing). Keep in mind that statutes 
vary from state to state; in addition, there 
may even be local ordinances in effect 
in your city, township, etc. If you need 
specific assistance in handling a potential 
legal concern with your interview, be sure 
to consult with your practice’s attorney 
before proceeding. The topics that are 
generally excluded from inquiry are 
religion, national origin, race, marital/
parental status, age, disability, sex, political 
affiliation, military status, criminal 
records, and other personal information 
such as financial/credit history.

Religion/Schools/Organizations:
Avoid any questions related to religion. Of 
course, candidates must be told the work 
schedule for the position, and you can 
certainly verify that they are able to work 
those hours. But you can’t ask if the work 
schedule conf licts with religious practices. 
As to education, do not ask about the 
religious, racial or national affiliation 
of schools attended. Questions about 
membership in professional organizations 
are allowed, but not about organizations 
that reveal race, national origin, or 
religious affiliation.

National Origin: 
Avoid any questions about a person’s 
birthplace or citizenship. You are allowed 
to ask, “If hired, can you provide 
documentation of your eligibility to 
work in the US?” Please note, however, 
that it’s not necessary to ask this at the 
interview stage, since all new employees 
must complete the federal I-9 form, which 
requires that documentation. If you decide 
to ask this question in the interview, be 
sure you ask it of all candidates. Do not 
ask it only of those whose appearance 
or language leads you to judge that 
the candidate is of foreign citizenship. 
Also, avoid questions that would elicit 
the national origin of the person or the 
person’s relatives or ancestors. Language 

f luency questions are permissible only 
if language is job-related; do not ask if 
a language that the candidate speaks is 
his/her first language. A question about 
a candidate going by other names may 
be asked because former names and 
nicknames can be important in checking 
an applicant’s references. However, do 
not ask about names in a way that can 
be perceived as checking on ancestry, 
national origin, or marital status.

Marital/Parental: 
You should not ask about marital or 
parental status, including pregnancy, 
number or age of children or information 
about childcare arrangements. You may 
ask if the candidate can meet certain work 
schedules, but this question must be asked 
of both males and females.

Age: 
You may not ask an applicant’s age unless 
you are interviewing for a position in 
which the employee is legally required to 
be of a certain age.

Disability: 
Under the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA), there are specific pre-employment 
protections afforded to applicants, and 
interview questions allowed in this 
context are complicated and can be full 
of pitfalls. Under the ADA, prior to the 
extension of a job offer, employers may 
not directly or indirectly ask about the 
existence of a disability, the impact of a 
disability or the cause or duration of a 
disability. You can and should ask about 
whether the job applicant has the skills 
and abilities to perform the essential 
functions of the job. If a disability exists, 
the interviewer is allowed to ask questions 
about the types of accommodations 
necessary or appropriate for the candidate; 
however, such questions should not be 
asked until the interviewer knows that the 
applicant has the skills to perform the job 
in question.
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Military Status: 
It is illegal to discriminate based 
on current or potential military 
obligations. However, questions about 
education and experience during 
military service are permissible. Also, 
avoid any question regarding the 
type of discharge from the military 
experienced by the candidate.

Criminal Records: 
An interviewer cannot inquire about 
arrests. However, you may inquire 
about criminal convictions if they are 
job related (eg, a conviction for theft or 
embezzlement is an appropriate topic of 
inquiry for a position in your billing/
receivables/payables departments, but 
questions about a DUI conviction are 
not). Formal criminal background 
checks are always permitted and 
recommended (applicants should 
be informed that authorization for 
release and completion of background 
inquiries are part of the hiring process 
for the position).

Personal Information: 
Often while the interview is underway, 
candidates will innocently divulge 
personal information that touches on 
the excluded areas mentioned above. 

Even though the information can be 
extremely telling, the interviewer 
should never encourage the disclosure, 
or comment on what the applicant 
reveals in a manner that can be 
interpreted as a potential denial of 
employment tied to the existence of 
the information. For example, if an 
interviewee tells you she recently 
delivered triplets, do not ask her how 
she manages to work and take care 
of three children. If the candidate 
is not chosen for the position, she/
he may allege discrimination based 
on what was in reality only innocent 
conversation. 

seLectIon

Selecting the right candidate for the 
right job implies that you have more 
than one candidate from which to 
choose. Too often practices hire a 
candidate without comparison to other 
candidates. What they are really doing 
is trying to speed up the process and get 
the job filled with the least amount of 
“downtime.” This is a terrible mistake. 
You should be willing to suffer some 
inconvenience as you interview a 
number of candidates so as to minimize 
the long-term problem of having an 
improperly selected candidate. 

In this case, an ounce of prevention 
is worth more than a pound of cure. 
It is much easier to recruit and select 
a good candidate than it is to fire a 
bad performer, especially in today’s 
litigious climate. Consider using a 
temporary help service to bridge the 
gap as you go through the recruiting, 
interviewing and selection process. If 
you have doubts about a candidate’s 
ability to perform, continue recruiting. 
The payoff will be a well-selected, 
uniformly high-performing staff, and 
fewer headaches for you. 
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