


Looking for a job? Get ready to answer some tough questions. One of the categories of questions which employers like to focus on is “initiative.” Employers learn more from questions related to initiative than anything else they ask. The way you answer these questions will help the potential employer determine if you are a self-starter.

Question: Can you tell me about a time when you have shown initiative?
The worst thing you can do when answering this question is to not have an answer or respond with something like: “I’m not really sure how to answer that question. I’ve done many things in my life that have shown initiative.” An answer like this indicates that you are unprepared and that in itself indicates a lack of initiative. 

Start by thinking in terms of what you’ve done to save time or money or make things better for you or your family. You need to convince the interviewer that you are a doer, someone who takes responsibility and gets the ball rolling. A good answer would be: “The kids in my community wanted to play soccer but didn’t have a team.  I took the initiative to organize a volunteer coach, found a sponsor for equipment and asked the high school for practice time. I'm happy to say the team is improving every week."
Question: Can you give me an example of something you have learned in the past three years?

This is a great question because it gives you the opportunity to share with the interviewer an example of how you have demonstrated initiative by gaining a new skill. A person who doesn't have anything to share about learning will appear to be lacking in initiative and drive. A weak answer would be: “I don’t have a lot of extra time to spend learning new things due to family obligations, but I think I’m fairly good at what I already do.” Even a suggested lack of initiative, much less a response as obvious as this, will hurt your chances for getting the job offer.
Instead, try something like this: A member of my family was recently diagnosed with diabetes. I decided I needed to learn to cook better food for him, to help him stay healthy. I have learned about better nutrition, and together we try a new recipe every week.

Question: Can you tell me about a recent task that you worked on that was fun and challenging?

Interviewers ask this type of question when they want to find out more about what gets candidates excited about their work. As a job seeker, it gives you another chance to share your successes with the interviewer. Many candidates find it difficult to list their accomplishments. They struggle to come up with examples of what they have done that is a measure of their success. One way to get over this barrier is to start thinking about what you have done that was enjoyable, challenging, interactive, positive and made a difference. Write down a few ideas and start thinking about how you would answer a question like this.

For example: “One of the most exciting projects I was involved in was something I volunteered to do. My family needed to build a new shed. Some family members were experienced with this, but I was not. I had the chance to learn a lot of new carpentry skills, figure things out, read instructions, and practice my math skills.  I enjoyed the teamwork and satisfaction of a job well done. 

The worst possible answer you could give to this question would be something general or shallow such as: “There are many exciting things I have done; I just can’t think of anything in particular right now.” This answer is a real turn-off to an interviewer because it indicates a lack of preparation for the interview and is therefore a reflection on initiative.

Question: If you were in a training program and you were a good student. The teaching assistant (TA) got sick and you were asked to help out by stepping into his/her job for six weeks, what is the first thing you would do?

In answering this question, you definitely don’t want to make a joke as this candidate did when she said: “If I moved into my TA's position, I'm not sure what the students would learn!” This candidate may have thought she was being funny, but the interviewer didn’t take it that way. If you like to joke around from time to time, the interview may not be the best place to do so. Some interviewers like a candidate with a sense of humor, but everyone responds to humor differently. Don’t take a chance of potentially turning someone off by trying to be funny or unconventional during a job interview.

A good answer would be: “Although I’ve never had that happen, I have had occasions when I was asked to help out in class for a special project. The first thing I did was to make sure I understood what the trainer wanted me to do, and also talked to the students to see if they had any concerns or questions. I wanted everyone to be involved so that a good result could be achieved."

Question: Tell me about a time when you surpassed all expectations by going the “extra mile.”

Imagine this: a candidate misunderstood this question and said: “I wanted to run a 10K race; it’s a goal I set for myself many years ago. I finished the race and ran an ‘extra mile’ because I was so excited that I finished.” On a serious note, a good answer would be something like: “In my last job, the supervisor told us there were going to be changes made to the schedule. I volunteered to move to the second shift because I knew my coworker had a problem with day care. It would be easier for me to change my schedule.

In conclusion, initiative is critical for success in anything you do. If an interviewer can get a sense of what kind of employee you will be based upon how well you answer these questions, you will either be hired, or never hear from the company again. Expect to be asked these questions to find out if you are a self-starter or are someone who needs a lot of encouragement and close supervision. Some people are bursting with energy and are eager to take on responsibility. Others don’t have what it takes. Many people are somewhere in between. It’s the interviewer’s job to find out if you can take initiative. People with initiative are self-confident and willing to accept a challenge. They are also easily bored with routine tasks. Self-starters tend to be more creative and look for opportunities to put new ideas into action.
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