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Honesty at the Top

Boards can recruit for integrity

Appointing a chief executive is still the single most important job on a board’s
agenda. But what an increasing number of organisations want in a CEO and other
top management, is integrity and honesty. So, is it possible to interview for what
sometimes seems like two awfully scarce commodities?

DDI’s William Byham: Matchmaker.

ccording to globally recognised ex-
Aecutive assessment expert William

C Byham, screening top job appli-
cants, or any other level job applicants for
that matter, for honesty and integrity is
increasingly important. And to do so, is
“easier than you think”

Byham, co-founder of Pittsburgh-
based recruitment research and selection
specialists Development Dimensions Inter-
national (DDI), believes that despite their
interest in doing a better job of hiring for
honesty and integrity, too many organisa-
tions continue to believe that their hands
are tied. “This is a mistake,” he says.
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It might, in some cases, be as simple as
doing proper background and reference
checks, practices which many organisations
let slip for a couple of decades but which
are now resurrecting. But, says Byham, sub-
stantial information on ethical behaviour
can be obtained during the interview proc-
ess and it is all too often overlooked.

Part of the solution of course, lies
in having properly trained interviewers
seek examples of how candidates have
handled ethical situations in the past,
and by having several interviewers openly
sharing, cross-checking and evaluating
the information candidates provide.

To screen for honesty and integrity,
interviewers must ask the right questions.
Answers to these questions will soon il-
lustrate whether or not a candidate’s own
ethical values are “a good match with
those of the organisation”.

Byham also reassures sceptics who
doubt that dishonest or unethical indi-
viduals can be ferreted out simply by ask-
ing questions about their past behaviour
because dishonest and unethical people
simply lie. “Psychological theory suggests
they won’t. People with low integrity tend
to think that everybody else has the same
or an even lower degree of integrity than
they do,” he explains. “Therefore, they are
ready and willing to admit to their own
integrity lapses because they think that
their behaviour is normal and assume
that the interviewer feels the same way.”

He has had the theory borne out
many times in his own interviewing
experiences. The key to effectively inter-
viewing for integrity is seeking multiple
examples of behaviours and asking prob-
ing questions that reveal the thinking
behind the behaviour described.

But while it is important to incorporate
integrity questions into an interview, it is
equally important to know when to ask the
questions. According to Byham, interview-
ers should save sensitive ethical questions
for late in the interview and after rapport
has been developed. “Listen and respond
to the answers with empathy. Empathy
does not mean acceptance or agreement.
It means understanding,” he adds.



