Interviewing For a Job

Source: Toronto Star, Career Section


Introduction
Interviewing makes people anxious. It's like meeting your fiancée's parents for the first time. You don't know what to expect. You don't know what's expected of you. The only thing you know for certain is that you're being evaluated-not tested, evaluated. People are tested for facts and viruses. Tests determine whether they have those things or not; it's that simple. Evaluations seem less straightforward, as if they weren't directed at anything in particular. The fact is interviewers aren't evaluating you on any one thing in particular. That's why interviews cannot be duplicated in multiple-choice format: Your technical knowledge of the field, for example, is not the only thing employers are interested in. Employers use interviews to learn about you, with the end of answering the following questions:

1. Are you able to do the job? 

2. Are you willing to put in the effort to make the job a success? 

3. Are you manageable? 

Every aspect of the interview is geared toward answering one of these questions, with the thousand-dollar question being this: "Do you show promise as a potential employee?" When a prospective employer asks you about your skills and particular instances where you used them, he or she wants to get a feeling for you abilities as a worker. Your dependability and overall interest in the job are what the second question queries: Do you care enough to put in the hours? The third question looks at your demeanor in general and whether you will complement the company's management style. This is a very important area of inquiry, since

Studies have shown that the single greatest contributor to performance failure and job dissatisfaction has to do with a lack of fit with organizational culture. If you don't align well with the boss's core beliefs and values, it will be very difficult to develop an effective working relationship.
You should also keep in mind that the interview presents an opportunity for you to evaluate a particular company and/or position. You can inquire about the atmosphere, philosophy, technology and protocol of the office. At on-site interviews, you will be able to observe and evaluate the tone of your potential workplace. Remember: The importance of evaluating this job opportunity-the organization, its culture, your potential boss, etc.-cannot be overstated. This is your chance to decide whether this is the right place, environment and community for you, that is, before you accept a job only to discover, three months later, that you cannot stand it. 'Quitting' a job based on your impression of it during the interview is certainly preferable to quitting your job after you've been at it for a while.

As Richard N. Bolles suggests, "don't think of this as a hiring-interview. Think of it as further research." 
Making a Good Impression
A. Dressing the Part: Appearance Counts
Once you get in front of a person who has the power to hire you, it is important to make him or her feel good about you. After all, there is a lot at stake for employers in the interview process. Their reputation is on the line here, too. If they hire someone who winds up being totally incompetent or otherwise lackluster, it will be to their discredit. So, the first thing to do is to concentrate on making a good first impression. During the first 15 seconds of an interview, an employer will perceive you in two ways, one visual and the other tactile. You guessed it: Your appearance and your handshake go a long way toward making a good impression.

The first thing to realize is that there no longer exists a hard-and-fast rule as to what is and is not acceptable attire for an interview. It used to be that anyone who showed up without a coat and tie on would be immediately disqualified as a candidate for the job. But, things have changed, as they are wont to do. Now almost anything goes, but not all things "go" in all places. The rule of thumb here is to dress and groom like the employer is likely to be dressed and groomed, only neater. You might drop by the company-anonymously, if you like-and figure out what employees are wearing to work. Don't do this on a Friday, for you might be mislead by "casual Friday" attire and look totally out of place come Monday's interview. In all matters of interview attire, let common sense be your guide. If coat and tie just seem appropriate, don't hesitate to wear them. Being too casual can hurt your chances of getting a job, so never worry about being too conservative when you're getting dressed for an interview.

Here are some general guidelines with regard to dressing for an interview:

· Management & Senior Technical Personnel: A suit, dress shirt and tie are usually required for men. Women should wear either a suit or a dress with a complementary jacket.

· Mid-Level Professionals & Technical Professionals: While the previous suggestions are ALWAYS acceptable, those men with more limited wardrobes should wear a nice sports coat with coordinated slacks and shirt. Women should wear a nice jacket with coordinated skirt or slacks.

· Commercial & Industrial Personnel: The dress is more casual for both men and women, so it is acceptable to wear a nice shirt or blouse and pressed khakis or slacks. You should always avoid wearing athletic shoes to interviews.

At this point, you are walking through the door, dressed appropriately and impressively. The first thing an interviewer will do is offer you his or her hand in greeting. Giving a "dead fish" handshake will not help your candidacy; however, neither will an extremely firm, bone crushing handshake. Being restrained is the key to a nice, firm, honest, good-to-know-you type of handshake. Creating the right impression with your handshake is really quite easy. It consists of three steps. First, clean and manicure your hands before leaving to go on your interview. Second, make sure you hand is warm and relatively free of perspiration when you extend it. (If necessary, use a handkerchief to pat it dry before entering the room where the interview will be held.) Finally, use a firm grip and a warm smile when first making contact with a prospective employer.

B. Playing the Part: Nonverbal Communication Skills
One thing employers like to see in job candidates is self-confidence. No one wants to hire a person who doubts him- or herself, so you definitely don't want to look like that kind of person. Pay attention to your body language during an interview. It can make the difference in the interest you seem to have in the position and how positively or negatively you present yourself. Good body language can obscure a lot of shortcomings, and make marginal answers seem better than they really are.

Here's what you should NOT do-namely, fold or cross your arms over your chest. This is a wonderful way to send negative messages to the interviewer. Essentially, the signal is, "I know you're there, but I don't want to open up to you. I'm nervous, and I tend to shut-down when I become nervous." Sure, you may feel less than confident in this situation. That is bad enough, but it is much worse to blatantly express your discomfort.

The Feet
Men should place both feet flat on the floor. Women can cross their legs, but should not nervously swing the crossed leg. Avoid compulsively jabbing at the floor, desk or chair with your heel or toes. You want the interviewer's attention on you, not on the sound being made with your foot.

The Torso
There is only one good way to sit during an interview: seated all the way in the chair with your back straight, not slouched. A slight forward-leaning posture will show interest and friendliness toward the interviewer.

The Hands
Be careful not to fidget with your hands. Not only is this annoying to interviewers, it also makes you seem nervous or excessively unconfident about what you're saying. Some employers might suspect that you're being disingenuous with them or, worse, that you're outright lying to them. Keep your hands under control!

You should use your hands conversationally, however. Hand gestures can be used for emphasis, and subtly exposing your palms now and then will convey the message that you're open and honest. Used in moderation, "talking" with your hands can be an effective way of making your conversation more interesting and making yourself seem more personable.

The Head & Facial Expressions
Mouth: Avoid biting on your lip, "faking" a cough when confronted with a difficult question, and touching your mouth frequently. All these are considered signs of insincerity, which raise questions about your honesty and effectiveness. Delivering a pleasant smile-but not a forced grin-will camouflage your sense of insecurity, making you feel better and the interviewer feel better about you.

Eyes: Consistent eye-to-eye contact is the strongest body language that you can use. Looking at someone means showing interest in him or her, and showing interest is what you want to do. You are interested in the position, the company and the interview itself. Of course, you should avoid staring at people. This could make you seem aggressive or belligerent. Also, be wary of breaking eye contact too abruptly and of shifting your focus too frequently.

Head Movement: You should nod slightly while listening to a question and answering it. This shows that you are being attentive, and that you are comfortable with what you're saying.

Presentation Style
The way you speak to an interviewer should connote high levels of energy and enthusiasm. Avoid speaking in monotone, as this conveys a sense of boredom on your part. Instead, vary the tone and speed of your speech to create interest and emphasize key points you wish to make.

C. Increasing Your Chances: Strategic Scheduling
It is important to know when you are most likely to make a lasting impression. Research conducted by Robert Half & Associates indicates that the first person interviewed gets the job only 17% of the time, while the last person interviewed gets the job some 55% of the time. Thus, you should try to schedule your appointment so you're not the first person being interviewed. It is also recommended that you avoid interviews on Mondays or late in the afternoon. At those times, the interviewer is less likely to take a keen interest in your discussion with him or her, and is therefore less likely to remember you when it comes time to make hiring decisions.

D. Knowing Your Stuff: Company Research
Having advance information about the company at which you are interviewing is bound to reflect favorably on your candidacy. Besides, who wants to go into an interview without knowing even the basics about a company? The interviewer will assume that you know them, and that only makes asking for details more embarrassing. Think about it: If you were an employer, would you want to hire someone who hadn't taken the time to become familiar with your company's profile? Does that make him or her seem even halfway interested in working for your organization?

Not being prepared with facts about the company, its products and services, and its overall culture makes you seem uninterested in the job-even if you actually want it! Those who take time to carefully research the company in advance of the interview always stand out from those who don't. This advance preparation is probably immediately evident to an interviewer. It reflects positively on a person's general work habits, thoroughness, motivation and interest.

Here's the kind of information that you will want to have before going in to an interview situation:

General Company Information
1. Company products and/or services 

2. Markets and key customers 

3. General business philosophy 

4. Short- and long-term financial performance: 

· Sales trends 

· Cost trends 

· Profit trends 

· Future financial prospects 

5. Plans and strategies for growth and expansion: 

· Major growth emphasis (products, divisions, etc.) 

· Opportunities for growth (new products or expanded markets) 

· Plans for growth (e.g., merges, acquisitions, partnerships, etc.) 

6. Key problems and challenges, both internal and external

Company Culture/Work Environment
1. Overall business or management philosophy of the company: 

· Principles? 

· Values? 

· Beliefs? 

2. Predominant Management Style 

3. Overall mission of the company
The Interview as Dialogue
Often overlooked is the fact that an interview is actually an extended, albeit highly directed, conversation between two people. Interviews are not interrogations. You are not required to be a passive respondent to the interviewer's questions. Instead, you should engage him or her in conversation. Sure, you should answer questions, but you should also ask them. If you don't query the person conducting the interview, you effectively make him or her responsible for running the show. This can only work to your disadvantage: Someone struggling to keep the interview going will most likely have to dig deeply into the question bag, and real "zingers" are bound to follow once all the basic questions have run out.

The best method for avoiding a one-way interview session is asking questions. The goal of asking questions during an interview is to create an interactive dialogue between yourself and the interviewer. What should you ask about? Obviously, you want to inquire into any aspect of the job or company about which you are uncertain. Besides these basic, informational-type questions, you want to ask questions that will provide useful information for acing the interview itself.

Question #1: "How would you describe the ideal candidate for this position?"

In most cases, if you were to ask an experienced interviewer this question, you probably won't get the response you want. Most interviewers don't want to give you the answers to the interview/exam ahead of time. Still, you want to get an idea about what kind of person the interviewer is looking to hire. Therefore, you should use questions that seek similar information, only in a less obvious or direct manner. For example, you might ask:

"What do you feel are the ideal qualifications for this job?"
-OR-
"What factors do you feel are most vital to being successful in this job/position?"
-OR-
"Considering the people who have been successful doing this job in the past, what factors do you think contributed most to their success?"
Once you understand what the interviewer feels is required for successful job performance, all you need to do is reiterate that information to the interviewer by way of describing yourself as the ideal candidate for this position.

Question #2: "What aspects of this position would you most like to see improved from a  performance standpoint?"

The objective of this question is to discover where opportunities for improved performance lay. Every hiring manager wants to hire someone who can do the job better than the last person did it. This not only reflects positively on the manager's ability to bring in the "right" people for the job. It also makes them feel good about hiring you. In effect, they are killing two birds with one stone: They are ensuring the job will be done better and making themselves look good come their year-end review.

The obvious way of making this information work for you is to highlight those skills and abilities that will enable you to bring improved performance to those aspects of the job that have been singled out as representing opportunities for overall improvement. Convincing the interviewer that you can bring about some desired improvement goes a long way toward assuring him or her that you bring an added measure of value to the organization-and that you are worth hiring over other the other candidate competing for the job.

Question #3: "As you think about the organization's longer term goal and objectives,  what are some of the changes and improvements that must be brought to this position in order to realize those goals?"

Most interviews are so focused on fulfilling an organization's present needs that very little attention is ever given to some of the longer term changes that need to be implemented by the person in the position you want. As an employment candidate, you can generate considerable interest by framing yourself as an agent of positive change-someone who is concerned, beyond the current scope of the job, with effecting strategic change and/or bringing about improvement in the organization. Again, this will create a sense of "added value" about your candidacy, and distinguish you from the other candidates who have interviewed for the same position.

You want to gain some insight into the department's longer terms strategies and goal, and then you want to ask some fairly direct questions about the impact they have on the position for which you're applying. What are you (as the job incumbent) going to have to do in order to help the department/organization achieve its goals? Oftentimes, simply demonstrating your interest in such matters will set you apart from other candidates. To probe the subject further, consider asking the following questions:

1. What do you currently see as the major barriers to effecting these changes?  

2. What hurdles need to be overcome before the organization can focus on achieving its goals? 

3. What needs to be done to move ahead on this strategic front? 

Question #4: "What fundamental problems do you think a successful candidate for this  position will need to be able to solve?"

A candidate's problem-solving abilities are a major concern to interviewers. Problem solving will be key to a candidate's interviewing success. Demonstrating your ability to solve problems must be one of your basic goals during the interview process. Not only do you want to show how you've solved problems in the past, you also want to "forecast" your abilities as a problem solver in the present. To that end, it will be useful to discover the kinds of problems that you would face as a member of this organization, and then elaborate on the skills that make you uniquely capable of tackling those problems successfully. The idea is to create a vivid picture in the interviewer's mind of what you'd look like were you in the position to find solutions. The interviewer is never as concerned with your past than with what you can do in the future.

Answers to these questions will provide you with critical insight into what is truly important to the hiring manager. Not only will you better understand the basic challenges of the job, you will have a clear understanding of the interviewer's priorities as well. If you don't understand these pressing issues, you will have a tendency to drone on about skills and capabilities without being able to properly contextualize them. While they may be interesting, they are more or less irrelevant to a hiring manager, who is looking for someone to do this job, not the one you used to have.
The 3-Step Process for Answering Tough Interview Questions
There are literally thousands of questions that you could be asked during an interview. There is simply no way you can memorize a "correct" response for each one. Furthermore, most interviews dislike "canned" answers to their questions. No matter how hard you try to disguise the fact that you've prepared for a particular question, your answer usually has an air of phoniness.

One of the most important ingredients of the "right" answer is a fresh, natural response that comes only through being real. Anyway, you don't want to take the chance of entering a new position on any pretense, for the odds are very good that it will prove a mismatch.

Since the unexpected usually happens in interviews, it is important to develop an approach to answering interview questions. Here's a three-step process that will help you construct effective answers to even the most difficult questions.

Step #1: Understand What Is Really Being Asked.
One of your tasks in an interview is to understand what an employer is looking for. Employers' expectations generally fall into three categories, and their questions are designed to probe these areas.

1. SKILL CONCERNS 

· Do you have the skills necessary to be productive and make a contribution to the organization's objectives? 

· Have you proved the fact that you can do this job in your work elsewhere? How successful were you at doing your previous job? 

· If you haven't already done this sort of job elsewhere, is there enough evidence to suggest that you have the necessary skills to succeed in this job? 

2. MOTIVATIONAL CONCERNS 

· Are you sufficiently motivated and do you have the self-confidence to do the job? What evidence is there to support this? 

· Will you be dedicated, conscientious, determined and 100% committed to doing the job? Or, will you be distracted, noncommittal, or otherwise unwilling to measure up to the standard of achievement set by your co-workers? 

· Are you sufficiently interested in this type of work to be motivated to do a good job and make a contribution? 

· Will you stay long enough to make a contribution commensurate with the expense and time invested in recruiting and training you? 

3. MANAGEABILITY CONCERNS 

· Will you be easy or difficult to manage? 

· Will you follow and/or support the organization's policies and procedures? 

· Do you come across as critical or negative - and, therefore, likely to disrupt the general tenor of the workplace? 

· Will you support organizational changes? 

· Will you fit in with the existing style of management? 

Step #2: Answer the Question Briefly, In a Non-Damaging Way.


Respond to the question at hand without backing yourself into a corner, or offering especially damaging information. A good response to a question should acknowledge the facts, and present them as an advantage, not a disadvantage.

Step #3: Answer the Real Question by Presenting Your Related Skills.


Once you understand the employer's real concern, you can get around to answering the often hidden question by presenting your skills and experiences that relate to the job
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