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Most interviews follow the same script. Tell me about yourself. What’s your greatest
strength? Where do you see yourself in five years? The questions are familiar because they have
been asked a thousand times in a thousand interviews at a thousand different companies across a
thousand different roles.

And that is exactly the problem.

When every interviewer asks the same questions, candidates learn to give the same
answers. They rehearse. They optimize. They arrive prepared to perform rather than to be
known. And the hiring team walks away with a polished set of responses that tells them very
little about whether this particular person, with this particular background, will actually thrive in
their particular environment.

For early-stage life sciences startups, where every hire matters and the cost of a mismatch
is high, that is not good enough. This month, we are talking about the dynamic, personalized
interview — what it is, why it works, and why it has become more important than ever in an age
when candidates can prepare scripted answers to any generic question with the help of Al

What a Personalized Interview Actually Means

A personalized interview is not simply an interview where you are friendly or
conversational. It is one in which the questions themselves are tailored to the specific
background, experiences, career trajectory, and context of the individual sitting across from you.

It means that before the interview begins, someone on the hiring team has actually read
the resume. Has noticed that this candidate spent eight years at a large pharmaceutical company
before pivoting to a smaller biotech. Has seen that they have a publication record in a niche area
directly relevant to your pipeline. Has observed the gap between roles, the lateral move, the
unconventional career path. And has prepared questions that directly engage with those specifics.

This is a different kind of preparation than putting together a standard question list. It
takes more time, but it truly is worth every minute of it.

The Problem with Generic Questions in the Age of Al
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Here is a reality that every hiring team needs to reckon with: the generic interview
question has been effectively neutralized.

Candidates today have access to tools that can generate polished, thoughtful, role-
appropriate answers to any standard interview question in seconds. “Tell me about a time you
navigated conflict on a team.” “Describe your leadership style.” “What motivates you?” These
questions, once useful for surfacing how a candidate thinks and communicates, now primarily
surface how well a candidate has prepared their Al-assisted talking points.

Please note that this is not a criticism of candidates. It is simply the reality of the
environment. And it means that interviewers who rely on the same question bank they have been
using for years are increasingly getting answers that have been optimized for the question, not
answers that reflect the person.

The personalized question changes that dynamic entirely. When you ask a candidate
something rooted in their specific background, something that could not have been scripted in
advance because it requires knowledge of who they are and what they have done, you create a
moment of genuine engagement. And the data reflects this: negative interactions during
interviews caused 36% of candidates to decline offers, even after clearing all interview rounds
(CareerPlug, 2025). That number alone should reframe how we think about the interview, not as
a one-way evaluation, but as an experience the candidate is actively assessing too. A
personalized question gives the interviewer something no generic answer can: an unscripted,
authentic response.

How a candidate handles a question they were not prepared for can really tell you
something about them. Do they lean in, curious and energized? Do they take a moment to think
before answering rather than defaulting to a rehearsed framework? Can they connect their actual
experience to the question in a way that feels genuine and specific? These are signals that a
standard question set simply cannot surface.

It Signals Something Important to the Candidate

There is another dimension to the personalized interview that is easy to overlook: what it
communicates to the candidate about your organization.

When a hiring manager walks into an interview having clearly read the resume, having
noticed the details, prepared thoughtful questions, and engaged with the candidate’s actual
background, it sends a signal that is surprisingly rare and surprisingly powerful. It says: we pay
attention here. We see people as individuals, not as applications to be processed.

Nearly four in five candidates say the overall hiring experience they receive is an
indicator of how a company values its people (Cortenbach, 2025). For an early-stage startup
competing against larger, better-resourced organizations for top talent, the interview itself is a
recruitment tool. A candidate who feels genuinely seen in the process is far more likely to be
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excited about the role, invested in the outcome, and willing to choose your organization over a
competitor that offered a more transactional experience.

This is candidate buy-in that costs nothing to generate, only time, care, and attention.

What the Personalized Question Reveals About the Candidate

Here is the part that matters most from a hiring standpoint. A well-constructed
personalized question does not just make the candidate feel good; it gives you information that a
generic question never could.

Consider the difference between these two approaches for a candidate who spent fifteen
years in academia before moving into industry:

Generic: “Tell me about a time you had to adapt to a new environment.”

Personalized: “You spent most of your career in an academic research setting before
making the move to industry three years ago. What surprised you most about that transition, and
what do you wish you had known going in?”

The second question cannot be answered with a prepared script. It requires the candidate
to reflect on something real and specific. And the answer, whatever it is, tells you something
meaningful. A candidate who answers with genuine self-awareness, who can name specific
challenges and articulate what they learned, is demonstrating exactly the kind of reflective
thinking that predicts success in a fast-moving startup environment. A candidate who gives a
vague, generalized answer to a question rooted in their own experience is also telling you
something worth knowing.

There is a secondary signal worth paying attention to as well: how candidates respond to
the fact that you clearly did your homework. Most candidates are not accustomed to being
interviewed by someone who has actually read their resume thoughtfully and carefully. When
that happens, strong candidates tend to light up. They engage differently in my experience. They
ask better questions, and they lean into the conversation rather than trying to manage it. That
shift in energy, from performance mode to a genuine dialogue, is itself a data point.

How to Build a Personalized Interview in Practice

None of this requires building a complex new system. It requires a shift in how the interview
preparation process is approached.

e Read the resume as a story, not a checklist. Before the interview, set aside fifteen
minutes to read the candidate’s background the way you would read a narrative: looking
for the through-line, the pivots, the moments of change, the things that don’t quite fit the
expected pattern. Those are almost always the most interesting places to go in a
conversation.
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e Prepare two or three questions that could only be asked of this person. These do not
replace your standard evaluation framework, but they do supplement it. At least two or
three of your questions should be ones that would make no sense in any other interview.

e Let the conversation breathe. A personalized interview works best when it feels like a
genuine dialogue and not a structured evaluation. Ask a question, listen to the answer,
and follow the thread rather than immediately moving to the next item on your list. The
follow-up question, the one that responds to what the candidate actually said, is also often
more revealing than the prepared one.

e Be transparent about what you noticed. There is nothing manipulative about saying “I
noticed on your resume that you made a significant shift three years ago; I’d love to
understand what was behind that.” Candidates generally respond well to interviewers
who have engaged with their background and aren’t just treating the resume as a
formality. Think about how much time you’ve spent on perfecting resumes and cover
letters just to have your interviewer ask, “Now tell me about yourself”?

e Use it as a two-way conversation. A candidate who feels genuinely engaged in a
personalized interview will ask better questions in return. Pay attention to what they ask,
how they ask it, and what it tells you about what they actually care about. The quality of a
candidate’s questions is one of the most underused evaluation tools in early-stage hiring.

The Startup Advantage

Large organizations often struggle to conduct truly personalized interviews at scale. Their
processes are standardized by necessity, with structured question banks, multiple interviewers,
and competency frameworks designed to apply consistently across hundreds of candidates. That
standardization has real value in streamlining the process, but it comes at a cost: the kind of
genuine, individualized engagement that makes a candidate feel seen is hard to deliver in a
system built for volume and speed.

Early-stage startups do not have as much of that constraint. When you are hiring your
third or tenth employee, you have more time and the proximity to do this well. The personalized
interview is not a luxury reserved for organizations with resources to spare. It is one of the most
accessible competitive advantages available to a team at the startup stage. It’s a way to attract the
right people, evaluate them more accurately, and signal the kind of culture you are building, all
at once.

A question to sit with this month: In your last few interviews, could a candidate have
walked in and answered every question you asked without you having read their resume at all?

If the answer is yes, that is exactly where the next conversation begins.
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