
Competency Based Interviews for Engineers 

Automation & 
Control

Instrumentation

Defence

Wireless 
Communications

Semiconductor

Aerospace

Telecomms

Automotive

Knowledge-led Recruitment www.RedlineGroup.com | 01582 450054

Follow us

Enhance your confidence in making the right hiring decisions

Electronics



Contents  

Knowledge-led Recruitment www.RedlineGroup.com | 01582 450054

Follow us

What is a Competency Based Interview?  3
Why should you use Competency Based Interviews ? 4
The Purpose of Competency Based Interviews  5
How to Select the Right Competencies?  6
Formulating the Right Questions 7
Competency Based Questions   8
Preparation & Process for the Interview           9



What is a Competency Based Interview?
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What separates top performers from everyone else in engineering and technical roles are the 
competencies they possess and use to achieve great results.  A Competency-based interview (CBI) provides 
employers with a detailed insight into how a candidate might perform any given task and whether they’ve 
got the experience and skills required for a specific job role. According to the CIPD, competency-based 
interviews were the most popular method of selection with 80% of employers expressing success using this 
proven methodology.  

Essentially, competency questions help employers understand how a candidate has previously handled 
situations, tasks and people which enables the evaluation of past behaviours to indicate future performance. 
An employer can learn more about a candidate’s background and experience relevant to the competencies 
being assessed.

Indicate future 
performance of 
a candidate

Thoroughly 
understand past 
behaviours and 
actions

Understand how 
they work and 
communicate 
with others

Discover how 
they handle 
situations and 
tasks

The Unique Benefits of Competency Based Recruitment and Selection
Identifying competencies is one of the best tools that can effectively predict performance enablers and can help a 
business manage talent and articulate a unified, scientifically valid understanding of a high potential talent pool.
Here are some unique benefits of using Competency-based interviews:

Improve staff 
retention

Hire employees who 
‘best fit’ in the 
organisation 

Eliminate bias and 
increase diversity 

Create a consistent 
hiring process Apply CBI to other job 

roles within the business
i.e. sales / marketing / HR

Measure effectiveness of 
interviews and selection 
process

Measure return on 
investment 

Target ‘hard-to-find’ 
skills to fill skills gaps

Experience more 
predictable outcomesHire in a more time 

efficient manner

Improve team 
dynamic
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Why Should you use Competency Based Interviews?
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When operating a technology business in innovative and fast-moving environments, you require the most 
suitable, professional technology candidates to help your business grow. 

Competency-based interviews assist in the overall process adding an important layer to technical testing. 
They are designed to explore evidence of a candidate’s previous experience, behaviours, skills, knowledge 
and expertise in the best context in order to support hiring managers in selecting the very best candidates. 

30-50%

Competency-based interviews 
can lower employee turnover 
as much as 30-50%. 

UK technology businesses 
have an average of 10 unfilled 
engineering-related roles per year. 

85%

85% of HR decision makers admit 
making a bad hiring decision in 
the last year.

Engineering ranks 2nd in the 
highest demand for Permanent 
staff. 

89% of technology businesses 
have struggled to recruit 
STEM professionals in the last 
year.  

46% of engineering employers 
report recruitment difficulties. 

46%

2nd 89%
10

£9,730
Average cost of recruiting and 
training a new employee. 

£54,000
The cost of staff turnover 

£88,012
Average cost per business 
in recruitment, business 
activities, additional staff, 
training and increased 
salaries

The cost of a poor hire 
calculated as 4x the salary 
of an engineering role, 
based on the average salary 
of £47,896.

£191,584

30-50%
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The Purpose of Competency Based Interviews in Engineering
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How should the Competency Based Interview process be carried out?

Engineers are naturally technical, so it can often be difficult to assess softer communication skills. 
Competency-based interviewing (CBI) focuses on how an engineering candidate has applied their technical 
and non-technical skills and experiences to particular work situations. The interview questions are designed 
to elicit information about competencies that are linked to the essential functions of the job role and are 
necessary to performing the role successfully. 

COMPETENCY BASED 
INTERVIEWS 

Qualitative judgement

Accurately benchmark 
candidates

Measure company 
culture fit

Compare candidates 
‘like-for-like’

Eliminate poor 
hiring decisions 

Predict future performance 
of a potential employee

Discover motivational 
match with a team

Trained interviewers or hiring managers should carry out the interviews and guide the candidate through 
the process. Typically, the interview process is conducted by interviewers from relevant teams such as 
Product Development Managers, Project Coordinators and Project Managers.

The hiring manager may participate in the whole or part of the interview. The interviewers should ask a set 
of questions designed to measure the specific competencies important to the role for which the candidate 
is applying. 

For each question, the interviewer should ask the candidate to provide specific examples of how they 
would respond to an actual situation, problem or task. This is to enable the clarification of information 
about the situation or task, the response to the situation, or the outcome of the actions. 
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How to Select the Right Competencies for the Interview?
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The competencies selected by the manager will be those that he/she believes to be key for a candidate to 
successfully undertake the role. Within each competency the recruiting manager seeks information and 
evidence from the candidate that supports the key behaviours within each competency. 

12 Most Common Competencies 

Other Core Competencies 
Adaptability
Compliance 
Conflict Management 
Creativity 
Innovation
Decisiveness
Delegation 

External Awareness
Independence 
Influencing 
Integrity
Leveraging Diversity
Risk-taking
Sensitivity to others

Organisational Awareness
Resilience 
Tenacity
Trustworthiness & Ethics
Results Orientation 
Responsibility
Commitment to Career 

Coaching
Mind Mapping
Structured Thinking 
Future Planning 
Persuading & Influencing
Change Management 
Collaborative Working 

Analytical
 Thinking 

Teamwork 

Problem
Solving

Building
Relationships

Leadership

Business
Awareness

Developing
Others

Flexibility

Planning
& Organisation 

Achievement
Orientation

Customer
Focus

Communication 
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Formulating the Right Questions
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Competency-based interviews give a good insight into how a candidate applies their skills to different
situations. They are a systematic way of interviewing and are used to discover specific examples of 
competencies from a candidate’s current and previous roles. 

Using the STAR Interview Method

One particularly useful and popular approach to developing behavioural interview questions is the STAR
(Situation, Task, Action, Results) model. The STAR model helps candidates frame their responses to
behavioural questions by encouraging them to respond with a story about a past behaviour.

An example framework for developing a structured, behavioural interview question using the STAR model
is presented below.

You need a clear idea of the competencies as well as technical skills required before conducting a competency 
based interview as scoring candidates by their answers can prove a deciding factor.

An example of a complete behavioural interview question presented to the candidate would read:

“Tell me about a time where you were faced with competing multiple project deadlines. What did you do 
and how did it turn out?”

What was concluded and 
how was it enacted?

Situation Task

Action

Set the background 
and context 

Describe the challenge 
and expectations

What was achieved and 
how was it performed?

Result

 “Tell me a time when...”
 “When did you...”

 “When faced with multiple deadlines...”

 “What did you do and...”

 “How did it turn out?”
 “What was accomplished?”
 “How did it affect the business?”

 “Give an example of change...”

 “What steps did you take..”
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Competency Based Interview (CBI) Questions 
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The questions for behavioural interviews should be written to elicit details about a candidate’s past 
experience that would reflect the identified job-related competencies. These questions should be clear 
and concise and should encourage candidates to share openly their typical behaviours that demonstrate 
the job-related competencies in question. 

To help develop your interview questions, we have provided a list of sample questions based on 3 keys 
competencies:

Communication

Tell us about a time you’ve had to explain a difficult 
technical process to your team? Were you successful? 
How did you go about it?

Describe an occasion when you worked in a team and 
something did not go well. How did you respond?

What would you do if a co-worker asked you to review 
his or her design or code, and it was full of errors?

Describe a time when you received criticism from your 
manager/director. How did you respond?

Planning

Tell us about a project you feel you planned successfully? 
What made it a success?

In your current role, how do you prioritise your time and 
activities? What is the most difficult aspect of your role?

Describe a situation when you had to complete a piece of 
work to a high standard while meeting a strict deadline?

Give an example of when you overcame obstacles to 
achieve a project time-line? 

Leadership

What is the toughest decision you’ve ever had to make 
on a project? How did you convince the team it was the 
right decision?

How do you manage high performing staff? Give an 
example of how you have handled under-performing 
team members?

Give an example of when you have brought together two 
conflicting parties?

Demonstrate how you have worked in a structured 
and methodical way? 
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“Before we begin, I would like to 
spend a couple of minutes 
outlining this interview.”

“Do you have any questions?”

“There will be time at the end 
for you to ask me about the job 
and organisation, but for now, 
let’s make a start.”

Preparation and Process for the Interview   
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In the best possible circumstances, the CBI will form part of the overall selection process. It should be 
recognised there will be a lot to cover in a relatively limited time. Making best use of time is essential for the 
process to work. 

Try not be too ambitious with the scope of the 
content. 2 or 3 competencies are more than 
adequate for most engineering roles. 

Plan the interview carefully. Allow 1-2 hours 
with 10-15 minutes per competency. 

Ensure your questions are well defined, open 
and straight to the point. 

Prepare an introductory script to outline the 
process and structure of the interview to the 
candidate.  

Keep your note taking brief using bullet points 
and be prepared to write something more 
comprehensive after the interview.

Prepare a sample introductory script

“This interview will last 1-2 hours and 
during that time I will be asking you 
questions about specific areas of your 
engineering career so far which will 
help me to assess how you might deal 
with similar situations in this role.”

“The interview may be a little more 
structured than those you have 
attended before and we have a lot of 
ground to cover. Please try and keep 
your answers concise and to the 
point. What I am looking for is factual 
evidence of what you have done in 
your technical career.”

You could use a score card to mark the answers 
to questions ranging from 0 (no evidence) to 4 
(good to excellent).
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for All Your Specialist Needs
Knowledge-led Recruitment 

Redline Group have been providing exceptional professional talent for European Technology industries since 
1982. We have over 35 years’ experience of Knowledge-led recruitment within the Permanent, Contract & 
Interim and Executive Search arena for the Technology and Technical Recruitment sectors.

Executive Engineering R&D

IT 
Operations & Manufacturing 

Sales & Marketing Finance 

Human Resources 
Technology

• • • 
• 

• 
• • • 

• 

In today’s changing and increasingly challenging commercial world, we understand there’s only one thing that 
matters: results. One of the many factors which has helped us become a leading provider of recruitment services 
to niche markets and specialist sectors is our knowledge-led approach.

We pride ourselves on being the high-technology and engineering industry experts, and our specialist teams (over 
60 employees) are passionate about specific technology markets and segments they recruit for, both nationally 
and internationally. 

Contact us

+ (44) 01582 450054
info@RedlineGroup.com

Visit us

Head Office
230 The Village
Great Marlings
Butterfield Park
Luton, Beds
LU2 8DL

London Office
9 Devonshire Square
London
EC2M 4YF

• Technical Support

Knowledge-led Recruitment 
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