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Did you ever reach the point in a job interview 
when you needed to extract crucial informa

tion, but didn’t know how to ask the right ques
tion? Worse yet, did you ask it in such a way that 
could lead to potential discrimination charges? 
Below, we provide the questions you should ask 
to make the best possible hire while avoiding 
legal problems. 

Your practice now has an open position. 
You have done the preliminary work in develop
ing a job description, deciding on a pay range, 
and running the ads. Now an applicant has been 
scheduled for an interview. 

You know that this is your chance to learn 
whether the applicant is properly qualified for 
the position, and a good “fit” with your office. In 
order to draw out the information from the can
didate, however, you must ask questions. 

Improper questions can lead to a wrong hir
ing decision, which may prove extremely costly. 
Moreover, seemingly innocuous questions can 
lead to charges of discrimination in the work
place. Various federal, state, and local laws pre
vent an employer from basing employment deci
sions on age, race, gender, disability, religion, 
marital or parental status, veteran status, or even 
sexual orientation. Thus, you are challenged to 
devise legally acceptable questions that help get 
the answers you need to make the best possible 
selection. 

Doctors can conduct an effective employ
ment interview and minimize their legal risk by 
following two basic guidelines. First, don’t ask 
questions indicating that your hiring decisions 
violate laws designed to protect certain classes of 
individuals. Furthermore, make sure every ques
tion is designed to elicit information that will 
help you determine the applicant’s ability to per
form the job (skills) and get along with your cur
rent staff, the doctors, and patients (fit). If a ques
tion won’t reliably get that information, simply 
don’t ask it! 

For example, don’t ask: 
• “Are you married?” 
•	 “Do you rent or own your home?” 

Do ask: 
• “What education and/or experience makes you 
qualified for this job?” 
• “Why are you interested in joining our prac
tice?” 

Don’t ask: 
•	 “How old are you?” 

Do ask: 
• “What date did you begin and end each of your 
previous positions?” 
• “What were the reasons for each of your job 
changes?” 

Don’t ask: 
• “What religion are you?” 

Do ask: 
• “We sometimes work on Saturday; will that be 
a problem for you?” 

Don’t ask: 
• “Do you have children?” 
• “How old are your children?” 
• “Do you have child care?” 

Do ask: 
• “We sometimes have to work past 5 p.m., and 
you will need to stay until all patients are gone. 
Will that be a problem for you?” 

Don’t ask: 
• “What is your nationality?” 
• “How do you feel about foreigners?” 

Do ask: 
• “We have some patients who do not speak 
English very well; is that a problem for you?” 
•	 “Do you speak any other languages?” 

Don’t ask: 
• “Have you ever been arrested?” 
• “Have you ever been convicted of a felony?” 

Do ask: 
• “We bond all employees. Will that be a prob
lem for you?” 

Don’t ask: 
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• “What is your physical condition?” 
•	 “Do you have any disabilities?” 

Do ask: 
• “Sometimes the pace of our practice is hectic 
and stressful; how do you handle stress?” 

Don’t ask: 
• “How long will you work here?” 
•	 “Do you plan to get pregnant?” 

Do ask: 
• “What is your favorite task?” 
• “What is your least favorite task?” 
• “What are your career plans for the next few 
years?” 

Don’t feel limited to simply asking about 
those qualifications set forth in the applicant’s 
resume or application. For example, you can ask 
applicants how they may react in workplace situa
tions. Their answers are indicators of their 
strengths and interpersonal relationships, a valid 
employment qualification. 

Accordingly, we recommend the following 
additional queries: 
• “Does your current position adequately reflect 
your capabilities?” 
• “Describe workplace situations that you find 

frustrating.” 
• “Describe a situation in a prior job that in
volved a conflict, and tell me how you resolved 
it.” 
• “Describe a situation when you did not have 
enough information to solve a problem. What did 
you do about it?” 
• “Give me one or more examples of when you 
did more than was expected or required in your 
job.” 

We recommend writing out all interview 
questions in advance. This keeps the interview 
focused on evaluating the candidate’s qualifica
tions, and makes it less likely that you will stray 
into illegal areas of questioning. This also helps 
you follow the same general agenda with each 
candidate, thereby making it easier to compare 
their qualifications as part of a totally fair hiring 
process. 

The above article was reprinted by permission from The Blair/ 
McGill Advisory, a monthly newsletter devoted to tax, financial 
planning, investment, and practice management matters exclusive
ly for the dental profession, available for $165 a year from Blair/ 
McGill & Co., 2810 Coliseum Centre Drive, Suite 360, Charlotte, 
NC 28217; or call (704) 424-9780 for further information. 
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