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Introduction
Hi, I’m Mark Murphy, author of the bestselling book Hiring

For Attitude (and founder of Leadership IQ). In this eBook, I’ll be taking you 

deep into the tactics and science of spotting toxic candidates in job interviews.

I’ve trained more than 100,000 HR 

executives and hiring managers on Hiring 

For Attitude, and in this eBook, I’m giving 

you a specially-curated toolkit to ensure 

that toxic personalities never again join

your company.

Before we get started, there’s one big 

insight you’ll need:

Our groundbreaking Hiring For Attitude 
research discovered that a lack of skills 

only accounts for 11% of hiring failures. By 
contrast, 89% of hiring failures are the 

result of candidates having the wrong (or 
poor) attitudes.

You’ve probably seen one of 
Leadership IQ’s most famous studies, 
in which we discovered that 46% of 
new hires will fail within 18 months.  

But what you may not have seen is 
that 89% of hiring failures are the 
result of attitudes, not a lack of 
technical skills.  

Skills are important, of course, but 
technical competence is very easy to 
assess. There's no excuse for hiring 
someone whose programming, 
engineering, or �nancial skills are 
subpar because there are tests to 
assess virtually every technical skill. 
But assessing whether a candidate 
has a toxic attitude—is narcissistic, 
blaming, negative, etc.—is 
considerably more di�cult. And 
that’s why you’re reading this eBook.
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Don’t Hire Candidates Who
Say These 13 Words In Job 
Interviews (A Linguistic 
Analysis)

Be wary of candidates who say words like 

“you,” “always,” “never,” “should,” 

“constantly,” and “not” in job interviews.

Leadership IQ conducted a linguistic 

analysis of more than 20,000 actual 

answers to job interview questions and 

discovered startling differences between 

‘good’ and ‘bad’ answers.  

For example, bad interview answers use 

the word “you” 392% more than good 

interview answers.  And bad interview 

answers contain 40% more adverbs, like 

“constantly” and “often,” and 103% more 

absolutes, like “always” and “never.” 

This groundbreaking research means that 

interviewers can avoid many hiring 

failures with just some careful listening 

and this list of 13 words:

always
never
impossible
you
should
could 
would
not
irritating
unhappy
quickly
constantly
often
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Don’t Hire Candidates Who
Say These 13 Words In Job 
Interviews (A Linguistic 
Analysis)

How We Did This Study

We asked 1,427 professionals to write 

answers to 15 open-ended interview 

questions as though they were applying for a 

job.  After statistical validation, we had 

20,572 total answers.  Then a panel of hiring 

managers and HR executives graded the 

answers to identify whether the applicants 

would likely be a great hire (aka a high 

performer), a poor hire (low performer) or 

somewhere in between.  Overall, 34% of the 

interview answers were identified as low 

performer answers, while 29% were 

identified as high performer answers.  These 

high and low performer answers were then 

subjected to a linguistic analysis which 

identified key differences in the grammar and 

linguistic patterns of high and low performer 

answers.  

Big Findings From The Study

High performer answers contain 21% 

more “I” language (e.g. I, me, or my) 

than low performer answers.  Talking 

about oneself (aka self-reference) is 

associated with taking ownership of a 

situation or experience.  And by showing this 

ownership, “I” words can also convey that the 

candidate is being truthful. So saying “I did 

this” and “I accomplished/created that” 

indicate the candidate was close to the 

situation, really took the actions described, 

and takes ownership of the results.

Low performer answers contain 392% 

more “you” language (e.g. you, your, 

you’ll) than high performer answers.  

“You” language can signal someone who is 

not taking ownership of a situation or 

experience and is evidence of a psychological 

disassociation.  High performer answers can 

indicate taking ownership with phrases like 

“I called the customer three times last week.”  

By contrast, notice how a low performer 

answer can avoid ownership by using “you” 

language, as in “You should always call the 

customer immediately.”  That doesn’t say 

they actually did call the customer, just that 

they believe the best practice would be to 

call.
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High performers might say 
something like: “I called the 
customer on Tuesday and I 

asked them to share their 
concerns…”  

 
Low performers might say: 
“You should always call the 
customer and ask them to 

share…” 
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Don’t Hire Candidates Who
Say These 13 Words In Job 
Interviews (A Linguistic 
Analysis)

High performer answers contain 38% 

more past tense verbs.  High performers 

typically tell simple, focused stories that 

avoid distraction and detail the facts as they 

happened.  This is logically evidenced in use 

of the past tense, for example: “I saw there 

was a problem and I called the customer.”

 

Low performer answers contain 104% 

more present tense verbs.  People who 

lack experience tend to avoid the past tense to 

describe what “they” actually did.  Instead, 

they may describe a ‘past experience’ with a 

spun tale about what they are doing (present 

tense).  For example: “When there is a 

problem it is best to call the customer.”

Low performer answers contain 71% 

more future tense verbs.  Similar to the 

present tense language, a lack of experience 

about what they did may manifest as a future 

tense answer (e.g. “I will call the customer 

when there’s a problem.”)  

Low performer answers contain 40% 

more adverbs (e.g. “quickly”, 

“constantly”, “often”).  Insecurity, lack 

of experience, and/or trying to paint oneself 

in a better light can all trigger a need to 

embellish the facts. People often qualify 

their words with adverbs to ‘amp’ things up.   

So instead of sharing the details of a time the 

candidate had a brilliant idea, a low 

performer answer might instead say, “I was 

constantly coming up with great ideas.”

Low performer answers contain 92% 

more words that signal negative 

emotions (e.g. “aggravated”, 

“irritating”, “pessimistic”, 

“unhappy”).  When a candidate openly 

discusses negative emotions, it seems to 

raise questions about why they couldn’t find 

a more positive resolution.  Saying “I’m 

aggravated about that part of my job, and in 

my experience, situations like that rarely 

ever change” does not indicate a proactive, 

coachable and go-getter type of attitude 

(characteristics that interviewers often like).
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High performers might say 
something like: “I had a 

customer who was having 
issues with her server and 

was about to miss her 
deadline.”  

 
Low performers might say: 
“When a customer is upset 

the #1 rule is to never admit 
you don’t know the answer” 

or “I would calm an irrational 
person by making it clear I 

know more than they do.” 
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Don’t Hire Candidates Who
Say These 13 Words In Job 
Interviews (A Linguistic 
Analysis)

Low performer answers contain 123% 

more negation (e.g. “not”, “can’t”, 

“couldn't”, “didn’t”).  It’s a cliché that 

hiring managers don’t want to hear the word 

“can’t,” but there is now evidence that the 

cliché is true.  Tension, low emotional 

intelligence, negativity, or pessimism can be 

revealed through increased negation, for 

example “No, that didn’t happen at my last 

job because you couldn’t make those kinds 

of decisions.”

Low performer answers contain 103% 

more absolutes (e.g. “always”, 

“never”, “impossible”). Use of absolutes 

like “I always call the customer” and “I am 

unquestionably the best person on the team” 

can stem from insecurity, a need to show off, 

and/or black-and-white thinking and a lack 

of intellectual flexibility.  When was the last 

time you experienced a situation that was 

“always” a certain way in the real world?

How can interviewers and companies avoid 

making bad hires?  Listen very carefully to the 

words that candidates use when they answer 

interview questions.

If candidates are afraid to talk about 

themselves and their past experiences (relying 

instead on “you,” “they,” and present/future 

tense verbs), interviewers could suspect that 

they don’t have the necessary experience (or 

worse, are lying).  When candidates use 

negative words like “can’t”, “couldn’t”, 

“angry”, “aggravated”, it can indicate a lack of 

self-control and an inability to positively 

resolve problems that arise.  And absolutes 

and adverbs can indicate insecurity and a 

need to show-off.

Does this mean that every person who says 

"always" or "never" in an interview is an 

automatic low performer? Of course it doesn’t. 

Linguistic analysis is a gold mine when it 

comes to assessing attitude, but it’s just one 

part of the Hiring for Attitude process. The 

most successful hiring managers recognize the 

warning signals (e.g. the 13 words) and then 

probe deeper to get to the truth.
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Low Performer Adverbs: “I 
was constantly/ always/ 

often/ usually (all adverbs) 
coming up with great ideas.” 

 
Low Performer Negation:

“I had no idea what to do” or 
“Nobody in my department 
really knew what they were 

doing.” 
 

Low Performer Absolutes:
“the people in this 

department never know what 
they’re doing and always ask 

for my help” 
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Interview Question #1 
For Spotting Toxic 
Employees

One of the biggest signs of a toxic employee 

is a lack of coachability. 

Coachability is the ability to both take 

feedback and use that feedback to drive 

positive change. If you critique someone’s 

work and they respond with denial or blame, 

that’s the opposite of being coachable.

Coachability may sound like an incredibly 

difficult characteristic to assess, but with a 

good interview question and knowledge of 

the differences between good and bad 

answers, you can often spot a lack of 

coachability pretty quickly.

The interview question you’ll use is, 

“Could you tell me about a time you 

made a mistake at work?”

That’s it, that’s the whole question. You’re 

not going to add anything to the end of that 

question, like, “and tell me how you 

overcame that mistake?” This non-leading, 

open-ended question works so well because 

it asks about a time the candidate made a 

mistake without hinting that they should 

share what they learned or how they grew. 
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The candidates who internalized their mistake, 

took ownership, and grew from the experience 

(i.e., coachability), will share that without 

prompting. But for those not inclined towards 

coachability (often toxic employees), there 

won’t be signs of growth in their answer.

 

Let’s look at some actual responses to this 

question, starting with one that most 

companies consider a good answer:

“There was a problem on the production line, 

and I ordered a shut down on the whole 

system. It took hours to repair, during which 

time I learned that one of my peers could have 

fixed the problem and minimized the impact of 

lost production. I made a hasty decision in 

response to feeling overwhelmed in the 

moment. I wasn’t happy that I failed to access 

all solutions and expertise available to me, but 

I learned a lot from the experience. I now have 

a 10-item checklist I go through when a 

mistake occurs, that I developed with the help 

of my boss and 5 of my colleagues, and this 

keeps me focused on trying every simple fix 

before taking more significant actions. Since I 

started using it, I’ve been able to avoid 

shutting down the line and using easier fixes.” 
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Don’t Hire Candidates Who
Say These 13 Words In Job 
Interviews (A Linguistic 
Analysis)

Notice, first, how this candidate takes 

ownership of their mistake. They speak in 

first-person pronouns (e.g., I) and don’t 

deflect the mistake onto someone else. 

Phrases like “I ordered,” “I failed,” and “I 

learned” all show that this candidate is 

taking full ownership.  

As we noted earlier in this book, Leadership 

IQ’s research has discovered that interview 

answers rated poorly by hiring managers 

contain very different words than interview 

answers rated highly. For example, bad 

interview answers use the word “you” almost 

400% more than good interview answers, 

while good interview answers contain 21% 

more “I” language (e.g., I, me, or my).

In addition to taking ownership, this 

candidate demonstrates what they learned, 

how they changed, and how they’ve 

improved since. These are all great signs of 

someone who’s coachable (and not toxic).  

Now let’s look at a real-life answer that most 

organizations consider a poor response:

“Most people are going to make mistakes. 

But overcoming them requires that you 

carefully dissect what went wrong without 

getting overly emotional. When you think 

like a process engineer and think 

analytically even amidst a big mistake, 

you’re far more likely to discover the root 

cause. This enables you to learn from it and 

take steps to prevent it from ever 

happening again.”

Notice how this candidate speaks exclusively 

in second-person pronouns (e.g., you). Not 

once does this candidate say, “Here’s what I 

did,” preferring instead to identify what you 

should do. 

If the question had asked for a theoretical 

outline of problem-solving techniques, 

perhaps this answer would be okay. But the 

question asked them to describe a time when 

they made a mistake. This answer simply 

doesn’t answer the question.

While there are myriad factors to assess 

whether someone is coachable, one of the 

simplest warning signs of candidates who lack 

coachability is when they avoid answering the 

question, often through the use of second-

person pronouns.
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Interview Question #2 
For Spotting Toxic 
Employees

A great many toxic employees are problem 

bringers, not problem solvers. Problem 

bringers bring problems because it’s how 

they’re attitudinally wired to behave.  

One interview question that separates 

problem bringers from problem solvers is 

“Could you tell me about a time when 

you were given an assignment and you 

lacked the necessary skills or 

knowledge?”    

This question works for several  reasons, 

starting with its non-leading, open-ended 

construction. When interviewers tack on a 

leading phrase such as “…and tell me what 

you did to resolve the situation,” it tells 

problem bringers to talk about that one time 

they solved a problem and to avoid talking 

about the potentially hundreds of times they 

fell into their natural attitudinal role of 

problem bringer. Without a leading prompt, 

it’s up to the candidate how to answer the 

question. 

This question also forces the candidate to 

provide a specific example and it focuses on 

a challenging situation. 
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Let’s take a look at some real-life examples of 

how candidates answered the question “Could 

you tell me about a time when you were given 

an assignment and you lacked the necessary 

skills or knowledge?”   

Candidate A: “I was requested to cold call 

customers and I had no sales training. I asked 

for sales training for over a year before I was 

granted access to any training material.” 

This person took no initiative to get up to speed 

on cold calling/selling (e.g. research, reading, 

asking more experienced peers for help).  

Instead, they spent a year on the payroll 

waiting for training to be granted. This 

admission should set off some alarm bells.  

Candidate B: “I wasn’t given the proper 

training, but I still worked my way up from 

receptionist to Operations Specialist. Being 

thrown in with very little training or 

knowledge forced me to figure things out on 

my own. I asked questions when needed and 

searched for answers on my own. Two years 

into the job, and despite getting limited 

training, I was formally recognized as 

someone who could recruit, do payroll, sales 

and my regular job, all in one day, if need be.”
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Don’t Hire Candidates Who
Say These 13 Words In Job 
Interviews (A Linguistic 
Analysis)

Candidate B found themselves in a similar 

lack of training situation, but instead of the 

problem bringer blame and excuses given by 

Candidate A, Candidate B gives a problem-

solver response that centers on 

accountability and ownership.

Here are two more examples...

Candidate C: “I was given a task to 

complete with absolutely no direction from 

the person who assigned it to me.  I was 

dumbfounded, especially when not one of 

my peers stepped forward to give me any 

direction.  I mean, what did they expect me 

to do?”

This response is rich with problem-bringer 

cues starting with a candidate who was 

dumbfounded by a request that pushed 

them outside their comfort zone, who 

questioned why no one stepped forward to 

help, and who threw their hands up in the 

air and said, “what did they expect me to 

do?” This is not someone you want working 

in your organization. 

Candidate D: “I was asked to help in a part 

of the plant that I didn’t spend a lot of time 

in. The first thing I did was to go to the 

operator on the team and I asked for a brief 

overview of the machine I was going to 

work on. Then, with that knowledge, I went 

back to the shop and got out the 

maintenance manual and researched the 

part of the machine I was going to work on.  

I was able to complete the job successfully.”

Candidate D is also thrown into the unknown 

by an assignment for which they lack the skills 

or knowledge. But unlike Candidate C, we 

hear someone who takes a problem-solver 

approach in order to meet the challenge. 

If keeping toxic people and problem bringers 

out of your organization is a priority, ask 

“Could you tell me about a time when you 

were given an assignment and you lacked the 

necessary skills or knowledge?” the next time 

you’re interviewing candidates.  
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Interview Question #3 
For Spotting Toxic 
Employees

No one likes getting tough feedback from the 

boss, but toxic employees are especially 

resistant to it.  Feedback, even tough 

feedback, is often necessary to grow and 

develop on the job.  Your company doesn’t 

want to hire toxic folks who can’t 

constructively receive constructive criticism.  

You want people who can bounce back in a 

positive manner. But how do you interview 

people to test whether or not they can 

actually handle tough feedback? 

Here's an interview question that has 

performed well for many Leadership IQ 

clients:

Could you tell me about a time you got 

tough feedback from a supervisor or 

boss?

That’s it, that’s the whole question exactly as 

it needs to be asked.  It’s important to note 

that there’s no leading “and tell me how you 

handled that feedback?” tagged on at the tail 

end of this question.  Asking leading 

questions is one of biggest mistakes hiring 

managers make.  
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This simple, non-leading, open-ended 

question, asked just as it’s written above, is 

great at revealing someone’s true attitude about 

how they receive tough feedback (aka 

constructive criticism) for two big reasons. 

First, the bare-bones nature of the question 

forces the candidate to reveal how they define 

“tough feedback.” And that’s a good thing. 

Because imagine someone says “My boss 

chewed me out for being 10 minutes late every 

day.” You’re likely to hear this and think to 

yourself “Really? Being told to get to work on 

time is what you consider constructive 

criticism?”  Here you’ve already learned that 

you and the candidate are not on the same page 

as to what constitutes real constructive 

criticism.  In addition to learning that this 

person may have some punctuality issues, also 

valuable information to have, it’s your first red 

flag that you might not want to hire this person. 
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Don’t Hire Candidates Who
Say These 13 Words In Job 
Interviews (A Linguistic 
Analysis)

Second, because the question asks about a 

time the candidate got tough feedback (and 

NOT about a time they responded to/made a 

change because of/ etc.), it’s entirely up to 

the candidate how to answer this question.  

And since feedback-resistant folks don’t 

tend to have a lot of experiences to share 

about all the times they DID hear and DID 

positively process tough feedback, how they 

answer is going to produce a gold mine of 

information. As for the folks who 

understand the value of constructive 

criticism, they’ll also reveal themselves in 

how they respond to this interview question.

Now, having a great interview question is 

important.  But it’s just as important to 

know how to grade the responses you get.  

Because what’s the point of giving a test, and 

interviewing is a test, if you don’t have an 

answer key that lets you accurately grade 

that test.

An entire chapter of my book, Hiring for 

Attitude, focuses on developing and using 

Answer Guidelines.  Essentially, Answer 

Guidelines provide real-life examples of 

good and bad answers to your organization’s 

interview questions. Hiring mangers that 

use Answer Guidelines are well versed in 

what high and low performers sound like 

when answering those questions. And this 

prepares them to evaluate candidates’ 

attitudes about feedback, or any other 

attitude your company requires, with 

consistent accuracy.

Let me show you how it works by walking you 

through some real-life answers (both good 

and bad) to our interview question “Could you 

tell me about a time you got tough feedback 

from a supervisor or boss?”  These examples 

come directly from the Answer Guidelines 

developed for one of my clients, a leading 

distributor of telecommunication equipment.  

This was considered a “bad” answer:

“The best example was the time I was 

reprimanded for a goal that had not been met 

for the quarter due to another individual 

being a road block for me getting the task 

done.  I was pretty angry as I had told my 

manager about the problem on several 

occasions and was basically told, “that’s just 

the way people are and there is nothing that 

will be done about it.”   It’s really unfair that 

no matter how badly someone jeopardizes a 

project or customer that they will not be 

reprimanded or terminated. It’s even worse 

though when I get blamed even though I 

wasn’t the one who caused the issue.”

13
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Don’t Hire Candidates Who
Say These 13 Words In Job 
Interviews (A Linguistic 
Analysis)

Why is this considered a bad answer? One 

word: Blamer.  Blamers are highly reactive 

personalities who just won’t accept 

responsibility for much of anything. When 

things go wrong it’s always someone else’s 

fault. Blamers are not folks who generally 

respond constructively to tough feedback.

It’s also big red flag when a candidate 

doesn’t choose to talk about a time that they 

successfully embraced and implemented a 

change in response to tough feedback. Of 

course, you won’t hear that if your question 

leads the candidate to talk about the one 

time out of a million that they “successfully 

adapted to tough feedback.”  That’s why our 

interview question, as awkward as it may 

feel at first to ask, is left open-ended. 

Now let’s flip this around and look at what 

this client considered a “good” answer:

“My boss let me know that I had been a 

little short with a client. Granted, it was a 

tough client, but I understood exactly what 

happened, when it happened, and how I 

contributed to the situation.  I knew exactly 

what I had said that was wrong.  Although 

it bothered me to hear that feedback, I 

accepted my boss’ words.  I signed up for a 

conflict resolution classes offered at a local 

college and learned a lot about how to 

develop anticipation and awareness so I 

had much better control over potentially 

difficult situations. It’s actually had a real 

impact on my life even outside of work.  But 

at work, I made sure that was the only time 

my boss ever had to give me that type of 

feedback.”

Why is this considered a good answer?  First, 

it’s very specific, indicating that it’s probably 

not fictionalized (the candidate probably 

really lived through this).  Second, the 

candidate embraced the feedback they were 

given and made a real effort to change in 

response to that feedback.  This person didn’t 

just say, “I’m sorry” and go through the 

motions. They demonstrated how they made 

that feedback a personal project by signing up 

for a conflict resolution class.  They took 

ownership of making the needed changes. 

High performers want to tell you all about 

their successes; it’s just what high performers 

do.

Whether you use Answer Guidelines like 

Leadership IQ, or use some other kind of 

answer key, learn what high and low 

performers in your organization sound like 

when they answer the interview question: 

“Could you tell me about a time you got tough 

feedback from a supervisor or boss?”  And 

then, next round of interviews, go ahead and 

test your candidates’ by asking the question 

and listening carefully for the hallmarks of 

high and low performance in the answers you 

get. 

14
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Training Your Company
Let us train the hiring managers (and 
HR teams) in your organization!

We've trained more than 100,000 
leaders on Hiring For Attitude, and we 
customize every aspect of the 
program so that you're hiring people 
that perfectly �t your culture.

We even build you custom interview 
questions and answer guidelines so 
that your hiring processes are 
perfectly consistent, no matter who 
is doing the hiring.

To learn more, contact:
Jill Sutherland
Director of Client Services
jill@leadershipiq.com
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