
T H E  A D U L T I N G  V A U L T

The Interview Workbook
Build Your Story Bank Before You Walk Into the Room

E V E R Y T H I N G  T H E Y  F O R G O T  T O  T E L L  Y O U

Most people prepare for interviews by reading lists of questions and nodding. That 

is not preparation, it is reassurance. Real preparation is having twelve to fifteen 

specific stories from your own career, written down, timed, and practiced out loud, 

that you can adapt to whatever gets asked. This workbook builds that bank. It also 

covers what is different about structured panel interviews, where scoring against a 

rubric means the polished generalist often loses to the candidate who answered 

the actual question.
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How This Workbook Works

Write in it. A story you have only thought about is not a story you can tell.

There are three phases. Preparation builds the raw material — your stories, your 

numbers, your reasons. Practice puts them under time pressure. Debrief turns each 

interview into information for the next one.

The story bank in Part Three is the core. Everything else supports it. If you do nothing 

else in this workbook, fill in those pages.

A  R E A L I S T I C  T I M E L I N E

Two weeks out: build the story bank. Ninety minutes, once.

One week out: research the organization and draft your questions.

Three days out: practice out loud, timed. Not in your head.

Day before: reread the announcement and your submitted resume. Nothing new.

After: debrief within two hours, while it is still sharp.
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Part One: What Kind of Interview Is This?

Different formats reward completely different behavior.

The formats

Format What it is What it rewards

Structured panel Three to five interviewers, identical 

questions to every candidate, scored 

against a rubric

Answering the exact question asked, with 

evidence, in a traceable structure

Behavioral Past-behavior questions: tell me about a 

time when

Specific stories with your individual actions 

and measurable outcomes

Situational Hypotheticals: what would you do if Visible reasoning, stated assumptions, 

awareness of trade-offs

Technical Domain knowledge and problem-solving Accuracy, and saying plainly when you do 

not know

Conversational Unstructured discussion with a hiring 

manager

Rapport, judgment, genuine curiosity about 

the work

What is different about structured panel interviews

Government, healthcare, education, and large corporate employers frequently run 

interviews structured to a degree that surprises people used to conversational hiring. 

Every candidate is asked the same questions in the same order. Panelists take notes 

and score against defined criteria. There is often little or no follow-up probing, and the 

panel may be visibly writing while you speak.

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

Silence is not disapproval. Panelists are writing. Keep going.

You usually get one pass at each question. If you drift off topic, no one will redirect 

you.

Rapport matters less than completeness. A warm, charming answer that missed half 

the question scores lower than a plain one that hit all of it.

Name the question back before answering. It anchors you and it helps the scorer find 

your response.

Ask if you can take notes. It is almost always fine, and it lets you catch multi-part 
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questions.

M U L T I - P A R T  Q U E S T I O N S

Structured panels love compound questions: describe a time you managed a conflicting 

priority, how you decided, and what you would do differently. That is three scoring 

elements. Candidates routinely answer the first, tell a good story, and lose two thirds 

of the available points.

Write the parts down as you hear them. Answer them in order. Say so out loud: "There 

were three parts to that — let me take them in turn."
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Part Two: Before You Prepare Answers

Research first. Generic answers come from generic preparation.

Organization research

What does this organization actually do, in one sentence a stranger would understand?

What is the mission of the specific office or program you would join?

What has changed for them recently — budget, reorganization, new authority, leadership, public 
attention?

What problem is this role most likely meant to solve? Read the duties again and infer.
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Role research

Which requirement in the announcement am I strongest against? What is the proof?

Which requirement am I weakest against? What is my honest, non-defensive answer if asked?

Who would I work with, and who would I need to influence without authority over them?

What would success in the first ninety days look like from their side of the desk?

Your own case

Why this role, specifically? Not why a job. Why this one.
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Why now?

Why you, in a sentence you could say out loud without wincing?
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Part Three: The Story Bank

Twelve stories will answer almost any behavioral question you are ever 

asked.

Why a bank beats a script

You cannot predict the questions. You can predict the themes. Interviewers across 

every sector draw from the same small set: leadership, conflict, failure, pressure, 

ambiguity, influence, improvement, ethics.

If you have a real story ready for each theme, you are never assembling an answer in 

real time. You are choosing one and adapting the framing. That is the difference 

between candidates who sound prepared and candidates who sound rehearsed.

The structure

S T A R  —  A N D  W H E R E  P E O P L E  L O S E  P O I N T S

SITUATION — the context, in two sentences. Not five.

TASK — what specifically was yours to solve.

ACTION — what you did. First person singular. This is the part that gets scored and 

the part people rush.

RESULT — what changed, with a number where one exists, and what you took from 

it.

The two most common failures: spending ninety seconds on situation and fifteen on 

action, and saying "we" throughout so the panel cannot tell what you personally 

contributed. Use "we" for context and "I" for action.

L E N G T H

Ninety seconds to two minutes. Longer than that and a scorer stops tracking. Time 

yourself out loud — nearly everyone underestimates by half.
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Build Your Twelve

One story per theme. Bullet the parts — do not write a script. Scripts sound like scripts.

Story 1: Leadership
A time you led without formal authority, or took responsibility no one assigned you.

Working title (so you can find it fast):

Situation & Task Action — what I did Result & what I took from it

The number in this story:

Story 2: Conflict
A disagreement with a colleague, a stakeholder, or a supervisor. How it resolved.

Working title (so you can find it fast):

Situation & Task Action — what I did Result & what I took from it

The number in this story:
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Story 3: Failure

Something that went wrong that was genuinely yours. What you changed afterward.

Working title (so you can find it fast):

Situation & Task Action — what I did Result & what I took from it

The number in this story:

Story 4: Pressure
A hard deadline, a crisis, or a period of sustained overload.

Working title (so you can find it fast):

Situation & Task Action — what I did Result & what I took from it

The number in this story:
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Story 5: Ambiguity

A situation with no clear instructions, precedent, or right answer.

Working title (so you can find it fast):

Situation & Task Action — what I did Result & what I took from it

The number in this story:

Story 6: Influence
Getting a decision changed when you had no power to change it yourself.

Working title (so you can find it fast):

Situation & Task Action — what I did Result & what I took from it

The number in this story:
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Story 7: Improvement

A process you made measurably better.

Working title (so you can find it fast):

Situation & Task Action — what I did Result & what I took from it

The number in this story:

Story 8: Ethics
A time you held a standard when it was inconvenient or unpopular.

Working title (so you can find it fast):

Situation & Task Action — what I did Result & what I took from it

The number in this story:
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Story 9: Collaboration

Working across a boundary — another office, agency, function, or organization.

Working title (so you can find it fast):

Situation & Task Action — what I did Result & what I took from it

The number in this story:

Story 10: Learning
Something difficult you taught yourself because the job required it.

Working title (so you can find it fast):

Situation & Task Action — what I did Result & what I took from it

The number in this story:
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Story 11: Customer or stakeholder

Serving someone difficult, or someone whose needs conflicted with the rules.

Working title (so you can find it fast):

Situation & Task Action — what I did Result & what I took from it

The number in this story:

Story 12: Scale or scope
The largest, most complex, or highest-stakes thing you have been responsible for.

Working title (so you can find it fast):

Situation & Task Action — what I did Result & what I took from it

The number in this story:
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Part Four: The Questions You Will Actually Get

Map each to a story from your bank. Do not write new answers.

Opening questions

These feel casual. They are not. The opening is where panels form an impression that 

everything after gets read against.

"Tell me about yourself." — Ninety seconds. Present role, relevant path to here, why this job. Not your life 
story.

"Why are you interested in this position?" — Something specific about their work, connected to something 
specific about yours.

"Walk me through your resume." — A narrative of choices, not a chronological reading.
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Behavioral question bank

For each, write only the story number from Part Three. If a question has no story, that is a gap — build one.

Question Story # Adjustment needed

Tell me about a time you had to meet a tight deadline.

Describe a conflict with a coworker and how you handled it.

Tell me about a mistake you made.

Describe a time you had to persuade someone who disagreed 

with you.

Tell me about a project that did not go as planned.

Describe a time you had to work with incomplete information.

Tell me about a time you improved a process.

Describe a situation where you had to handle competing 

priorities.

Tell me about a time you had to deliver difficult news.

Describe a time you disagreed with a decision but had to 

implement it.

Tell me about a time you had to learn something quickly.

Describe your most significant professional accomplishment.

Tell me about a time you dealt with a difficult stakeholder or 

customer.

Describe a time you identified a problem no one else had noticed.

Tell me about a time you had to say no.

Describe a time you took on something outside your job 

description.
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Situational questions

Hypotheticals are not testing whether you get the "right" answer. They are testing 

whether your reasoning is visible and sound. Say your assumptions out loud. Name the 

trade-off. Then commit to an approach.

● What would you do if you were given a task with an unrealistic deadline?

● How would you handle discovering an error in work that has already gone out?

● What would you do if you disagreed with your supervisor on something significant?

● How would you prioritize if three people brought you urgent requests at once?

● What would you do in your first thirty days in this role?

A  S T R U C T U R E  F O R  H Y P O T H E T I C A L S

1. Clarify. What am I assuming here, and what would I need to find out first?

2. Name the tension. What is actually competing in this scenario?

3. Decide. State what you would do, and why that trade-off.

4. Escalate honestly. Say where the limit of your authority is and who you would loop 

in.

The difficult ones

A gap in your employment history. State the fact, briefly. Do not apologize, do not over-explain.

Why you are leaving your current role. Forward-looking. Never critical of a former employer.

A requirement you do not meet. Acknowledge it plainly, then name the closest adjacent experience and 
how you would close the gap.
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Salary expectations. Know the pay range in the announcement before you walk in.
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Part Five: The Questions You Ask

The single most underused part of an interview.

Having no questions reads as no interest. Having generic questions reads as no 

preparation. Having two or three specific ones — built from your research, not from a 

list — is one of the cheapest ways to separate yourself.

What to ask about

Area Example shape

The work itself What would the first significant thing on my desk be?

Success How would you know, six months in, that this hire went well?

The team How does this office make decisions when people disagree?

Challenges What is the hardest part of this role that is not obvious from the announcement?

Change What is shifting for this office over the next year?

Process What are the next steps, and what is your expected timeline?

What not to ask in a first interview

● Anything answered in the announcement or on the front page of their website

● Leave, telework, and benefits, unless they raise it first

● Anything that implies you plan to leave the role quickly

Draft yours

Question 1 — about the work

Question 2 — about success or the team
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Question 3 — about process and timeline
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Part Six: Practice

Out loud. Timed. This is the step everyone skips and everyone should not.

Thinking through an answer and saying it are different skills. The first time you speak 

a story aloud you will discover it takes four minutes, wanders, and buries the result. 

Better to discover that in your kitchen.

Practice protocol

5. Pick five questions at random from Part Four.

6. Answer each out loud, timing yourself. Do not restart when you stumble — recover, 

the way you would have to in the room.

7. Record at least two. Listening back is unpleasant and unusually useful.

8. Note where you exceeded two minutes, where you said "we" instead of "I", and 

where the result got lost.

9. Run it again three days later. Not the same day — you will just be memorizing.

Practice log

Date Questions practiced Longest 

answer

What to fix

Logistics checklist

   ❑ Confirmed format, date, time, and time zone

   ❑ Confirmed who is on the panel, if they will tell you
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   ❑ For virtual: platform tested, camera at eye level, lighting in front of you, 

background clear

   ❑ For virtual: notifications silenced, phone as a backup connection

   ❑ For in person: route, parking, building access, security screening time

   ❑ Printed copies of the announcement, your submitted resume, and your questions

   ❑ Notepad and a working pen

   ❑ A glass of water
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Part Seven: After

Debrief within two hours. In six weeks you will remember nothing useful.

Debrief
Interview date and role:

What questions were actually asked? Write down every one you can recall.

Which answer was strongest, and why?

Which answer was weakest? What would you say instead?
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What did you learn about the role or organization that you did not know before?

What are the stated next steps and the date you should follow up?

The follow-up note

Send within twenty-four hours. Short. Thank them, name one specific thing from the 

conversation that stayed with you, restate your interest in a single sentence. If you 

fumbled something material, one clean sentence of clarification is acceptable — one, 

not a paragraph.

I F  Y O U  D O  N O T  G E T  I T

In large organizations, hiring timelines are long and silence is normal, not a verdict. 

Do not read rejection into delay.

When you do get a no, it is reasonable to ask once whether they would share any 

feedback. Many will not, some will, and the ones who do are worth more than the 

interview was.

Add the questions you were asked to Part Four. Every interview makes the next one 

easier, but only if you write it down.

Interview log

Date Organization / role Format Outcome Follow-up sent
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Date Organization / role Format Outcome Follow-up sent
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