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W H A T  T H I S  G U I D E  I S  F O R  

 

Most interview guides teach you how to answer questions. This one teaches you how to 

win the conversation — which is a different skill entirely. 

In 25 years of executive search, I've watched brilliant candidates lose to average ones. Not 
because they were less qualified. Because they were less prepared. They hadn't done the work of 
translating their real experience into compelling, structured narratives. They showed up hoping 
to think on their feet instead of walking in with a plan. 

The executives who consistently get offers — and get the offers they want — treat the interview 

like a high-stakes presentation. They know their stories. They know their numbers. They know 
exactly what they want the interviewer to believe about them by the time they walk out. And they 
have practiced until that all feels completely natural. 

 

The interview is not an evaluation. It is a performance with a structure, a 
strategy, and an outcome you can engineer. 

 

This guide is a practical playbook. Read it, use the frameworks, practice the techniques, and 

walk into your next interview as the obvious choice. 

 

01 
F O U N D A T I O N  

PREPARE LIKE YOUR CAREER DEPENDS ON IT — 
BECAUSE IT DOES 

 

 

Preparation is the only variable in an interview that is entirely within your control. 

Everything else — the questions, the panel, the mood in the room — you cannot control. Your 
preparation, you can. 

Most candidates under-prepare. They review their resume, think vaguely about what they might 
say, and trust themselves to figure it out in the room. This approach guarantees mediocre 
interviews, because the pressure of the moment crowds out everything except the most familiar, 

rehearsed thinking. 

 

P R E P A R A T I O N  
A R E A  

W H A T  G R E A T  L O O K S  L I K E  
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Company research Know their last two annual reports, recent strategic moves, and where 
they're under pressure. Reference specific details in your answers. 

Role decoding Map every bullet in the job description to a specific story from your 
career. Leave no requirement unanswered. 

Your story arsenal Have 8–10 prepared STAR stories covering: leading through adversity, 
building teams, driving revenue, navigating conflict, and strategic wins. 

Your numbers Know your quantified impact cold — revenue generated, cost reduced, 
team size, growth percentage. Specificity beats generality every time. 

Your questions Prepare 5–7 sharp, specific questions. Candidates who ask great 
questions are remembered as great candidates. 

 

2 0 2 6  P R E P  A D V A N T A G E  
Use AI tools to simulate the interview before you walk in. Paste the job description and your 
resume into Claude and ask it to generate the 10 hardest questions they're likely to ask. Then 
answer them out loud — not in your head, out loud — until your answers are clean and 
confident. This takes 90 minutes and is the highest-ROI interview prep available. 

 

02 
N A R R A T I V E  

OWN YOUR STORY BEFORE THEY DEFINE IT FOR YOU 

 

 

Every interviewer is trying to answer one question: Can this person do this job, and will they 
thrive here? Your job is to give them a clear, compelling, evidence-based answer to that question 
before they even finish asking it. 

Your professional narrative is not your resume read aloud. It is a curated story with a 
point of view — about where you've been, what you've built, and why this role is the logical next 

chapter. 

 
T H E  F O U R  C O M P O N E N T S  O F  A  C O M P E L L I N G  N A R R A T I V E  

▸ Your defining arc — one or two sentences that summarize what you do and what you're 
known for. This is your professional headline, not your job title. 

▸ Your signature achievement — the single most compelling thing you've done, told with full 
STAR structure and specific numbers. Every interviewer should leave remembering this. 

▸ Your unique value proposition — what you bring that most candidates in this pool don't. 
Specificity is everything here. Not "strong leadership" — "I've built three revenue teams 
from under $5M to over $50M." 

▸ Your forward thesis — why this role, at this company, at this moment in your career. It 
should feel inevitable, not opportunistic. 
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 R E F L E C T I O N  
Can you tell your professional story — from beginning to where you are now — in under 90 
seconds, ending with a clear statement of what you're looking for and why? If not, that's 
your first practice assignment. 

 

03 
T E C H N I Q U E  

MASTER THE STAR METHOD — THEN TRANSCEND IT 

 

 

Behavioral questions — "Tell me about a time when..." — are the core of most 
executive interviews. They are also where most candidates get lost. They ramble, they stay 
vague, they say "we" when they mean "I", and they forget to land the result. 

The STAR method gives your stories structure. Used well, it transforms a meandering anecdote 
into a clear, credible demonstration of capability. Used badly — read robotically, without energy 
or specificity — it can make you sound rehearsed rather than experienced. 

The goal is to internalize the structure so completely that it disappears into the natural flow of 
how you tell stories. 

 

★ T H E  S T A R  
F R A M E W O R K  

H O W  T O  M A K E  I T  L A N D  

S SITUATION Set the scene in 2–3 sentences max. Context, stakes, and why it mattered. 
Don't over-explain — interviewers lose interest fast. 

T TASK State your specific role clearly. Not the team's role — yours. Ownership 
signals leadership. 

A ACTION This is the heart of the story. Be specific and decisive. Use "I" not "we." 
Walk through your thinking, not just what you did. 

R RESULT Quantify whenever possible. Revenue impact, time saved, team size, 
percentage improvement. End strong — don't trail off. 

 

Y O U R  S T O R Y  A R S E N A L  —  B U I L D  T H E S E  B E F O R E  Y O U R  N E X T  
I N T E R V I E W  

▸ A time you led through significant ambiguity or change 

▸ A time you had to make a high-stakes decision with incomplete information 

▸ A time you built or rebuilt a team — including a difficult personnel decision 

▸ A time you drove significant revenue, growth, or cost impact 

▸ A time you navigated a serious conflict — with a peer, a direct report, or a client 

▸ A time you failed or fell short — and what you did with it 

▸ A time you had to influence without authority to get something done 
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▸ A time you saw around a corner — strategic insight that proved right 

 

The best story is not the most dramatic. It is the most specific — with the clearest 
actions and the most concrete result. 

 

04 
P R E S E N C E  

COMMUNICATE WITH PRECISION AND PRESENCE 

 

 

What you say matters. How you say it matters equally. Executive interviews are evaluating your 

leadership presence — how you hold yourself, how you command a room, how you think out 
loud — as much as your credentials. 

 

V E R B A L  H A B I T  W H A T  I T  S I G N A L S  —  A N D  T H E  F I X  

Saying "we" for 
everything 

Signals inability to own individual impact. Fix: Practice with "I" — then 
give credit to the team at the end. 

Starting answers 
with "That's a great 
question" 

Signals stalling. Fix: Pause silently for two seconds, then begin. Silence 
reads as composure. 

Over-qualifying 
every statement 

Signals lack of conviction. Fix: State your view clearly, then offer nuance if 
needed. 

Running answers 
past 3 minutes 

Signals poor executive communication. Fix: Practice 90-second STAR 
answers. Then stop. 

Underselling results Signals poor self-advocacy. Fix: Write your numbers down and say them 
until they feel normal. 

 

On nonverbal presence: maintain eye contact, not a stare. Sit forward slightly — it signals 
engagement. Keep your hands visible and relaxed. Speak at a pace that allows the interviewer to 

absorb what you're saying. Slowing down signals confidence; rushing signals anxiety. 

 

O N  H A N D L I N G  T O U G H  Q U E S T I O N S  
When a hard question comes — about a failure, a gap, a conflict — don't flinch. Pause, 
breathe, and lean in. "That's actually an important one to address" signals confidence, not 
defensiveness. Then answer it directly: acknowledge what happened, own your part, state 
what you learned, and connect it to how you operate now. Interviewers don't expect 
perfection. They respect honesty and growth. 
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05 
D I A L O G U E  

ASK QUESTIONS THAT MAKE THEM WANT TO HIRE YOU 

 

 

The questions you ask reveal more about you than most of your answers. They 
signal how you think, what you care about, and whether you're genuinely evaluating this role — 
or just trying to get any offer. 

Great candidates ask questions that show they've done real research, thought seriously about the 
challenges of the role, and are genuinely trying to determine whether this is the right place for 
them. That combination — curiosity plus discrimination — is exactly what senior leaders look 
like. 

 

Q U E S T I O N S  T H A T  D I S T I N G U I S H  Y O U  
"What does success look like in this role at 90 days, and what does it look like at 12 months — 
and how are those different?" 

"What's the most significant strategic challenge facing this function right now, that you'd 
expect this person to own?" 

"How does this team make decisions? Where does this role have real authority, and where 
does it need to build consensus?" 

"What's the one thing that would make you hesitate about a candidate who was otherwise 
very strong on paper?" 

"What's something about working here that wouldn't be obvious from the outside?" 

"What happened with the last person in this role — and what did you learn from that 
experience?" 

 

 R E F L E C T I O N  
Before every interview, write down three things you genuinely need to know to decide 
whether to accept an offer here. Let those become your questions. Candidates who are 
evaluating the role — not just auditioning for it — are always more compelling. 

 

06 
S T R A T E G Y  

NAVIGATE MULTIPLE OPPORTUNITIES WITHOUT LOSING 
ANY OF THEM 

 

 

If you're interviewing well, you will have multiple conversations running 
simultaneously. This is a good problem. Managing it poorly can cost you the best opportunity. 

The fundamental rule: treat every opportunity as if it's your only one, in terms of preparation 
and engagement. At the same time, be transparent — professionally — about your timeline when 
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it's relevant. Most hiring managers respect honesty about a competing process. What they don't 
forgive is being surprised by it. 

 
M A N A G I N G  M U L T I P L E  P R O C E S S E S  

▸ Use a simple tracking system — a spreadsheet, a notes app — with the company, your 
contact, the stage, and next steps for each opportunity. Review it weekly. 

▸ If you receive an offer while other processes are live, be direct: "I have a competing process 
that's a week behind you — I'd like to see it through before I decide. Can I have until 
[specific date]?" Most companies will say yes. 

▸ Never use an offer to bluff or create artificial urgency unless you're genuinely prepared to 
accept it. Your reputation in this market is long. 

▸ When making the final decision, go beyond salary. Evaluate trajectory, culture, the specific 
team, and the quality of the leader you'd report to. The best-paying offer is not always the 
right one. 

 

One of the most powerful things you can say in an interview: "I'm in 
conversations elsewhere, and I'll be honest with you about where things stand. 

This opportunity is one I'm taking seriously." It signals demand and integrity at 
once. 

 

07 
C L O S E  

THE FOLLOW-UP IS NOT A FORMALITY — IT IS A 
DIFFERENTIATOR 

 

 

Most candidates send a generic thank-you email. Some send none at all. The ones who get hired 
— especially in competitive final rounds — are the ones who use the follow-up to extend the 

conversation, reinforce their candidacy, and demonstrate that they were truly listening. 

A great thank-you email does three things: it is specific to what was actually discussed, it 
reinforces one key point about why you are the right fit, and it makes the next step easy for the 
interviewer. 

 
T H A N K - Y O U  E M A I L  —  S T A N D A R D  V E R S I O N  

Subject: Thank You — [Role Title] Conversation 

 

[Name], 
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Thank you for the time today. Our conversation about [specific topic discussed] was genuinely useful 
— it gave me a much clearer picture of the challenge ahead and confirmed that this is exactly the 
kind of problem I want to be solving. 
 
One thing I wanted to add: when you mentioned [specific point], it reminded me of [brief relevant 
example or insight]. I think there's a real opportunity there, and I'd enjoy going deeper on it if we 
have the chance. 
 
I'm enthusiastic about this role and the team. I'll look forward to next steps. 
 
[Your name] 

 

A F T E R  A  F I N A L - R O U N D  I N T E R V I E W  

Subject: Following Up — [Role Title] 

 

[Name], 
 
I wanted to follow up after our final conversation. Having now met the full team, I'm even more 
confident this is the right next step for me. 
 
What stood out most was [specific thing from the final round — a person, a challenge, a strategic 
question raised]. It reinforced that the problems here are meaningful and the team has the capability 
to solve them. 
 
I'm ready to move forward whenever you are. Please don't hesitate to reach out if there's anything 
else you need from me. 
 
[Your name] 

 

T H E  C O M P L E T E  I N T E R V I E W  C H E C K L I S T  

 

Use this before, during, and after every executive interview. 

 

B E F O R E  D A Y  O F  A F T E R  

▸  Research company in depth ▸  Arrive 10–15 min early ▸  Send thank-you within 24 hrs 

▸  Decode every job req bullet ▸  Bring extra resume copies ▸  Reference something specific 

▸  Prepare 8–10 STAR stories ▸  Silence phone completely ▸  Reinforce your key 
differentiator 

▸  Know your key numbers cold ▸  Ground yourself — breathe ▸  Note what worked and what 
didn't 

▸  Prepare 5–7 sharp questions ▸  Listen before answering ▸  Update your tracking system 
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▸  Practice answers out loud ▸  Use "I" not "we" for your work ▸  Follow up if no response in 5 
days 

▸  Run AI mock interview 
session 

▸  Ask your prepared questions ▸  Seek feedback whether or not 
hired 

▸  Align references and brief 
them 

▸  Confirm next steps before 
leaving 

▸  Keep all other processes 
moving 

 

F I N A L  W O R D S  

 

Every executive who is extraordinary at interviews was once terrible at them. The difference is 
not talent — it is the willingness to treat the skill seriously, practice it deliberately, and refine it 
continuously. 

You don't need to be the most qualified candidate in the room to get the offer. You need to be 

the most prepared, the clearest communicator, and the most compelling version of yourself. 
That is entirely within your control. 

Walk in knowing your stories. Speak with precision. Ask questions that show 
you've thought harder about this than anyone else in the room. And follow up like 
you actually want the job. 

The offer you want is on the other side of the preparation you're willing to do. Go do the work. 

 

A B O U T  K E N  L U B I N  

 

Ken Lubin is a leadership advisor and executive search strategist. He is Employee #1 and 
Managing Director at ZRG Partners — now a top-10 global executive search firm — where 
he has spent 25 years advising CEOs, founders, and investors on the leadership decisions 
that define company outcomes. 

Ken is also the founder of Executive Athletes, a community of 18,000+ executives who 
compete at an elite level, and the creator of The Ultimate Hire, a leadership intelligence 
platform for CEOs and senior leaders. 

Co-winner of the Death Race  ·  Olympic Cycling Trials competitor  ·  World Champion 
Spartan team racer 
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