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A quick search on Dice.com alone, reveals more than 50,000 job openings requesting 
Linux SysAdmin skills on any given day. No wonder, then, that the majority of Linux 
professionals surveyed in The Linux Foundation’s 2015 Linux Jobs Report said it will 
be “very easy” or “fairly easy” to land new opportunities this year – skilled talent is in 
short supply. 

If you’re just starting your Linux career, however, getting hired may not seem so 
simple. Without much work experience or a list of advanced skills to tout, recruiters 
likely aren’t flooding your inbox or voicemail with requests. It’s harder to get a foot 
in the door at your first Linux job than it will be to stay gainfully employed – and 
handsomely rewarded – in this field.

The good news is that technical experience isn’t the most important qualification that 
companies look for in SysAdmins. To be sure, entry-level job titles such as Junior 
System Administrator, Systems Support Engineer, or Site Reliability Engineer Level 1, 
come with a set of expected skills such as a basic knowledge of Linux, how to create 
users and give privileges, configure and manage systems, and set up storage and 
networking functions. And top-tier companies such as Twitter, Google, Oracle, and 
SUSE that hire for these positions often ask job candidates to complete a technical 
test or challenge to demonstrate their knowledge. But such tests often serve as an 
efficient way to screen candidates before advancing them to what is, arguably, the 
more critical test: a job interview.

Job opportunities abound for  
system administrators and DevOps 
professionals who know Linux. 

97% of hiring managers  
said they plan to bring on 
Linux talent in the next six 
months but struggle to find 
enough skilled professionals 
to fill the positions.  
Source: Linux Foundation 2015 Linux Jobs Report.



It’s in the interview process that a candidate is vetted for the personal qualities that will 
help determine if they’re a good cultural fit for the company and an employee worth 
investing in. Many companies spend significant resources on training entry-level admins 
and go to great lengths to retain talent once they are hired. (Remember that talent 
shortage we mentioned earlier?) As a result, they’re more interested in hiring a beginner 
who is eager to learn, does so quickly, and has the self-motivation and confidence to 
take on new challenges. They’re looking for a team member who they can train on their 
processes and systems, who will contribute meaningfully, and in whom they can trust.

“What I’m really looking for in junior candidates is: If I get up at 3 a.m. and the website 
is down, who do I want to work with?” said Joe Smith, a senior site reliability engineer 
at Twitter. “It’s about collaboration and teamwork, and just being curious enough about 
stuff to dig into it and solve problems.”

The key to landing a SysAdmin job, then, is nailing the job interview. And that means 
not only demonstrating what you know about servers and networks, scripting and 
protocols, but who you are as a person and why you’re a good fit for the company and 
the position.

The Linux Foundation is dedicated to helping protect and advance the Linux operating 
system, and critical to that mission is training the next generation of Linux professionals. 
In addition to offering free and paid training courses and certifications, The Linux 
Foundation produces research, tutorials, and other resources for Linux professionals. 
We’re here to help you prepare for a job, get that job, and build a meaningful career in 
Linux system administration.

The key to nailing a SysAdmin 
job interview is demonstrating 
not only what you know, but 
who you are as a person 
and why you’re a good fit for 
the company and the position.



How to Prepare 
for an Interview

In this paper, we’ve distilled the best advice from senior system administrators,  
IT managers, and human resources professionals who work at Linux Foundation member 
companies – some of the largest and most influential companies in the tech industry 
today. Below are their best tips on what system administrators can expect during a job 
interview and the do’s and don’ts of how to approach it. Though most of their advice is 
directed toward entry-level candidates, SysAdmins at all experience levels can use these 
tips to help land the right job. Likewise, employers will find useful best practices for hiring 
excellent employees.

“It’s all common sense, but interviewing for a job can be nerve racking especially when it’s 
your first interview,” says Michele Casey, director of product management for Oracle Linux. 
“Just be well prepared. That’s the best thing you can do.”

Tip #1—Study up on common technical issues.
All of the hiring managers we talked to said technical know-how wasn’t the most important 
factor in their hiring decisions for entry-level candidates. But it’s still very important. They want 
candidates who are conversant in Linux, are comfortable with the command line, and have 
a good working knowledge of system administration. Larger companies such as Google, 
Facebook, and Twitter will also look for candidates who are knowledgeable about cloud 
providers and deployment and management technologies, containers, virtual machines, 



configuration management and orchestration, and provisioning. For example,  
says Marc Merlin, a senior Linux server admin at Google who has conducted hundreds  
of interviews for the company, beginner SysAdmins should know:

•	Basic shell scripting and one other programming language like Python or Perl
•	How DNS works
•	Layer 2 from layer 3 (MAC vs. IP vs. router)
•	TCP vs UDP
•	The basics of doing a protocol like http or smtp over Telnet
•	How Linux boots and brings things up.

“Do your homework before you show up. If you’re not nervous that you don’t know 
enough, and you didn’t get to learn as much as you could before going, you’re doing it 
wrong,” Merlin said. “After 20 years of doing Linux, I’d still be nervous about how much I 
don’t know and what an interviewer could try to nail me on.”

There are many ways to brush up your skills and become technically proficient. While 
most Linux pros stay up-to-date with free resources like online articles and tutorials, 
many also engage in professional networking to learn from peers, attend conferences 
and events, attend formal Linux training or get a professional certification.

Tip #2 – Volunteer on an open source project.
While you may not have previously held a paid position as a system 
administrator, there are many opportunities that will help you gain 
experience with the tools and technologies commonly used on the 
job. Hiring managers for Linux SysAdmin positions especially tend to 
favor candidates who have experience working on an open source 
project. It doesn’t matter which one, or even what the role was. 
Contributing to the project – whether through code, admin support, 
documentation, or event organizing – demonstrates that a candidate 
knows how to work collaboratively, is conversant in open source 
tools and technologies, and has the initiative to pursue their interests 
on their own.

“If you’re not nervous that you 
don’t know enough, and you 
didn’t get to learn as much 
as you could before going, 
you’re doing it wrong.”  
-Marc Merlin,  
Senior Linux server admin at Google.

Top 4 ways IT pros keep  
up their skills:
Source: Linux Jobs Report, 2015.
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When it comes time for a job interview, you can discuss the project, how you’re involved, 
and give examples of how your contributions have advanced the project. You can also 
reference a public repository such as GitHub or Bitbucket, where the hiring manager can 
see your work.

“Really good candidates will be really plugged into what the open source community is 
doing,” says Twitter’s Smith. “They’ll have run Apache Zookeeper (for example). Maybe 
they haven’t run it in production but they’ll have wrestled with the code and looked 
through the docs and actually understand how this works.”

Other volunteering, such as help-desk work at your school or nonprofit organization, 
supporting a web site, or updating a server, is also helpful in demonstrating your interest 
and initiative.

Tip #3 - Practice answering common interview questions.
A quick Internet search for “SysAdmin interview questions” will give you more 
than enough potential questions. Sites like Quora, Stack Overflow and the GitHub 
SysAdmin interview questions repository are good places to start. Practice 
answering them in a mirror or with a mentor, friend or partner.

Questions like, “Explain what happens when you type http:// into your browser,” 
have almost become cliché, however. Many skilled interviewers tend to skip over 
these common questions, and the basic technical underpinnings, in favor of deeper 
questions that not only show a candidate’s level of knowledge, but reveal their 
personality. Such questions aim to suss out your approach to problem-solving, 
critical thinking skills, and how you react under pressure.

“I try to avoid asking the questions that are published out there, but not because 
I’m worried that someone will memorize everything. I want to make sure people are 
in situations where they need to think. Most of the time it’s not going to be an easy 
solution,” said Twitter’s Joe Smith.

“Really good candidates will 
be really plugged into what 
the open source community 
is doing.”  
-Joe Smith,  
Senior site reliability engineer at Twitter. 



Tip # 4 - Research the company and its products. 
This should go without saying, but learn everything you can about the company you’re 
interviewing with. Explore both the commercial and technical aspects of the business to 
get a complete understanding. The goal is to articulate in an interview why you want to 
work there and how you can contribute to the success of the company.

You may want to work at SUSE, for example, because you want to be close to the 
operating system and work in a successful open source business where a Linux 
distribution is made, says Marie Louise van Deutekom, Global Human Resources 
Director at SUSE. It’s a very specific career path, she says.

“It shows motivation when they know themselves, that they are applying for the right 
job, and can sell themselves and have energy and a twinkle in their eyes about working 
here,” van Deutekom said.

To gain a business understanding, read the company’s website and search the web for 
recent news. What are their key products? Who are their competitors? And what makes 
them unique in the market? Who are their customers and how do they make money?

You can learn a lot about a 
company’s software stack, 
tools, products, and strategy 
by investigating their open 
source participation.

1. What do you love about 
technology?

“I like for them to have an opportunity 
to share what they’re passionate 
about, even if it has nothing to do with 
the job.” - Michele Casey, Director  
of product management, Oracle.

2. Name and describe a different 
Linux/Unix command for each 
letter of the alphabet. But also, 
describe how a common flush 
toilet works.

“The first question helps illustrate the 
breadth of their CLI chops. But just 
as important is describing how a toilet 
works; it demonstrates their well-
roundedness and/or ability to think, 
reason, and hypothesize on their feet.” 
- Michael Jennings, Computer systems 
engineer, Lawrence Berkeley National 
Laboratory.

3. I have this server which seems 
to drop off the local net every so 
often, and comes back on its own. 
How would you debug this?

“I give them problems that I hope 
they don’t already know to see how 
they work through them. I have a 
list of troubleshooting questions 
and guesstimate which one to 
use depending on the level of the 
candidate.” - Marc Merlin, Senior 
Linux server admin, Google.

4. How does TLS work?

“It helps me understand how good 
they are with security topics. How 
in-depth they go with their answer – 
how comfortable they are – tells me a 
lot.” - Konstantin Ryabitsev, Director of 
collaborative IT services at The Linux 
Foundation.

5. Tell me a “war story” about a 
situation that went wrong and 
what you did to help on your own 
initiative.

“In an interview I don’t dive into “tech” 
skills. Coding languages and various 
packages can be learned. I am firmly of 
the belief that you learn a heck of a lot 
more about a candidate in an interview 
by asking him or her to tell you “war 
stories.” If they stumble on that, then 
you’re looking at a Drone. (Next!)”  
- Tim Hoogasian, Solutions project 
manager at Newstar Digital and former 
technical project manager at Dell.

5 Example Interview Questions

Each of the hiring managers we spoke to told us their favorite question to ask entry-level candidates. And each took a slightly different approach –  
some were much more technical than others. However, their reasons for asking were largely the same: find out who this candidate is, as a person.  
Here are five of our favorite examples:



On the technical side, you can learn a lot about a company’s software stack, tools, 
products, and strategy by investigating their open source participation. Look up their 
projects on GitHub – what key features are they working on and what are their goals and 
interests? Likewise, which projects do their employees participate in and what are their 
contributions? What technical conferences have they spoken at recently and on what 
topics? Watch the videos or read through the slidecasts. There’s a wealth of information 
available online through a basic search.

Tip #5 - Research the person  
who will conduct the interview.
Another no-brainer, but a step that many candidates frequently forgo. Many companies 
will tell you the name of the person, or people, you will be meeting with. And if they don’t, 
you often just need to call and ask for that information and most companies are happy 
to oblige. From there, spend 30 minutes googling them. Profiles on social networks such 
as LinkedIn and Twitter, or their commit history on GitHub, can give you a good idea of a 
person’s title and job description, work history, interests, and hobbies.

“Prepare for it like for a date,” said The Linux Foundation’s Konstantin Ryabitsev. “Try to 
create interest from the interviewer in you. You’re trying to outshine your contenders, so 
it’s important to have a pleasant conversation and connect with them.”

Find some similarities with a few, if not all, of the members of the team. Whether you 
grew up in the same area as a team member or have the same interest in a particular 
open source project, this will benefit you greatly. People who can carry a conversation 
and make a personal connection tend to do extraordinarily well on interview day.

“Prepare for it like for a date. 
Try to create interest from the 
interviewer in you.”  
-Konstantin Ryabitsev,  
Director of collaborative IT services  
at The Linux Foundation. 



Tip #6 - Compare your own experience to the job 
description and fill in the gaps.
Take the time to really evaluate the job description and measure it against your strengths 
and weaknesses. You may have 80 to 90 percent of the requested skills, but there will 
likely be a few areas that you don’t have much experience in or can’t discuss directly. 
Research around those areas and come up with some ideas to present in the interview. 
Then be prepared to discuss your strengths as well as where you are lacking.

“We’re sometimes afraid to admit what we do and don’t know, but being open about that 
makes a strong candidate,” said Oracle’s Michele Casey.

Tip #7 - Get certified.
This year, as more employers seek highly skilled IT professionals, Linux certification will 
become an increasingly important attribute on a well-rounded candidate’s resume. Some 
companies are even asking job candidates to prove their skills by taking a certification 
exam before they schedule an interview. There are several respected Linux certifications 
on the market today, including:

•	Linux Foundation Certified System Administrator
•	Linux Professional Institute
•	Oracle Linux Certified Administrator
•	Red Hat Certified Engineer
•	SUSE Certified Linux Administrator.

Most of these certifications are either centered on a specific distro or are purely 
knowledge-based and don’t demonstrate actual skill with Linux. The Linux Foundation 
Certified System Administrator certification is an excellent choice for entry-level 
SysAdmins because it’s performance based (you’ll perform tasks using the CLI as 
opposed to answering multiple choice or fill-in-the-blank questions) and it’s distribution-
agnostic. It’s 100 percent online, so it’s convenient. And it comes with a free retake to 
maximize your odds of success.

The Linux Foundation 
Certified System 
Administrator certification 
is an excellent choice for 
entry-level SysAdmins 
because it’s performance 
based, distribution-agnostic, 
and 100 percent online. 

http://training.linuxfoundation.org/certification/lfcs


You’ve done everything within your power to prepare for the interview. Now it’s time 
to make a good impression on the person or team you’re interviewing with. Here are a 
few more tips from the pros on how to shine in a SysAdmin interview.

Do – Show up on time
It’s common courtesy and a must for any job interview. However, traffic accidents 
or other unexpected events do happen. If you’re going to be late, call ahead and let 
them know.

Do – Dress appropriately
Some shops are super casual, while some require business attire. Wearing the wrong 
thing will make you stick out like sore thumb and may peg you as a bad cultural fit for 
the company. If you’re not sure what to wear, call the company and ask.

Do – Find a quiet place for a telephone interview
Coffee shops, airports, and other busy public places are out. It’s distracting for you 
and the interviewer and leaves the impression that the call isn’t that important to you.

Don’t – Try to look up answers on your computer
When you’re in a phone interview it may seem like you’re typing quietly enough to get 
away with it, but it’s actually really obvious. There will be long, silent pauses after a 
question or you’ll fill the space with blather while you try to stall. It’s dishonest. Which 
leads to the next, most critical, Don’t.

How to ace the interview: 
10 key do’s and don’ts



Don’t – Give a B.S. answer.
This was the most important point for many of the professionals we talked to. Interviewers will 
often intentionally ask a question that an entry-level candidate wouldn’t necessarily know the 
answer to, in order to see how they respond. Remember: They’re looking for a candidate they can 
trust in a stressful situation. Would you trust someone with your SSL keys who makes up answers 
or pretends to be an expert?

“The cardinal rule for me is not technical at all: Don’t bullshit me. If you don’t know something, say 
so,” says Michael Jennings from Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory. “We don’t expect interview 
candidates to be able to answer every single question perfectly (or even correctly). I’d much rather 
hear, “I honestly have no idea, but I’m a quick study and eager to learn new things!” than someone 
trying to make me think they know their stuff when they really haven’t the foggiest idea.

“I won’t hire someone who has so little respect for me that they think they can fool me and chooses to 
try,” Jennings said. “So always be honest and be yourself. You don’t always have to prove you’re the 
smartest or most technically adept… you have to prove that you’re the type of person everyone else 
can count on!”

Do – Be yourself
The other side of the coin is to not only avoid bold-faced lies, but to speak sincerely and honestly 
about yourself – including your weaknesses as well as your strengths. Senior admins want to work 
with colleagues who are self-confident enough to work independently, but who can take criticism and 
direction in areas that need improvement. Admitting your weaknesses shows that you are aware of 
your own limitations and – crucially – can be trusted to seek help when you need it.

Do - Talk about your interests
Just remember to always keep it professional and relevant to the job description. No matter how 
comfortable you become with the person who is interviewing you, it is still a job interview. Choose your 
anecdotes wisely. The best anecdotes will help illustrate that you possess one or more of the qualities 
they’re looking for in a SysAdmin candidate, such as critical thinking skills, problem solving, initiative, 
trustworthiness, and level-headedness. And remember to talk about the open source projects you’re 
interested in, which ones you use, and which ones you contribute to (if any.)



Do - Ask questions
Show interest in the person who’s interviewing you. Good SysAdmins aren’t only technically adept, but 
they’re good listeners and communicators, as well. Asking questions about the interviewer’s interests, 
opinions, and accomplishments – and actually listening to the answers and incorporating them into the 
conversation – will help establish a personal connection and showcase your potential as a friendly and 
sympathetic member of the team.

Do – Give examples of your work
Talk about what you know, highlight previous experience (if you have it), and be specific. Instead of 
merely listing all of the software and tools you’ve used, or commands that you’ve memorized, however, 
tell an illustrative story. What was a difficult problem you encountered and how did you solve it? You 
will demonstrate, not only your technical abilities in solving a problem, but your approach to problem 
solving, critical thinking skills, and reaction to a stressful situation. For more direct examples of your 
work – especially any open source projects – refer them to your online portfolio, website, or GitHub or 
Bitbucket profile.

Don’t – Be negative about your previous  
employer or volunteer experience
Negativity, even if it’s completely justified, signals that a candidate might be difficult to deal with. Be 
political and say, “it wasn’t a good fit for either of us,” recommends The Linux Foundation’s Ryabitsev.

•	Enthusiastic
•	Quick learner
•	Up for a challenge
•	Good under pressure
•	Self-motivated
•	Good communicator

•	Trustworthy
•	Passionate about technology
•	Knowledgable about Linux
•	Knowledgeable about open 

source software

Qualities of a  
Good Junior SysAdmin



For most of the Linux professionals surveyed in the 2015 Jobs Report, being a 
SysAdmin isn’t just a job or career, it’s a lifelong passion. In fact, 75 percent cited 
their love of Linux as the main reason they sought a Linux career.

For anyone contemplating a Linux career – and going so far as to prepare for a job 
interview – that’s a telling statistic. If you love Linux and technology, with enough 
preparation and a little persistence, you’ll find a rewarding career in this field.

It’s a passion that pays off in the long term, as well. As the recruiting calls, job offers, 
and employment perks continue to roll in, 90 percent of professionals acknowledge 
that knowing Linux has advanced their careers. As open source expands into more 
areas of computing, business, and daily life, the future keeps getting brighter for Linux 
professionals who’ve followed their dreams -- and learned how to ace that interview.

Conclusion
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