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policies, contact the agency to which you are applying.
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Introduction to the Police Interview 

 

The oral interview can be one of the most stressful steps in the police hiring process. You go alone into a 

room to face a group of trained observers and interviewers who are judging every movement you make, 

every aspect of your appearance and every word out of your mouth. How you perform in that room will 

determine whether you become a police officer. 

The interview purposely is designed to be stressful because it gives law enforcement agencies a good 

opportunity to see how candidates react in difficult circumstances. The questions are meant to put you on 

the defensive, while uncovering both the strengths and weaknesses in your abilities to think and 

communicate clearly and control your emotions while under stress. The interview also allows the board to 

measure your level of maturity and readiness for the responsibility of law enforcement. And, perhaps 

most importantly, the interview also gives the board insight into your degree of honesty. 

Those who walk into the police interview board unprepared are almost certain to fail it. However, 

candidates who know what the board is looking for in police applicants and who have a good idea of the 

kind of questions they can expect are much more likely to score well and move on in the process. This 

report is going to help prepare you by explaining what goes on behind the closed doors of an oral 

interview board and what you can do to ready yourself. 

 

Section 1 
Preparing for the Oral Interview 
 

Don’t make the mistake of thinking that because it’s an interview – as opposed to a test – that you can’t 

study and prepare for the oral board. While you aren’t necessarily going to know the exact questions the 

board will ask, you will know the basic subjects of the questions and the way in which your answers 

should be presented. Focus your preparation these areas. 

 

KNOW THE AGENCY – The board is sure to ask about your knowledge of the agency to which you are 

applying, so you need to study up on it. 

Learn the names of the chief and command staff, at least down to the commanders of the patrol and 

investigations divisions. If you have to, go to the department and look around the lobby. Almost every 

law enforcement agency puts up photos of its senior staff near the entrance. Otherwise, go to the 

department’s website. You might be able to find an organizational chart, such as this one on the Phoenix 

Police Department site. 

Read up on the history of the department. Don’t worry about exact dates, but make sure you get the 

highlights. Was it the first department in the state to use a particular forensic method to make an arrest, or 

http://www.phoenix.gov/Police/orgchart1.pdf
http://www.phoenix.gov/Police/orgchart1.pdf
http://www.phoenix.gov/Police/orgchart1.pdf


Page | 3  

 

did the department have to overcome certain community challenges to reduce crime rates? Again, you 

usually can find history information on the department’s website. The Cleveland Police Department site 

offers a good example of a departmental history. 

Make sure you know the department’s size, mission and focus. Is it a city department that serves an urban 

population of 1,000,000, or is it a sheriff’s department that only patrols the unincorporated areas of a mid-

size county? And what are the main crime concerns for the department? Is this a poor community 

struggling with a gang problem, a college town with a high number of underage drinking-related 

incidents, or a growing county with a property theft problem? Check out the agency’s website to see what 

crime control measures it emphasizes – such as domestic violence and gangs on the Houston Police 

Department site – and go the public library to research the city’s crime issues in the local newspaper. 

 

KNOW THE COMMUNITY – Police officers serve the needs of the community, so the board is going to 

want to know that you have an understanding of the make-up and dynamics of the community that you 

want to serve. 

If you are applying to an agency in your hometown or a city in which you’ve lived for several years, then 

you already have a good understanding of the community. If you are from out of town, you’ll want to 

study the area before the oral interview. 

Go online and read whatever you can find about the community. City and county websites are good 

sources. Wikipedia is another good place to start for an overview, but because anyone is allowed to write 

Wikipedia articles, it’s a good idea to double-check any facts you get from that source. Also get into the 

habit of reading the local paper online every day. As you read, pay particular attention to the population, 

major employers, racial make-up, locally spoken languages, the political situation, taxing issues and the 

crime rate (which you also can get from the FBI’s Uniform Crime Report). You also want to read 

whatever you can find on the history of the relationship between the law enforcement agency and the 

community. 

 

UNDERSTAND BASIC POLICING CONCEPTS –  In addition to the questions detailed below, you might be 

asked to describe your understanding of certain policing techniques or concepts or issues that affect 

policing. Read a little about each one and be prepared to discuss them if asked. 

Community Oriented Policing is the idea that police officers should not act as an “occupying force” that 

simply patrols a community and responds to calls for service, but that police should work with members 

of the community to recognize problem areas, monitor criminal activity and identify criminals. 

The broken-window theory is the idea that enforcing even minor violations of the law can help prevent 

more serious crimes from occurring. The example used to explain this theory is that if a window is 

allowed to remain broken in a vacant building in a neighborhood, it gives the impression that no one cares 

about the neighborhood. That will encourage vandalism, which will lead to theft, then to drug dealing and 

eventually violence. By repairing the window, crime is prevented. 

http://www.city.cleveland.oh.us/CityofCleveland/Home/Government/CityAgencies/PublicSafety/Division%20of%20Police/About_Cleveland_Police
http://www.houstontx.gov/police/index.html
http://www.houstontx.gov/police/index.html
http://www.houstontx.gov/police/index.html
http://www.wikipedia.org/
http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/ucr.htm
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Cultural diversity awareness is understanding that a community is made up of many different people from 

disparate social, economic, racial and ethnic backgrounds. As such, the way police officers interact with 

members of the community should reflect sensitivity to those differences. 

 

PLAN YOUR MESSAGE – The police oral interview is about your ability to think on your feet, but you 

would be foolish to go before the board without at least putting some thought into what you are going to 

say.  

Before you even walk into that room, know what it is that you want to communicate to the board. The 

interviewers are going to have an impression of you by the time you are done. That impression can be one 

they’ve formed on their own, or it can be one you helped shape for them. If you’re a particularly honest 

person, or if you’re very reliable, or if you have life experiences that would make you an effective officer, 

be prepared to emphasize those qualities – without exaggerating or making up stories. 

Also, think about why you want to become a police officer. Make sure it is clear in your own mind why 

you want this job and how much you want it. As you’re thinking about this, don’t be satisfied with simple 

answers – “I want to help people” – but delve into all of your motivations, even the selfish ones like how 

much you would enjoy the adrenaline rush. It’s important that you understand yourself before you start 

trying to answer questions from other people. Go to your most cynical friend and explain to him why you 

want to join the police. Encourage him to question you about it. 

 

FINE-TUNE YOUR DELIVERY – Have you ever really heard yourself speaking? Not many people have. 

You might be surprised to learn that you don’t sound as smooth in reality as you do in your own head. 

And the only way to get better is to practice. 

Get yourself a digital voice recorder, or better yet, a video camera. As discussed above, think about what 

you want to say to the board, then study the questions in Section 2. Then, practice answering those 

questions in front of the camera.  

As you practice, follow this excellent advice from the Los Angeles School Police on answering questions: 

 

 

 

 

When you’ve finished, watch the tape and have others whose opinion you trust watch it also. Do you 

sound too enthusiastic? Bored? Defensive? Do your answers ramble? Do you go off on tangents that are 

not relevant to the question or setting? Do you have verbal tics, such as frequently saying “um,” “you 

know,” or “like?” 

Avoid "yes" or "no" answers whenever possible. Expand on your answers by volunteering information, 

which is often helpful in showing how you qualify for the position. It is also important to know when to 

stop answering a question. You should avoid repeating yourself, rambling, or giving information that is 

unrelated to the question. Be concise and complete. 

http://www.laspd.com/careerIntrvw.htm
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Make notes on any problems, then practice doing the interview over and over, until you are satisfied with 

your delivery. This is important: Don’t practice so much that you sound rehearsed. Your aim simply is 

to reach the point of being relaxed, confident and natural. 

 

POLISH YOUR APPEARANCE – Your appearance will start communicating a message to the members of 

the interview board before you even open your mouth. The message you want to send is that you are a 

complete professional. In addition, many boards also award or deduct points based on a candidate’s 

appearance at the interview. 

To achieve good results, you want to make sure you are clean and well-groomed. That means getting a 

haircut within three days of the interview. It doesn’t have to be a buzz cut, but something short, off your 

ears and tapered in the back would be a good idea. Get rid of any facial hair. You can keep a mustache, 

but trim it off your upper lip and don’t allow it to go past the corners of your mouth. Women’s hair 

should be no more than shoulder length and kept back out of the face. Obviously, you should be freshly 

showered, wearing deodorant, with clean, trimmed nails. Any cologne or perfume should be applied 

minimally. Wear very little jewelry, and women should avoid bright or heavy make-up. 

Wear a suit to the interview, even if you have to buy one (for inexpensive suits ranging from $100 to 

$300, try J.C. Penney or Men’s Wearhouse). Under no circumstances should you wear a T-shirt, polo 

shirt, jeans, sneakers or any other casual attire. Women should also wear a matching jacket and skirt or 

suitpants with a nice blouse. Wear dress shoes that are clean and highly polished. You can be sure that 

any officer on the board with a military background will check your shoes to see whether they are shined. 

 

Section 2 
The Police Oral Board 
 

So you’ve practiced, bought a new suit and gotten a haircut. The day of the interview has arrived. This is 

what you can expect: 

The interview probably will take place at the police department or at the main city or county building. 

Interview boards typically consist of two to eight people and include police officers and representatives 

from the city/county Human Resources department. Some agencies also have civilian community 

representatives on the hiring board. 

You will have received a letter following your written exam telling you the location, date and time of the 

oral interview. Get to the interview site at least 30 minutes early. One of the worst mistakes you can 

make is to arrive late. Even if you are allowed to interview – which is doubtful – that blunder will be 

almost impossible to recover from, especially in the eyes of the police officers on the board. 

It’s a good idea to bring a copy of your application, personal history, resume, military discharge papers, 

college transcripts and any other related documents. Put them in a briefcase. It just looks more 

professional. Also, don’t forget your ID. You likely will have to show it to be allowed into the interview. 

http://www3.jcpenney.com/jcp/x5.aspx?DeptID=53006&CatID=53047&cmAMS_T=X3&cmAMS_C=C8&CmCatId=53012
http://www.menswearhouse.com/webapp/wcs/stores/servlet/MenswearCategory_-1_10601_10051_11155_10051_10663
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Once you arrive, you will wait with the other candidates outside the room where the interviews are being 

conducted and will be called in one-by-one. When you enter, the board will be seated at a table, and you 

will be asked to take a seat facing them. You may be given the opportunity to shake hands with the 

interviewers. 

The board will be evaluating you on three levels: your appearance (which we’ve already covered), your 

demeanor and your answers to their questions. 

Demeanor 

The idea is to project trustworthiness, competence and confidence, but not arrogance. Remember that 

police officers are trained to read body language, so stay relaxed and keep in mind that you are qualified 

for this job and that you have prepared for this interview. 

 Walk in with your back straight and your head up. Many people have the habit of looking down 

when they walk. Don’t. Smile and make eye contact. 

 Sit slightly forward in your chair with your feet planted flat on the floor and your back straight. 

Do not lean back in the chair, cross your legs, swivel or slouch. 

 Place your hands on the table in front of you, either flat, or folder together. Avoid talking with 

your hands, tapping, cracking your knuckles, or making large gestures. Fidgeting communicates 

nervousness, which can read like dishonesty to a police officer. Large hand movements or crossed 

arms can seem defensive, insincere, or even aggressive. 

 Look each interviewer in the eye in an open, friendly manner – without staring. As you speak, 

address the person who asked the question, but occasionally glance at the other interviewers to 

include them, as well. 

 Practice active listening. When an interviewer is speaking, make eye contact and nod your head 

occasionally as  a way of affirming that you are paying close attention. 

 Be interested, even slightly enthusiastic, but not overly emotional. Speak in an even tone and 

avoid talking too fast or too loud. 

 Remember that it’s OK to take a brief pause and think before you speak. In fact, it shows that you 

are giving the question due consideration. Just try not to hesitate too long or look away from the 

interviewer because that can be taken as an indication of deception. 

 Do not use slang terms or improper grammar. 

 Do not interrupt any of the board members while they are speaking. 

 Address board members by title, such as Lieutenant, Sergeant, Director, Mr., Mrs., etc. 
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Questions 

Every department has its own set of questions for the oral interview board, so there is no way to know 

exactly what you are going to be asked. In fact, many departments specifically tell candidates not to share 

what they were asked during their interviews. However, there are several commonly used questions that 

tend to come up during most interview boards. They tend to be interrogatory questions aimed at learning 

more about your mindset and why you are applying for the job and scenario questions aimed at learning 

about your judgment in reacting to certain situations. 

As you study the questions below, try to focus on the spirit and purpose of the questions, rather than the 

specifics themselves. That way, you are prepared for the types of questions that may be asked during your 

interview, even if the details of the questions differ from these. 

 

 INTERROGATORY QUESTION: Why do you want to be a police officer? 

The board wants to know whether your motivations for wanting to get into police work and your 

expectations of the job are realistic and mature. 

Luckily, you’ve already put some thought into this question. Again, just saying “I want to help people,” is 

not going to cut it. It’s OK to say that if it’s true, but go further. Be honest. If the steady pay and good 

benefits were a factor in your decision, say so. If you’ve always wanted to protect people from bullies, or 

investigate crimes, or help keep kids out of gangs, say that. 

 

 INTERROGATORY QUESTION: Why do you want to work for this department? 

This is another question to determine whether you’ve fully thought out your application and to see how 

well you might fit with the goals and focus of the department. 

Since you’ve already spent your preparation time learning about the department, you know the positive 

attributes of the agency. It might be known for having a good relationship with minority communities – or 

for needing to improve those relationships – or it might be known for the excellence of its criminal 

investigators. Highlight those positives and tell the board what it is about them that drew you to that 

agency, as well as how you think you can be an asset to the agency. 

Two answers to avoid: “Everybody knows this is the best department,” and “This is the only department 

that was hiring.” The first is too generic, and the second says you don’t really care where you work. 

 

 INTERROGATORY QUESTION: What have you done to prepare yourself to be a police officer? 
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Like the two above, the purpose of the question is to determine whether you made a mature, informed 

decision to become a police officer or are just applying on a whim. This is your chance to tell the board 

that his is a goal that you have been working toward for years. 

Explain how you took courses in sociology, psychology, or criminal justice in college to be better able to 

understand police issues. Talk about the books you’ve read on conflict resolution to become better at 

dealing with disputes. Tell them how you run three miles every day to ensure that you are physically fit. 

Describe the ride-alongs you’ve been on to learn about the day-to-day work of being an officer. 

One note: The board does not want to hear about all the martial arts classes you’ve taken and all the time 

you spend on the firing range. That will only suggest to them that you have a TV view of being a police 

officer. 

 

 INTERROGATORY QUESTION: Tell us about yourself. 

This seems like a simple question, but keep in mind that the board will be listening carefully to determine 

whether you can provide a concise, informative and relevant answer to an open-ended question and to 

gain insight into you based on what you think is important to share in this setting. 

Your answer generally should be limited to your education, military service, community involvement and 

work experiences that are relevant to police work. Explain concisely how your past experiences and 

achievements will help make you a good police officer. The interviewers don’t need to hear your life 

story, so keep it brief and to the point. 

 

 INTERROGATORY QUESTION: What are some of your strengths? Weaknesses? 

Another two-level question. On the first level, the interviewers will learn about potential skills and 

shortcomings you have. On the second level, they will learn what you consider to be important, which 

will also tell the board a lot about you. 

For strengths, they are looking for those positive attributes which will benefit the department and the 

community. Again, not tactical skills, but your ability to mediate disputes, to learn other cultures, to 

maintain your integrity in the face of great temptation. 

For weaknesses, some will advise you to give examples of “weaknesses” that are actually disguised 

strengths, such as saying that you sometimes work too hard or are too honest. Don’t do that. Police 

officers tend to be – by nature, training and experience – fairly skeptical. They will recognize insincerity 

and score that against you. Instead, be honest with the board about some of your actual weaknesses. If 

your math skills need work, admit that and say you are working on it. If you are a slow typist and need 

more practice, tell them that. Obviously, you should try to avoid weaknesses that might disqualify you 

from the job, such as being a poor driver or having a tendency to be tardy. 
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 SCENARIO QUESTION: The officer who drives your patrol unit on the shift before you 

frequently leaves trash and personal items in the front seat. When you asked him to remember 

to clean the unit at the end of his shift, he became argumentative. How would you handle this 

situation? 

This question is about your interpersonal skills and ability to resolve disputes in a calm, effective manner. 

The board wants to hear two things: one, that would attempt to work it out with the other officer without 

becoming angry and confrontational, and two, that you would follow departmental policies in handling 

the dispute. 

Give specifics on what you might say. Explain that you would give the situation time to cool off, then 

may be approach the other officer and tell him that the messy workspace makes it more difficult for you 

to perform your job. You could say that you would explain to him that when he cleans out the car at the 

end of his shift, it helps you get out on the street more quickly, reducing out-of-service time. Ask him 

what he needs to help him remember to clean up. 

Tell the board that if you can’t resolve the dispute by speaking to the other officer, you might ask a 

neutral third party to help mediate. And, if that failed, then you would follow department policy, which 

could include asking the squad sergeant to speak to the other officer, writing a report to the shift 

commander, or seeking additional help from the chain of command. 

 

 SCENARIO QUESTION: During meal breaks, you and three other officers usually go to a 

popular restaurant to eat. After eating, each officer is expected to pay for his own meal. 

However, you notice that one officer regularly puts his check in his pocket and leaves the 

restaurant without paying. How would you handle that situation? 

This question is a test of both your integrity and your ability to follow department policies. The board 

wants to hear that you would report the incident to the chain of command, as set forth in the department’s 

general orders. 

Look, in reality, you probably would just ask your fellow officer what was going on and would be 

extremely reluctant to “rat” on him. But the board needs to know that you understand what your 

obligations are in this situation and that you would follow the rules. So, you tell the interviewers that you 

would tell your immediate supervisor what you saw and follow department protocol for reporting 

improper behavior by another officer. 

 

 SCENARIO QUESTION: You are responding to a burglary in progress call with your lights and 

sirens activated. You go through a stop sign and hit a minivan carrying a mother and her three 

children. What would you do? 
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The ostensible purpose of a question like this is to see what kind of judgment you would exercise in an 

emergency. However, the real purpose is to test your ability to think on your feet and render a fast, 

common-sense response while under pressure. 

Breathe and take a minute to compose your answer. Prioritize your response so that you first ensure the 

safety and well-being of everyone in the scenario. Then, make sure all laws are properly being followed. 

Then, that you are in compliance with all department policies. 

To apply that to the crash scenario, you would call the crash into dispatch to get help on the way, check 

the condition of the minivan’s occupants to determine whether you need to render first aid, and check the 

roadway for additional hazards. You would probably mark the crash scene with warning indicators, both 

to ensure safety and comply with traffic regulations. And then, since it’s probably department policy, you 

would call your supervisor to notify him of an officer-involved crash. 

 

 SCENARIO QUESTION:  You are dispatched to a verbal dispute between neighbors in a 

residential area. On arrival, you see two men shouting at each other in the front yard of a 

home. You approach and order both men to step apart and stop shouting. Both comply, but one 

man utters a racial slur toward you as he does. How would you react? 

This one should be obvious. When you answer a call, you are there as a representative of the law and the 

department, not as an individual. The board wants to know that you are able to separate your personal 

feelings from the job at hand. 

The proper response here is that you would ask the man to remain calm and refrain from using racial 

slurs, but that, while acknowledging that you are human and would find his words personally offensive, 

you would not allow it to make you angry or to take action against him. Explain that you understand one 

of your responsibilities as a police officer is to keep your ego firmly in check. 

 

Section 3 
Wrapping up the Oral Interview 

 

In some states, such as Florida, many law enforcement agencies hire officers only after they have been 

through the police academy. If you go to the oral interview board after having been to the academy, you 

can usually expect some questions on legal topics that were covered during your training. This shouldn’t 

be a problem, as you’ve likely just spent the last several months having them drilled into you, so just be 

aware those questions could come up. 

After the board has finished asking questions, they may ask if you have any questions you would like to 

ask. Have some. It will show the board that you are thinking about the job and engaged in the process. 

Ask what you can do to make yourself an even better candidate, ask what training opportunities are 

available if you are hired, ask which is the most challenging patrol zone to work. Don’t ask how much 

you will get paid, or how much vacation time you get. 
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Finally, the board may give you a chance to make a brief summation before the interview ends. If so, have 

a closing statement prepared. Touch on the positive attributes you could bring to the department and how 

those attributes could contribute to the department’s mission. Reiterate your strong desire to serve the 

community as a police officer. Thank the board for taking the take to interview you. 

Stand up, shake hands and walk out the door with your head held high.  

 

 


