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Interviewing — An Introduction

If the words “job interview” is enough to cause beads of perspiration to break out on
your forehead and your palms to get sweaty, you are not alone. Many people find the
idea of interviewing for a job an overwhelming prospect. While it is impossible to
accurately predict every situation or question that you may encounter while applying
for jobs, you can prepare yourself well by focusing on certain key elements of the
interviewing process. Interviewing does not have to be a “tortuous” activity. This
packet covers the issues most crucial to effective interviewing including:

=> Interview Defined

=>» Informational Interviews

=>» Behavioral Interviews

=>» Job Research for the Interview
= Sample Interview Questions

=>» Preparation for the Interview
=>» The Big Day!

=>» The Basic Interview Format

=>» Additional Tips

=» After the Interview

The common misconception The reality of the situation

Don’t let the common misconception fool you! Please continue
reading and discover how to prepare yourself in the
art of interviewing.



What is an interview?

The general purpose of a job interview is to allow an applicant to evaluate an
opportunity and to assist an employer in assessing an applicant’s suitability for the
position. In a successful interview, the parties establish a favorable relationship,
exchange information about each other, and close the interview having arrived at a
decision or at least a tentative impression.

Phone Screening and In-Person Screening

Many employers use phone interviews for their initial screening of job applicants who
do not live within a close geographical range of their organization’s facilities. Be
prepared to engage in a 30-minute phone interview with the employer’s
representatives. Your voice quality and choice of words will be especially important
during this type of interview. An in-person screening is a relatively brief encounter of
30-45 minutes, in which first impressions are of critical importance.

In-Depth and On-Site Interview

There is no set formula for predicting the format of employment interviews, since
organizations, priorities and interviewers’ styles vary. A wide range of approaches may
be utilized, from structured to non-directive.

Possible Structured Phases
e An introductory period for establishing rapport;
o A discussion of the company’s characteristics and needs, and of the specific
position being considered;
¢ A probing of the candidate’s qualifications, style, and goals
e A time during which the applicant may ask questions of the interviewer;
e And a closing stage during which the next step is articulated.

Non-Directive (most common)

In a non-directive interview, the employer may begin by asking an open-ended question
such as, “Why don't you tell me about yourself?” It is important to have in mind what
you want to convey about yourself. Investing some time and energy in preliminary
planning is critical.

Group Interview

A group interview occurs when several job candidates are interviewed at the same
time. This style is often used to determine how candidates interact as team members,
or may be used if the employer needs to hire in large numbers.

Panel Interview A panel interview consists of more than one interviewer guestioning a
candidate. During panel interviews, it is important to establish eye contact and rapport
with each interviewer.
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Whether you are a freshman, sophomore, or junior who has not yet decided on a
career path, or a senior who is still in the planning stage of the job search, it is
always a good idea to do some creative research on career options. A particularly
helpful avenue for exploration is called Informational Interviewing. Different from a
job interview, the goal of informational interviewing is to generate more information
about a particular career path, for the purpose of personal career development and
planning.

You will gain your most valuable information about jobs by interviewing the people
who do them. As in job interviews, you write and/or call the individual you would like
to interview ahead of time, and arrange an appointment. While you may experience
a pang of fear at the thought of talking to a stranger about his/her job, you will find
that most people are more than willing to talk to an interested student about what
they do. You must, however, find the courage and initiative to take the first step.

In informational interviewing, make it clear that you are looking for information about
jobs, and that you do not expect the person you are interviewing to facilitate your
actual job search. By asking for information and advice, you take the pressure off of
the person you are interviewing. You may interview in order to find out what a
particular job is like, to analyze the typical career path of a profession, or discover
how or where it is done. Some of the questions you might ask include:

v" What kinds of preparation are necessary to perform this job?

v' What is a typical day/week like in your position?

v" What are you major responsibilities?

v" What do you like most/least about your job?

v" What advice would you give to someone pursuing this profession?

v" Who else might | speak to about this career?

Be sure to thank the individual for his/her time, and send a note a few days later. As
well as being an excellent way to explore careers, informational interviewing can
begin the networking process. Take advantage of the opportunity to begin
discovering more about potential career directions — it is time well spent.



“Past performance is one of the best indicators of future performance”

Behavioral interviewing is the newest concept of today's interviewers. Itis
designed to focus on the applicant's actions and behaviors, rather than subjective
impressions that can sometimes be misleading. Behavioral interviewing is different
in many ways:
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e Instead of asking how you would behave in a particular situation, the interviewer
will ask you to describe how you did behave in a previous experience.

e The interviewer will ask you to provide details, and will not allow you to theorize
or generalize about several events.

e Most interviewers will be taking copious notes throughout the interview.

e Expect the interviewer to think and probe.

Because the behaviors an applicant has demonstrated in previous positions are likely to
be repeated, you will be asked to share situations in which you may or may not have
exhibited these behaviors. Expect your answers to be tested for accuracy and
consistency.

Typical behavioral questions contain the following:

e (Can you give me an example?

¢ How did you feel? ¢ What did you do?
¢ What was your role? ¢ What did you say?
e What was the result? e What were you thinking?

How to Prepare for a Behavioral Interview

— Recall recent situations involving course work, work experience, leadership,
teamwork, planning, and customer service

— Prepare short descriptions of each situation and be ready to give details

— Be sure the outcome of the situation reflects positively on you

— Be honest. If the interviewer has any reason to suspect you, you may have already
lost your credibility

— Think up of multiple situations to use. By only having one example, you will over-use
it and that will defeat the entire purpose of the interview.

Examples...
o Tell me about a time when you were on a team, and one of the members wasn't
carrying his or her weight
o Give me an example of a stressful situation you've had to deal with.



Do the Job Research

Researching the job and company are necessary! When
going into the interview, you have to live, die, eat, and breathe
that company. First, learn what the job entails — what
functions need to be performed and what skills are required.
With this information handy, you can respond with your

“stories” to illustrate that you have the proper qualifications to be
successful working for the organization. Gain as much information as
possible about the career field(s), including nature of work, job
responsibilities, skills, education, other qualifications required, and
entry level salary ranges.

There are two types of information you want to know: public
information and information known only by the employees of the
organization. Sources of pubic information are numerous. To obtain
information about the employer, read company annual reports,
recruiting literature, promotional materials, organization WWW page,
job descriptions, employer directories, newspaper business sections,

Researching the Organization

trade journals, and other related business publication. Consult your school’s
placement center; the chamber of commerce; Thomas’ Register of American
Manufacturers; Moody’s Industrial Manual; Standard and Poor’s Industrial Index
and Register; Dun and Bradstreet’s Middle Market Directory,; US Industrial Outlook;
and Business Index. Also, check to see if the organization’s business is the focus of a
trade journal.

Here are some questions the above sources can answer:

1.
2.
3.

(9}

Where are the company’s plants, offices, and branches located?

How old is the organization and what is its history?

What services does the organization offer or what products does it produce? What
are its yearly sales?

What are the company’s growth, potential, and its rank within the industry?

Who are its competitors in the industry?

Answer questions that are specific to a particular field. For example, for a social
service agency: What are the agency’s objectives, program, and funding sources?
For a newspaper: What is the newspaper’s circulation, affiliations with other
media, competition, and growth history.



Securing private information can be difficult. You may be able to get answers to
some of these questions if you do informational interviewing. Check with alumni,
friends, stockbrokers, and anyone else who might have experience with the
organization. Sometimes a direct telephone call to the personnel department of the
organization can get you the information you desire. Here are some questions you
might ask:

[

In your opinion, what kind of public image does the organization have?

Is there high turnover? If so, why?

What educational and training programs does the organization provide?

Will the organization help employees return to college for advanced study?
What is a realistic starting salary for an entry-level position in your profession?
What kind of benefits does the organization offer?

What is the organization’s policy on transferring people to other locations?

What is the general work climate like?
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Do subordinates participate in decisions?

10. What was the company’s stock selling for at yesterday’s close?

You can tell by the nature of some of these questions that you might not want to ask
them of an interviewer. Yet, often, they are important for your future. Remember
that doing your homework on the company is quite impressive to interviewers
because many candidates don’t bother! You want to “walk, talk, and live the
company” the second you walk in that door. You must dress like them, act like
them, talk like them, and participate in the things they participate in. An
example of this concept is if you are applying at Nike, you wear Nike shoes.
Interviewers pay extremely close attention to every detail about you.




Summary of Key Points for Job Research

Key people in the organization

Major products or services

Size in terms of sales and employees

Locations other than your community

Organization of the company

Major competitors

View of the company by clients, suppliers, and competition

Latest news reports on the company or on local or national news that
affects the company

Tips for Researching a Company

“If you follow the research routes outlined here you will learn more about the company than
is known by most of the company’s employees. No other candidate competing for the same
job will do this research” (Fox, 2001, p. 38).

l.
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Call the company and request sales literature, annual reports, technical
information, product brochures, and price lists. You may have to say you are a
potential customer, a possible investor, or a consultant doing research for a
client interested in buying their product. These are all possibly true statements.

If the product is available at retail, visit the stores. Buy the product if
affordable, use the product. Talk to store personnel. Get the names of the
salespeople who see to the stores. Get the stores opinion of the company, ideas
for new products, what competitors are doing, etc.

. If the product is sold through a distribution system, visit a local distributor.

Ask about the quality of the product, the skill and training of the sales force,
new market opportunities, and technical support.

If the product is sold directly to customers, call some. Ask the customers’
opinions on delivery, reputation, innovation, and warranty issues.

Call the company’s 800 number and evaluate the experience.
Talk to salespeople and employees of the company and its competitors.
Get the competitors’ literature.

Lexis-Nexis is a good internet search engine to use when your target
company’s name has appeared in print.

*Taken from Fox, J. (2001). Don’t Send a Resume. New York: Hyperion. pp. 38-40.
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17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.

29.

What characteristics do you admire in others?

What do you enjoy doing most in this type of job?

Are you more comfortable following or leading?

Do you work better in a small or large organization? Why?

Do you work better alone or in a group? Why?

How do you measure or evaluate success?

If you were hiring someone for this job, what qualities would you look for?
Why should you be hired for our organization?

**What have been you major problems/successes? Give me an example.

. **How well do you perform under pressure? Give me an example.
11.
12.
13.
14,
15.
16.

What is most important to you about your job?

Do you prefer a structured of unstructured working environment? Why?

What leadership skills do you possess?

Why did you choose the career for which you are preparing?

What do you think it takes to be successful in an organization like ours?

Describe the relationship that should exist between a supervisor and those reporting to
him/her.

What two or three things are most important to you in your job?

Do you have a geographical preference? Why?

How do you think a friend or professor who knows you well would describe you?

In what ways do you think you can make a contribution to our company?

What two or three accomplishments have given you the most satisfaction?

Why are you seeking a position with this company?

Are you willing to travel?

Are you willing to relocate during the course of your career with us?

What have you learned from your mistakes? Give some examples.

What are your long and short range goals and objectives?

When and why did you establish the above goals and how do you plan to achieve them?
What qualifications do you have that make you think you will be successful in this
business?

What do you know about our company?



Tough Questions Interviewers Like to Ask

1. **Tell me about a time when you had to make a decision, but didn’t have all the
information you needed.

e Use areal anecdote from your experience to answer this question. It could be a
simple situation that was handled well. It could demonstrate ability in your field.
For example: You may want to tell the interviewer how you selected your college
from among your many choices. Were you satisfied with your choice? Why or
why not?

2. What suggestions do you have for our organization?

o Let's say you’re interviewing with a retailer and you're asked this question. Don’t
answer with the expected answer; that is, anything to do with upkeep on the
organization’s stores. Instead, talk about merchandise that you might want to
add...or how you would rearrange the stores’ layout and why. Your answer
should reflect your creativity.

3. What is the most significant contribution you made to the company during your
internship/co-op?

o Tell a story about an accomplishment that added value to the company,
demonstrating skills that show initiative or resilience. Tell this interviewer about
the options and the outcome of your work.

4. What is the biggest mistake you've made?

e Be honest. You'll show credibility and integrity. While mistakes aren’t rewarded,
those who make mistakes aren’t shot either. Sometimes making a mistake can
show that you've pushed yourself to the limit. Be careful to concentrate your
answer on describing what you have learned from your mistake.

5. Was there anything today that you were afraid | was going to ask you? Why did it make
you uncomfortable?

o The trick here is to keep your cool. Many people blurt out the question that they
didn’t want asked — and perhaps raise new questions in the interviewer’s mind.

6. **Give an example of when you had to work with your hands to accomplish a task or
project.

e They are looking for how you will be able to handle tasks not necessarily
assigned to your job description.

7. **Describe a major problem you have faced and how you dealt with it?
e By referring to your past, they can predict how you will react in the future.

** These are Behavioral type questions
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Trick Questions vs. What They Really Want to Know

1. What are you greatest strengths?
o How well do you sell yourself? Give abstract qualities, expressed in concrete
terms.
2. What are your greatest weaknesses?
¢ Is hiring you a mistake? Give a weakness that reflects a professional strength
(i.e. My friends tease me that | pay too much attention to details.)
3. Tell me about yourself.
o Style and poise. Give a synopsis of you skills and try not to be too generic.
4. Where do you hope to be in five years?
o How realistic are you? With company knowledge you can provide a position
reasonably achieved in five years.
5. Why did you leave your previous employer?
o Honesty, honesty, honesty. Be pleasant and positive. Don’t be negative or put
down your previous employer.
6. What do you do in your spare time?
¢ They want well-rounded individuals. Give hobbies that highlight aspects of the
job or some of your personal strengths.
7. What did you like most about your previous job?
o Atmosphere and climate you seek. Be specific.
8. What do you think your employer’s obligations are to you?
¢ Are you willing to seek support and guidance, and not rely on being totally
independent? Be positive and enthusiastic.
9. Are you applying for any other jobs?
¢ Are you serious about changing jobs and about this company? Show how your
skills are applicable to several types of jobs, that you are willing to expand
yourself.
10. What type of salary did you have in mind?
¢ Can the employer afford you? Deal with this at the end of the interview, if
possible. Give a salary range that is reasonable, realistic to what fits your needs.
11. Silence
e Can you handle the stress of silence? Smile and keep quiet...be confident.

12. Personal questions

e There is an underlying motive. Be calm, answer with caution and confidence!

11



27> Questions to ask the Interviewer:

“Interviewers like candidates who ask thoughtful questions. They like
candidates who are truly interested in the company. Asking questions —and
listening to answers —is a point of difference. Most, if not all of the other
candidates will be talking about themselves. Interviewers will believe you are
really smart if you ask these smart questions” (Fox, 2001, p. 107-108).

1.

2.

9.

Why is your company successful?

What must your company do to remain successful?
What are your strategies to get and keep customers?
What is the vision for this company in three years?

What does it take to succeed here?

Why have other people failed here?

What were the reasons you went to work here?

What differentiates your products from the competitors?

What are your expectations for the job?

10.What is your hiring process?

11.Who else is involved in the decision to hire?

12.What are the concerns about this position?

13.What will it take for someone like me to get accepted by your company?

Good questions for the interviewer, good things about you. It sets you apart from
the rest!

Taken from: Fox, J. (2001). Don’t Send A Resume. New York: Hyperion. pp. 108-110.
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Preparation for the Interview

Importance of Your Image

In 1/10™ of a second an interviewer gets the first impression of you. In three minutes, the
interviewer will decide whether or not he or she wants to hire you. Your total appearance is
your FIRST IMPRESSION.

What to Wear

Men:

OO WN =
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Safe oultfit:
1.

Suit — not navy sport coat and khaki slacks — top matches bottom (Nordstrom’s
Rack or department store sale)

Polished shoes — scuff bottoms if new —

Light colored (white or cream is safe) shirt with no collar buttons

Great tie—not the one you got from the neighbor friend when you were 14
Leather portfolio

Women:
Safe outfit:

Suit with jacket

Conservative earrings
Polished, matching, low-heels
Clean nails

Complimentary make-up

Skip purse if carrying briefcase

Oh No’s!

-Too short skirts with top of panty hose showing. Reason: Makes YOU
uncomfortable.

-V-necked blouse which opens when interviewer asks you to “sign here”.
-Heels that come off, old shoes or ones that make noise

-No slacks and perfume

What to Bring

Always bring the following:

Nogakrwd -~

Leather portfolio (men in particular)

Resume (5 copies)

Letters of recommendation (if you have them)
Pens (2)

Pencils (2)

Confidence

Portfolio of accomplishments

13
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1. Dress appropriately —

Refer to “Interview Preparation”

2. Bring the proper items with you —

Refer to “Interview Preparation”

3. Have the organization researched —

Refer to “Job Analysis”

4. Start the interview in the parking lot -

Nothing is too trivial to overlook

No blaring music, squealing tires, or gross gestures
In the lot: your walk bears your attitude

Breath check: get rid of gum

Arrive at least 15 minutes early

5. The reception room —

RELAX, RELAX, DEEP BREATH, BE YOURSELF!

You look right, so act confident and comfortable. Pretend you are in your
family doctor’s office and the receptionist is your neighbor.

Once inside the door, assume EVERYONE is important. They could all
conceivably be gatekeepers. Your goal is to offend no one.

Avoid the “waiting room panic” look (tightly buttoned jacket, legs squeezed
together, not looking at any magazines, staring at floor, crossed arms, etc)
Relax, be open, and quietly strike up conversations.

6. The interview —

Sell yourself! Reveal as many positive attributes as possible.
Remember the following communication skill builders:

Eye contact

Posture

Handshake and facial expressions

Voice

Dress

Language

Listener involvement

Refer to “Interview Format”

AN N N N NN
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The Basic Interview Format

-—

First Impressions

Your interview begins as soon as you are identified. Arrive 10-15 minutes early
and dress professionally (Refer to What to Wear) Greet the interviewer by
name, with a confident smile and a firm handshake. Remember that you can
never make a second first impression.

The Introduction

The first few minutes are used to establish rapport and help you feel more at
ease. The interviewer may engage in small talk. These first few minutes are
where you make your first and lasting impression.

Information Exchange

This portion of the interview is spent in an exchange of information to
determine whether a good match exists between the employer’s needs and your
skills and career objectives. The following is an example of the order of topics
the interviewer might take:

-Work Experience
-Education

-Activities and Interests
-Strengths and Limitations
-Personal Questions

Closing the Interview
Explain that you are excited about this opportunity; if they don't initiate it, ask
about the next step in the interview process.

Thank You Letters
See Informational Interview Packet for format.

15
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Additional Tips

v

Arrive early. Plan to arrive for your interview 10-15 minutes early. If you arrive
earlier than that, go for a walk, get a cup of coffee, drive around the block, or sit in the
lobby. Arriving too early may create an awkward situation and arriving late definitely
creates a bad first impression. Be sure to ask for directions when making
arrangements for the interview and always allow enough time for bad traffic.

Dress professionally. Your interview attire should be appropriate for the position for
which you are applying. If you are unsure, choose conservative dress. In most
cases, business suits are appropriate for both men and women. Carry a briefcase,
portfolio notepad or manila folder. Bring extra resumes, list of references and a list of
questions you need to ask.

Be yourself. Your personality and background may appeal to some employers and
not to others. It is to your advantage to be yourself, rather than try to mold yourself to
fit an image you think will appeal to an employer. After all, you want to find a position
and employer that is compatible with ‘who you are’ and your career objectives.

Sell yourself. Six out of ten people don’t get the job they want because they don’t
sell themselves. Be prepared to market your skills and experiences as they relate to
the job described. Be self-confident and positive in describing your abilities to do the
job. Convince the employer that you are the right person for the job and that you can
help the employer solve some of his or her problems.

Answering the Tell me about yourself question. Eight out of ten interviews begin
with this question. Respond by illustrating how your interests and skills relate to the
position and how your experiences and background would enable you to contribute to
the position and organization. Spend about 90 seconds to two minutes highlighting
your experiences while providing a focused answer. You may want to start out with
personal information, and then focus on academic experiences and professional
experiences, and conclude with the reasons why you are interested in the position.

Use examples whenever possible. Just stating your skills and strengths is not
enough. You must demonstrate how you have successfully applied them. Be sure to
give complete answers to questions. A typical answer may take 30 seconds to two
minutes to explain.

Communicate effectively. Speak clearly and enthusiastically about your
experiences. Listen carefully in order to answer effectively and appropriately the
qguestions being asked and to learn as much as possible about the position. Be
positive about prior experiences, employers, former supervisors, college experiences,
and even your weaknesses. When describing a bad experience focus on the facts
(not your feelings) and be brief.

Silence is okay. Those pauses may seem longer to you than the interviewer. A
pause before answering a question enables you to organize your thoughts and
present a concise answer. If you are unsure about a question, always ask for
clarification before answering the question. When you have finished answering a
question, stop, and don’t ramble on endlessly.
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v" Watch your body language and nonverbal communication. Maintain good eye
contact, don’t slouch, appear interested—not bored--, and control any nervous habits
(fidgeting, drumming fingers, etc.) Your voice quality also demonstrates your
confidence—speak clearly. Have good personal hygiene; do not wear too much
make-up, jewelry, or cologne/perfume. Pay attention to the details—polished shoes,
professional hair style, clean nails, fresh breath, etc.

v Social etiquette and small talk skills are important. Be prepared to engage in
small talk at the beginning of the interview. Your conversational skills are part of the
first impression. Also, you may be invited to lunch or dinner as part of the interview.
The meal is a significant part of the interview especially if your social skills are being
evaluated as part of the hiring decision.

v' Expect the unexpected. During the interview, you may be asked some unusual
questions. Often times the employer is simply seeing how you react to the question.

v" Qualities employers seek in job candidates. Employers typically are looking for
individuals who possess a pattern of success (academic accomplishments,
leadership qualities, activities) strong grades, written and oral communication skills;
related work experience; interpersonal skills; leadership potential; decision making
and problem solving skills; creativity and intelligence; flexibility; initiative/innovation;
enthusiasm and positive outlook; self-confidence; polished personal style, honesty,
and integrity; ability to get along with others—a team player; and good work ethic.

After the Interview

Y/ Take Notes

k The first 30 minutes after your interview is a critical time. Before the interview
v becomes a fuzzy blur in your memory, jot down notes about your meeting. Include
information about what the employer stressed as important applicant qualifications, any
concerns or further questions you have about the position or organization, follow-up steps,
and any questions that were unexpected or challenging for you to answer. Keep a log of all
your interviews, including interview dates, contacts, addresses, phone numbers, names of
referrals, etc.

Send a Thank You Letter

Within 48 hours of the interview, write a thank you letter to the interviewer. Thank
you letters are not only common courtesy, but because most people do not write them, your
letter will set you apart from most applicants. Tell the interviewer you appreciate him/her
taking time to meet with you and restate your interest in the position (refer to sample follow-
up letter).

@ Follow-up Phone Calls
If you do not hear from you employer within the specified time period, follow-up with

a phone call. Remind the employer who you are and the position for which you interviewed.
Reinforce the positive aspects of your candidacy for the position by talking about your
qualifications, accomplishments and background that will help solve the employer’s
problems. Arrange the next step in the selection process.
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Sample Follow-up Letter

August 13, 2003

3900 Lomaland Drive
San Diego, CA 92106
(619) 849-0000

Pat Cummings
Personal Manager
Any Corporation

1140 State Street
San Diego, CA 92155

Ms. Cummings:

Thank you for the information and consideration you gave me on (month date), during our
interview concerning the position as Sales Representative for Any Corporation. | am still
very interested in the position. | feel my academic preparation, competitive nature, and
strong communication skills will allow me to make a significant contribution to your
organization.

It was exciting to hear about the changes taking place at Any Corporation. As you
mentioned, sales representatives can play a vital role in a corporation’s growth by knowing
their customers’ changing needs. It is obvious with the incredible success of your new
product line that your staff does indeed know their customers well.

Thank you again for your time and consideration. | will be available for additional interviews
at your convenience. | look forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

Chris Student
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