
 SHRM Home > HR Careers

Innovative Interviews: Diving into the Fishbowl 

By Rebecca R. Hastings, SPHR, October 2007  

[ From SHRM's HR Careers Articles ]  

A traditional, one-on-one interview can reveal much about a candidate's experience, achievements and 
personality. To learn how an individual interacts in a true-to-life work setting, however, employers sometimes 
ask applicants to work with others to solve business-related cases, a method commonly known as fishbowl 
interviews. Experts say the ability to work with a team is the key skill candidates should demonstrate in such 
situations.  

According to the Career Industry Mega Trends research study released in 2007 by Career Directors 
International (CDI), an association for career professionals, a fishbowl interview "requires the use of analytical 
skills and an ability to both identify key business issues and present a structured problem-solving methodology 
with which to approach them."  

Fishbowl interviews are usually interactive and involve an applicant paired with either a group of staff members 
or a group of other applicants, according to Laura DeCarlo, president and executive director of CDI. "When a 
group of applicants is brought together in a fishbowl setting, the employer is able to see who emerges as the 
natural leader and who works best with an unplanned team," she says.  

The CDI report says fishbowl interviews are most common in fields such as management consulting because 
candidates can demonstrate how they would "actually perform in the position by using relevant skills from 
business acumen to problem-solving, analysis, brainstorming, strategic planning, communication and creativity." 

The report also says, "The job seeker should be prepared to engage in Q&A, as the interviewer will often delve 
further for details and challenges. Job seekers should compose a strategic answer that shows creativity, 
analytical skill, business acumen and attempts to present a solution to the problem."  

Strategies for Success  

Candidates can outshine the competition during a fishbowl interview by using specific examples to demonstrate 
their experience while they work out the details of the case with their group, according to Laura M. Labovich, 
president of A & E Consulting LLC in Potomac Falls, Va. For example, if the assigned case were to involve the 
redesign of an employee benefits plan, the HR candidate could say, "When I led an employee benefits audit at a 
manufacturing firm two years ago, we started with an analysis of the demographics of the current workforce."  

"'Tell me about a time when you...' is really what interviewers mean when they ask a question," Labovich says. 
"Telling a story or sharing an example shows that you've already done that job, and that you're just going to be 
doing it somewhere else."  

"You must know who you are before going into any type of interview that involves interacting with a group," 
says Lin Blair, SPHR, HR project leader for Arkansas Blue Cross and Blue Shield in Little Rock. She says it is 
important to play up personal strengths and guard against weaknesses. "If you know you are an introvert, you 
have to guard against not talking enough," she says.  

Blair says her company's assessment center uses a fishbowl experience for management positions. Participants 
are given a situation and, as a group, have to resolve it, she says. Observers watch for how participants solved 
the problem and who took on the role of leader, she adds. "It shows how well they get things done with others 
and through others."  

It's particularly important to understand group dynamics before a fishbowl interview occurs, Blair says. Everyone 
in the group should have an opportunity to speak, for example.  

But Blair says women need to guard against being too polite in group interviews. She says she has observed 
women defer to male participants in such settings, though they never would have done so in any other 
circumstance. Women also tend to end their sentences on a higher note than the rest of the sentence, Blair says,
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which can make them sound uncertain.  

Blair says that staying current in all aspects of HR can help applicants prepare for case-related assessments such 
as fishbowl interviews. "Reading through situations on the SHRM bulletin board can give you insights into how 
to handle a situation," she says, particularly for those whose duties have become more specialized over time.  

DeCarlo likens the fishbowl interview to some reality TV shows in which participants are placed together in teams 
to accomplish certain tasks. "Some people get thrown off by failing to listen to the challenge given or failing to 
respect others," she says. Her suggestions:  

Really listen to what's being requested. 

Be polite to colleagues and let them have their say, but don't let them take over. 

Ask lots of questions when you have the opportunity to do so. 

Don't be afraid to brainstorm out loud. Let them hear your train of thought.  

"Start asking questions such as 'would we have _________ to work with?' and 'what is our benchmark?' and 
'what would the solution look like?' " DeCarlo says. "You need to get information flowing from the participants."  

"You're looking for a starting point," DeCarlo says. "If you already have ideas, say 'what if we were to do 
something like this?'"  

"If you've made it to an interview for a position you are qualified for, there is a need to be able to think on your 
feet and share your ideas in a professional manner," DeCarlo says. "At the end of the day, companies look for 
teamwork."  

No one should go cold into a case-related assessment such as a fishbowl interview, experts agree. "Ask the 
recruiter 'what kind of interview can I look forward to?'" Labovich says. "We as HR people are smart and know 
how to get information for our clients and employees -- we need to learn to get the same information for 
ourselves."  

Rebecca R. Hastings, SPHR, is online writer/editor for SHRM.  

 
  

 
  

SPONSORED LINKS 
2WayTrust Feedback - Say NO to anonymous 360 

Say the difficult things in person. Try our face-to-face alternative. Buy now online. 
www.2waytrust.com 

Free Hiring & Retention Guide 
Hire, train and retain great employees with Profiles' system. Learn more today. 

www.profilesinternational.com 

Time & Attendance Systems 
Easily collect time data with our exclusive clocks, and manage it through our software, TimeForce. 

www.MyTimeForce.com 

World-Class Recruiting Software 
Powerful, custom-tailored applicant tracking & onboarding by SonicRecruit. Click here for free tour 

www.sonicrecruit.com 

Total Talent Management Software by StepStone Solu...  
Motivate, develop, manage, and retain employees with software from StepStone Solutions. 

www.stepstonesolutions.com 

Buy a Link Now 

Page 2 of 3Innovative Interviews: Diving into the Fishbowl

1/2/2008http://www.shrm.org/jobs/articles/shrm_100107.asp



 

 

Society for Human Resource Management 

1800 Duke Street • Alexandria, Virginia 22314 USA  
Phone US Only: (800) 283-SHRM  

Phone International: +1 (703) 548-3440  
TTY/TDD (703) 548-6999  

Fax (703) 535-6490  
Questions? Contact SHRM  
Careers Careers @ SHRM  

Copyright © 2007, Society for Human Resource Management  
SHRM Privacy Statement | Your California Privacy Rights 

Terms under which this service is provided to you.  

 

 

Page 3 of 3Innovative Interviews: Diving into the Fishbowl

1/2/2008http://www.shrm.org/jobs/articles/shrm_100107.asp


