Database design questions is always asked in job interviews for DBAs, database analysts, and database developers. To make interviewers happy, your answer must cover all phases of database design: analysis of business entities, data modeling, build ERD, logical database design, and physical database design. You may also mention the scope of the database, such as number of entities and tables, the size of database, etc. and tell what database design tools you have used.

Suggested answer:

I have 4 years of database design experience mainly with Oracle database and have been involved in over 10 database design projects. In these projects I’ve worked on analysis of business entities and data modeling, creating entity relationship diagrams, design the logical database such as converting entities and attributes into table and columns. I also worked a lot on designing the physical database such as analyzing storage usage and performance, designing tablespace and table partition, writing SQL scripts to create database objects like tables, views, and indexes. One of the databases I designed is for a Federal agency’s employee activity tracking system; it contains over 200 tables, about 50 views, and more than 150 indexes on an Oracle server in UNIX platform. I used Oracle Designer to assist most of my database design tasks.”
What is your database administration experience in configuring Oracle or other RDBMS for OLAP and decision support system? 

Be careful about this question.  What the interviewers want to know it your knowledge and experience on OLAP DSS, but many candidates missed this point, they explained their DBA experience in general, but failed to answer what is asked.  To answer this question correctly, you should provide your knowledge about the characters of OLAP and DSS systems, and how you configure the database to meet the requirements.

“I have extensive DBA experience in configuring database server for both OLTP and OLAP systems.  I worked on many transaction-oriented database, I also had the opportunity to setup database for decision support systems.  Nowadays most of the RDBMS provide options to setup OLAP for you during installation, you simply select this option and the installation process will configure your database suitable for OLAP and DDS applications.  Of course I can always change my database configuration manually when necessary.  The major difference of OLAP comparing to transaction database is that OLAP requires fast data retrieval and concurrent access.  Many DSS applications run very complicated queries.  In general, there are every few data manipulation activities such as insert, update, and delete.  Therefore in OLAP configuration I use indexes heavily to speed up data query process.  Oracle’s bitmap index and materialized views are also helpful.  I would also configure table partitions based on the analysis of data structure.  I would design tablespaces on different data files put on different hard disks and build tables across. That would increase concurrent access and reduce I/O bottleneck.  For DSS system, I may consider de-normalize the data structure and build dement ional database for reporting and BI purpose.  Depending on the specific project, I may implement other options such as configuring the database cache to meet the OLAP and DSS needs.”

What database design and data modeling experience do you have, and what tools have you used? 

Database design is one of the most common topics asked in interviews for application design/development positions.  Your answer should mix your design skills with tool experience and cover the database design lifecycle.

“I have hands-on skills and experience in database design and data modeling.  In previous jobs I have worked as the technical lead to design large scale database systems in Oracle, Sybase, and Microsoft SQL Server.  I have experience in several database design tools such as Oracle Designer, PowerDesigner, and ERWin.  Using these tools I collected and documented user requirements, analyzed business rules and entities, created entity relationship diagrams, designed logical database based on the ERD, and generated SQL scripts to build the physical database., and configured the database server and setup the database.  I also used database design tools to reverse-engineer existing database when necessary.  Database design tools are very helpful for me to automate many tasks through the database design lifecycle, but in many cases I still need to fine-tune the design manually.  I also have experience in using design tools to create data repository for meta data management.  In one of my jobs I worked as the repository administrator responsible for building and maintaining Oracle data repository in Oracle Designer for our term members to work together in a common data design platform through database design phases

Do You Have Questions For Us? 

How long has this position been vacant?
What projects and assignments would I be working on first?
What are the current challenges facing the department?
How will this department be affected by the current plans for expansion?
I read that your company will soon have an exciting new product launch. Would I be involved in that effort?
To whom would I report?
With whom would I be working most closely?
What do you consider to be the company’s biggest strengths?
What are the most challenging aspects of the position?
Could you describe the opportunities for training and professional development?
What are the next steps? When do you expect to make a decision?”

Would You Be Willing To Take A Pay Decrease? 

It goes up and down.  When in down turn, employers take the advantage.  To cut cost, companies let their high-paid IT workers go.  Many of them may not be able to find a new job on the same salary level.  They may have to take whatever they can get.  It’s life.  Depending on how badly you need the job, your answer could be different.

“Yes. Salary is not my top priority. If your company offers advancement opportunities and other forms of compensation, I would be willing to consider a lesser salary.”

“I’m afraid not. I’ve worked extremely hard to achieve the level I’m at now, and I wouldn’t want to take a step backwards. I feel that, based on my experience and qualifications, my stated salary range is reasonable and in line with industry standards.”

How Do You Define ‘Success’? 

Making six figures at age 30 is a success, but you shouldn’t give a self-centered answer like this.  Try to link your success to the company’s vision or goals.

Sample Answer:

“For me, success is achieved by attaining goals, and my personal goals in my career are tied to the goals of the company I work for.  I know your company’s mission is to become the number 1 SOA software provider in financial industry, I am committed to help you achieve this goal. I consider it would be a big success for me when we deliver the best SOA software to the financial industry. “

What Did You Like Most About Your Last Job? 

Say something good in general, such as team work, good people, management support, etc., of just say that you enjoyed everything about your previous job. But don’t make it sound too wonderful or they’ll ask a follow-up question about why you left.

Sample Answer:

“I really enjoyed the team atmosphere at my last job. Everyone worked together and it was a very positive environment. However, the career opportunities were limited and I felt it was time to move on.”

What Did You Dislike Most About Your Last Job? 

They are asking you to say some negative things about your former company or boss, but don’t say it!

Sample Answers:

“I honestly can’t think of anything about my last job that I disliked.  I really enjoy working with people there.  If they had more career advancement opportunities, I would like to stay  with them.”

Or you may say something that is no significant, and not on people:

“I’d say it was their lack of a training program. I enjoyed working there and understand they have severe budget restrictions which limited their training opportunities. That’s one of the reasons I’m so eager to work for your company. I know you have an excellent training program here. I’m always looking to improve my skills and make myself more useful.”

Do You Interact Well With People? 

Obviously, the right answer is “Yes.” But don’t answer a question with just one word.  Say you interact well with all of the key people, — your team members, your mangers, and your clients.

Sample Answer:

“Yes. I’m very friendly and enjoy being around people. I get along well with all kinds of people with all types of personalities.  In my current job, I really enjoy working work my co-worker, the management team, and our customers.”

Name Three Adjectives That Best Describe You. 

This question may be asked by HR, management, or other non-technical people.  There are many good words to choose:

Hard-working, dedicated, energetic, diligent
Skilled, knowledgeable, trainable, Innovative, creative
Friendly, flexible, likable, fair-minded
Loyal, trustworthy, conscientious reliable, patient, discreet, observant
Communicative, organized, detail-oriented, effective, efficient

Do You Work Better Alone or as Part of a Team? 

You’d better say you’re comfortable in either situation whether or not you know which situation applies to this particular job. Provide examples of how you’ve successfully worked alone and with others.

Sample Answer:

“I enjoy working in a team atmosphere but am also perfectly comfortable working on my own. In my previous jobs I’ve always done both. For example, in my current position I work alone as a developer on specific duties such developing a middle-tier Java component, but every programmer in the development team works together as a team to analyze client requirements and design database structure. I enjoy sharing ideas, helping others, and learning from my teammates

Describe a situation where you used your own initiative to solve a problem 

This question is to test your decision-making abilities and your willingness to go extra miles when you face a problem.  You may prepare an example for describing how you solve a unexpected problem emphasizing initiative.

Sample Answer:

“I once received a last-minute request from the executive director to prepare a Crystal Report with the latest sales data that he needed to present on the committee meeting on that night.  I was facing two problems, one, the report was designed to extract data from the data mart but the data replication was done only every other night, thus we didn’t have the latest data in the data mart; second, my boss was on vacation, but she had asked that I run full offline backup that same afternoon. I have to make my own decisions to solve the conflict. I decided, of course, that the executive director’s request took priority.  In order to run the report with the latest data, I had to modify the report design a little bit to retrieve data from our production database.  At the some time I wouldn’t be able to take the database offline for full backup.  It took me 3 and half hours to put the report on the executive director’s hand.  He was very satisfied.  Then I just went out to grab something to eat and came back to the office around 7 pm to do the full backup.  It was a long day for me but I was very happy to get all the problems solved.”

How Do You Handle Stressful situations? 

IT is a fast changing world, which makes work environment stressful sometimes.  Interviewers want to know how you react in such a situation.  Obviously, employers want someone who performs well in stressful situations and can work under pressure.

It is not a matter of whether or not you can handle stressful situations or you like to work under pressure.  Everyone can do it but no one wants it.  To play the interview game, you just need to explain how have you dealt with stressful situations in the past, how have you used time management and problem-solving skills to reduce stress, and tell interviews you get used to work under pressure.

Sample Answer:

“I’m not afraid of stress and pressures.  I can do a good job in difficult situations.  In my previous job I always had to face stress when I was involved in multiple projects and deadlines were near.  But I’ve built time management and problem-solving skills to handle this situation and I’ve learned how to adapt to changing situations and shift priorities.  Personally I have a few ways to reduce stress:  take a break to stretch, have a short walk in fresh air, or get a little exercise, they are all helpful.  If I find that the stressful situation would affect my team’s productivity, I would discuss it with my manager.”

Tell a Short Story about Yourself When Answering Interview Questions
For instance, an interviewer asked, “Have you ever dealt with database crush?” You may answer, “Yes, our database crushes a lot, I know how to deal with it”.   That might be a correct answer, but not a good one.  You really should take this opportunity to sell your database backup/recovery skills.  A better answer could be:

“Yes, as the DBA I deal with database issues on daily bases.  I’ve developed a robust Oracle backup and recovery plan and procedure for dealing with unexpected database problems.  In fact our database crushed last Monday due to network infrastructure upgrade, but I was able to recover all the data from redo logs within an hour.  I have the skills and experience to recover database crush with minimum business interruption.”

What Database Design Tools Have You Used? 

When interviews want to find out if you do have hands-on experience, they usually ask tools related questions.  If you can explain what tools you have used to do what tasks, they assume you have the skills supported by the tools.

As for database design tools, there are many.  The most popular ones are:
Rational Rose (from IBM)
ERWin (from CA)
Oracle Designer (from Oracle)
PowerDesigner (from Sybase)

A typical answer could be:

“I mainly used ERWin for database design in my previous projects.  I used this tool to collect business entity data and did data modeling with entity relationship diagram, and then I used the tool’s function to build the logical database based on the ERD.  I also use it to help me in physical database design analysis and generate SQL scripts to build database objects such as tables, indexes, and views.  I’ve used ERWin for 4 years in Oracle and DB2 database design projects.  But when I worked on Microsoft SQL Server, I used the build-in Enterprise Manager to do data modeling and create ERD.”

What is Your Experience of Configuring and Using SQL Trace and Autotrace in Oracle? 

This is a technical interview question to getting your insight of detailed skill sets as an Oracle DBA or developer. Your answer could tell what level of experience in database server and SQL query performance tuning. Your answer could be:

“In my past job I’ve configured SQL Trace and Autotrace in our Oracle production environment with both SQLPlus and Toad for Oracle tools. I used both SQL Trace and Autotrace almost daily for SQL query analysis and performance tuning. I created explain plan tables for all users who might use Autotrace in SQLPlus. For users who use Toad, I only needed to create one set of explain plan tables under Toad schema and the plan tables can be shared by multiple Toad users. To configure SQL Trace, I need to alter session to set it up. Then I turn the trace on before query execution and turn it off after the SQL run. If I run it in SQLPlus, I would need to use the database utility TKPROF to convert the trace output into readable file with formatted data. In Toad I could the GUI interface to go through the SQL trace process.”

The follow-up question could ask you what is the difference between SQL Trace and Autotrace, and how you determine which one to use first. So your answer can further explain the knowledge like:

“Autotrace provides us with explain plan and performance statistics on the actual execution of the SQL run. SQL Trace provides performance statistics on the SQL run. It must be used in conjunction with the Database utility TKPROF in order to provide meaningful information. The performance statistics for the SQL Trace our more configurable and provide more information; however, Autotrace is easier to get feedback immediately. Often, Autotrace is used first then SQL Trace when more information is needed.”

