
Purpose: 
Create competency-based interview process for an Epidemiologist I (Foundational Tier) position in
your epidemiology department utilizing the Applied Epidemiology Competencies (AECs).

How Do I Create a Competency-based Interview Process?
A competency-based interview process uses clear selection criteria, effective interview questions,
and structured interviews to evaluate an individual’s knowledge, skills, and values beyond what
qualifications and work experience are listed on paper. You should use a competency-based job
description as a starting point for the creation of questions that assess the candidate’s
competencies in the essential and non-essential functions of the job they are interviewing for,
whenever possible. It is important to design the interview process to be inclusive and equitable to
attract diverse candidates and consistently and fairly assess these individuals.

Review the following steps to create a competency-based interview process using the AECs for an
epidemiologist position in your department.

Develop clear selection criteria
Develop clear selection criteria based on the competencies and skills outlined in the job description.
Evaluate which competencies are essential and which are nice to have. Interviewers should
understand that certain candidates may not demonstrate all of the job’s essential skills but if they
are willing to learn and the organization can commit to providing training and support, they may still
be a good candidate.

Remember: The AECs can be used to describe essential job functions and competencies expected
based on the role and the level of skill needed ranging from entry-level epidemiologists to senior-
level positions.

Create effective, competency-based interview questions
After defining the selection criteria, create effective, competency-based interview questions that
allow interviewees to assess the candidate’s strengths and weaknesses in the key skills needed for
the position. These questions should be aligned with what success looks like for the role and what
you expect the answers to demonstrate. 

Step 1:

Creating Effective Interview
Questions 

(Tier 1: Foundational)
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Step 2:



Competency 1.4. Conducts surveillance activities (e.g., reviews surveillance data needs,
assesses existing surveillance data and systems, collects, analyzes, evaluates, and
communicates surveillance data)

Tier 1: Foundational
Subcompetencies

Tier 2: Intermediate
Subcompetencies

Tier 3: Practiced
Subcompetencies

Tier 4: Advanced
Subcompetencies

T1: 1.4.1. Identifies
surveillance data
needs for factors
affecting the health
of a community

T2: 1.4.1. Explains
surveillance data
needs (e.g., case
definitions, data
sources, quality,
limitations, data
collection elements,
data transfer, data
collection timeliness,
frequency of
reporting, uses of
data, functional
requirements of
information systems
to support)

T3: 1.4.1. Assesses
surveillance data
needs (e.g., data
quality, availability,
relevance,
suitability,
simplicity,
sensitivity,
predictability,
timeliness,
representativeness,
flexibility)

T4: 1.4.1. Advocates
for surveillance data
strategies (e.g., case
definitions, data
sources, quality,
limitations, data
collection elements,
data transfer, data
collection timeliness,
frequency of
reporting, uses of
data, functional
requirements
of information
systems to support)

Interview questions should focus on direct experience with the competencies and capability to
apply knowledge, experience, and flexibility. Ensure questions do not always focus on a time when
something did not go well to balance positive- and negative-geared questions. 

Consider utilizing case-based interviews or skills assessments as appropriate for the position to
evaluate a candidate’s problem-solving performance consistently and objectively. Using skills
assessments allows applicants to apply what they know and demonstrate their expertise, which can
reduce bias for those who may not have had internships or jobs that were directly relevant to speak
about. This provides an opportunity for interviewees to share not just what they have done but also
what they are capable of doing.

Using the AEC’s Skill Progression by Tier:
Individuals creating job descriptions and competency-based interview questions can utilize the
AECs to select measurable skills that increase in complexity and specificity as the individual
progresses through the tiers. 

Bloom’s Taxonomy was used to describe the progression of skills from knowledge to application,
and finally to evaluation. For example, the verb for AECs subcompetency 1.4.1. progresses from
identifies, to explains, to assesses, and finally advocates for. 
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Interviewers should familiarize themselves with the action verbs and progression of the order of
thinking skills associated with Bloom’s taxonomy to better understand and evaluate the
interviewee’s responses describing their experience and capabilities.
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Using the STAR Technique to Create Competency-based Interview Questions:
A common technique to create and answer competency-based interview questions is referred to as
“STAR”. The STAR technique can be used to incorporate Bloom’s taxonomy in asking interview
questions as well as listening for appropriate action verbs in a candidate’s response. 

The STAR method can be applied in the context of asking a potential candidate about their
involvement in an epidemiologic study:

Situation- this part asks for the context of a situation or challenge. 
Consider asking: “Tell me about a time when you were involved in an epidemiologic study.” 
You may expect to hear briefly about what the study was and why it was being performed here.

Bloom’s Taxonomy Verbs by Fractus Learning is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

https://www.fractuslearning.com/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Task- this part addresses what the candidate’s responsibility or role was in the situation.
Consider asking: “What was your role in the epidemiologic study?” 
You should expect to hear briefly about their role, whether it was assigned to them or if they
selected it, and why they had those responsibilities.

Action- this part details what actions the individual took during the situation, what they did to
achieve success, and contains a lot of information about the applicant’s level of competency. 

Consider asking: “What tasks did you perform and what skills did you use during this
epidemiologic study?” 
You may hear about study design, data collection, data cleaning/analysis, data interpretation,
data presentation, and development of a public health action depending on the experience and
skills of the candidate. 
This part of the candidate's answer should help you assess whether they have the correct level
of competency based on Bloom’s taxonomy and the AECs to successfully perform the role.

For a Foundational Epidemiologist, you may listen for verbs such as describe, identify,
collect, assist, and participate.

Result- this part describes what results were the outcome of the action performed by the candidate. 
Consider asking: “What was the major outcome or achievement of the epidemiologic study?” 
You should expect to hear about the interventions that resulted from the study, what the
candidate learned, and what they gained from the experience.

Step 3:

Conduct structured interviews
Conduct structured interviews that ask questions to all candidates in the same order to provide
them all with the same opportunity to describe their skills and experience. Allow for additional time
for candidates to discuss unique expertise or items from their resume/CV. 

Where possible, have multiple individuals interview the candidate either individually or as a panel to
evaluate the interviewee from different perspectives. Be mindful about the time of scheduled
interviews and number of interviews that will be conducted with each candidate. Often interviewees
will need to take time off at their current job to interview for new positions and scheduling multiple
interviews on multiple days can be difficult and further inequities. Inform interviewers about the
expected scoring system and how to efficiently listen to and evaluate responses to ensure
consistent and fair grading of candidates. Instruct them to take notes during the interview on what
was said to avoid recall bias and to be objective on any physical observations of interviewees (e.g.,
“they did not make much eye contact” as opposed to the interpretation of “they were nervous and
uncomfortable”). Consider training interviewers about unconscious bias and ways to combat it
before they conduct their interviews. Individuals often prefer candidates who look like, think like,
and talk like them and tend to assess them as having better likeability or organization cultural “fit”.
Educate interviewers about the importance of diversity, equity, and inclusion and the importance of
considering soft skills and likeability but as only a part of the candidate’s overall skills and
capabilities.
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Consult with your Human Resources group to ensure compliance with organizational requirements
and any standardized processes for interviews and documentation.

Example Interview Questions for an Epidemiologist I (Foundational Tier):
1.   Tell me what inspired you to become an epidemiologist.

2.   What strategies do you use to stay organized and schedule your time effectively when working
on simultaneous projects?

3.   Tell me about your experience in working with public health data including which data
management and analysis tool(s) you are most comfortable using (e.g., SAS, R, Epi Info, etc.), and
share an example of an analysis you completed using [that/those] software tools. If you have not
worked directly with public health data, describe how you would use one of the data management
and analysis tools you are comfortable using.

Optional follow up questions/prompts:
What data source(s) did you use?
What kind(s) of statistical analyses did you perform?
Were you responsible for managing and cleaning the data?
What is the largest data set you have worked with? 
What has been your experience with primary data collection? 

4.   Describe your experience with communicating public health information to scientific audiences
and/or the general public. Please include descriptions of any relevant work, such as written
summaries of analysis findings, published papers, presentations, or informational materials for the
public. You can describe experience from your graduate school program if you do not have field
experience. How do you ensure that your communication strategies are appropriate for diverse
audiences?

5.   Please share an experience where you’ve taken part in an epidemiologic study. This could be an
outbreak investigation, an assessment of a community health issue, or another type of
epidemiologic study. What was your role in the epidemiologic study and what did you work on?
How can you apply the principles of health equity to study design and data analysis? If you do not
have field experience yet, consider your experiences in graduate school practicum or capstone
project.

6.   Imagine you are working on an outbreak investigation in which the number of cases is quickly
growing. You’ve been asked to contribute to a media briefing by generating a summary of number
of cases and demographics, but you also have 7 new cases to interview, need to touch base with
the Public Health Lab about the results for 3 of these cases, and you also need to finish writing your
assigned portion of the CDC grant before the impending deadline. How do you prioritize these
multiple, urgent needs?
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7.   For this last scenario, imagine you’ve been working on conducting an assessment for the past
month and are beginning to write your report of the findings. However, your department has some
staffing changes, and they must temporarily reassign you to another higher priority project. This is
not only an unexpected shift in priorities, but the new project focuses on a subject area with which
you have no familiarity. What steps would you take to rapidly get up to speed and get this project
started off on the right track? 

8.   Is there any additional information relating to your resume/CV or past experience that you
would like to share with me? If yes, please share it. 

9.   What questions do you have for me?

References:
Carnahan, B. 6 Best Practices for Creating an Inclusive and Equitable Interview Process. (May 25
2023). Harvard Business School. Available at: https://www.hbs.edu/recruiting/insights-and-
advice/blog/post/6-best-practices-to-creating-inclusive-and-equitable-interview-processes. 
Indeed Editorial Team. 13 Competency-based Interview Questions and How to Prepare for the
Interview. (July 21 2023). Indeed. Available at: https://www.indeed.com/career-
advice/interviewing/competency-based-interview. 
Birt, J. How to Use the STAR Interview Response Technique. (November 30 2023). Indeed.
Available at: https://www.indeed.com/career-advice/interviewing/how-to-use-the-star-interview-
response-technique.
Mind Tools Content Team. How to Run Competency Based Interviews: Measuring Skills for
Specific Roles. (n.d.). Mind Tools. Available at: https://www.mindtools.com/ao3gjnv/how-to-run-
competency-based-interviews.
Grantham, N. Bloom’s Taxonomy Verbs. (September 13 2023). Fractus Learning. Available at:
https://www.fractuslearning.com/blooms-taxonomy-verbs-free-chart/. 

Authors:
Julianne L. Baron, PhD, CPH, RBP, Science and Safety Consulting, Paid Consultant 
Sarah Auer, MPH, CHES, Council of State and Territorial Epidemiologists, Program Analyst II 
Nicola Marsden-Haug, MPH, Council of State and Territorial Epidemiologists, Training Specialist
Jessica Arrazola, DrPH, MPH, MCHES, Council of State and Territorial Epidemiologists, Director of
Educational Strategy 

The 2023 Applied Epidemiology Competencies (AECs) toolkit materials project was supported by
Cooperative Agreement number NU38OT000297 from the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC). These toolkit materials are solely the responsibility of the authors and do not
necessarily represent the official views of the CDC. The toolkit materials are primarily written by
Julianne Baron of Science and Safety Consulting, LLC with support from CSTE staff members Sarah
Auer, Nicola Marsden-Haug, and Jessica Arrazola. 

The Council of State and Territorial Epidemiologists (CSTE) acknowledges their members and
partners who participated in review and suggested revision to these toolkit materials.

https://www.hbs.edu/recruiting/insights-and-advice/blog/post/6-best-practices-to-creating-inclusive-and-equitable-interview-processes
https://www.hbs.edu/recruiting/insights-and-advice/blog/post/6-best-practices-to-creating-inclusive-and-equitable-interview-processes
https://www.indeed.com/career-advice/interviewing/competency-based-interview
https://www.indeed.com/career-advice/interviewing/competency-based-interview
https://www.indeed.com/career-advice/interviewing/how-to-use-the-star-interview-response-technique
https://www.indeed.com/career-advice/interviewing/how-to-use-the-star-interview-response-technique
https://www.mindtools.com/ao3gjnv/how-to-run-competency-based-interviews
https://www.mindtools.com/ao3gjnv/how-to-run-competency-based-interviews
https://www.fractuslearning.com/blooms-taxonomy-verbs-free-chart/

