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Job Interviews – the Basics
What is a job interview?

A job interview is a directed conversation between you and your interviewers. It is not an interrogation! The purpose of an interview is, for the interviewers, to assess your suitability for their vacancy. But it is also for you to assess nature of the vacant post and the corporate culture of the organization to which you are applying.
NB – I will use the terms ‘organization’ and ‘company’ interchangeably to refer to all companies, organizations, firms etc. No particular status or meaning is implied by my usage.
What format does a job interview take?
There is no set format for a job interview. In most cases, however, you will face a panel of two or three people from the employing organization. If three, there is a good chance one of these will be a representative of the human resources department. It is rare for an interview to be less than half an hour long, or longer than two hours. Often the interview will begin with, or be preceded by, a series of tests, exercises or a presentation. The majority of the interview will be questions from the panel, and you will usually be given the opportunity to ask questions at the end. Sometimes, often if there are a large number of candidates, you may be required to undergo a series of interviews, or the initial interview could be a telephone interview. 

Dos and Don’ts of a Job Interview
The following list gives general advice for how best to behave in an interview situation.

· DO prepare! Read their website, read the job description, know the organization!
· DO be confident. Confidence is very attractive to an employer. Ensure that you make eye contact with all the panel members and give a firm handshake – but DON’T crush their hand.

· DON’T be arrogant! Arrogance is every bit as unappealing as confidence is appealing.

· DO dress well. For men this means a good suit and tie, hair neat, clean shaven or beard well-trimmed, no visible piercings, no visible tattoos. For women it means being well turned out, no visible piercings other than ears. They won’t expect you to dress like this every day, but they want to see that you can be traditionally presentable. If in doubt, err on the side of conservatism.
· DO think before you answer. It is better to take time to formulate your answer than to rush out with the first thing comes to your mind. A short silence is fine.

· DO ask questions. If you don’t understand the question, ask them politely to repeat it. If you need clarification or information in order to answer a question, ask for it. It shows an active intelligent mind.

· DON’T bluff! Unless you really have to! Usually they can tell. We are all a lot less good at bluffing than we think and unless you are a master, it will be obvious you are not answering the question.

· DON’T swear! Even if you are getting on well with them and they swear – don’t! And be careful with jokes. A business joke may be acceptable but the one about the cat and the necrophiliac is not.

· DO use examples as often as possible to illustrate everything you say. Even if the question does not ask you for one, it is better to give one than to waffle theoretically. Examples are much more interesting to listen to than hypotheses! 

· DO ask questions at the end when they ask if you have any. Prepare some in advance. And if you can’t think of any say ‘I had some but they were covered in the course of the interview’.

· DON’T ask questions about salary, holiday leave and benefits unless they bring it up first. Now is not the time! 

And finally DON’T WORRY if you are nervous to begin with! Everyone is, and they expect you to be. They are not trying to destroy you: they want to see if you can do the job!
Preparing for the interview

When you go for a job interview, remember that this hour could determine the direction of the rest of your life, so treat it seriously! You wouldn’t go into an examination without studying (one hopes!) so don’t go into an interview without preparing. Remember that you are competing against other people; and if you don’t do your preparation the other people will! 
What will it involve?
When you are invited to interview, the organization should inform you of what is expected. If they do not, then ask them what format the interview will take. These are important questions to which you need to know the answers:

· Where will it be and at what time?

· How many people will interview you? Who are they? What is their position?

· Will you be required to undertake a test or series of tests, or to give a presentation? If so, what kind, and for how long?

Research the organization

Before you go, ensure that you have read all about the organization. Often they will send you corporate material when you are invited to interview – they will assume you have read it. Also read their website and read other websites about the company. Check online news sources to see if they have been in the media recently – what is their reputation?

Research job interview questions
You can predict many of the questions that you will be asked. There are many ‘classic’ job interview questions, and depending upon the job, you can predict many more. As you get more experienced at job interviews you can predict most questions that will turn up. Online there are many websites where you can find typical questions. This handout contains a long list of example questions – see below.

Read the job description

Usually when you apply for a job, you will be in possession of a job description that details the role and responsibilities and also the skills required. These will form the backbone of the questioning – they want to see if you have the skills required and if you have enough experience of the responsibilities of the role to be able to handle the job competently. Read these thoroughly, and imagine what questions might arise from them. For every ‘skill required’ ask yourself if you can think of an example in your life when you demonstrated this skill, and prepare yourself to answer on it. For example, if the skills required says:

· Able to communicate effectively in a cross-cultural situation

You must think of examples of you doing this well before the interview. Or if it says:

· Must be an innovative thinker

You must be able to think of an innovation that you developed in advance of the interview, preferably several! Don’t be surprised when questions turn up that have been sign-posted in the job description! It sounds obvious, it is obvious – so do it!
During the Interview

What will I be asked?

There are as many questions as there are interviewers but most serious companies will use a very specific set of carefully designed questions, and the same will be asked of everyone who is interviewed. Laws designed to promote equal rights mean that questions are increasingly predictable and easy to prepare for. However, if you apply for a job at a small, less regulated company then the questions can vary wildly. 
Types of Questions
· Introductory questions – interviews will often begin with a series of introductory questions ostensibly to ease you in, but also to probe about your interest in the post. 
· Behavioural / Management questions – These questions are designed to see how well you work with or can manage others. Easy to prepare for and easy to answer, these questions are predictable. They usually involve: what would you do…give me an example…-type questioning. 

· Reasoning and Application Questions – In light of your knowledge of the area and job you are applying for, you will almost certainly be asked how you would respond to certain problems or achieve certain goals. These are amongst the most important questions and the most difficult to prepare for. You will find the least amount of help on this in interview advice websites, but, make no mistake, this is an incredibly important part of the interview
· Quirky questions – Occasionally you will be asked a question that seems largely pointless or irrelevant, or that sounds like they read about it in a management magazine. Keep your cool and answer it just as seriously. You can be sunk on the ‘Where do you see yourself in five years’ question if the next interviewee is more serious about the job than you.
Examples

Introductory questions

· Why do you want the job?
· Why are you leaving your present job?
· What is your career aim? 
· From your resume, would you say you have no real settled career plans?
Behavioural / Management questions

· Tell me about a time when you disagreed with your manager and how you dealt with it.
· Give me an example of how you have dealt with colleagues who are reluctant to help.
· Tell me about a problem you had to deal with in the workplace, how you dealt with it, and what you would do differently this time.
· What are your areas for development? What have you done to develop in these areas? [this a version of the classic ‘What are your weaknesses?’ question]
· What is your greatest strength in the workplace?
· How would you begin to organize a new project?
· What do you think are the most important qualities in a manager?
· Give me an example of how you dealt with a difficult customer.
· What skills do you have that you think others won’t have?
· What would you do if a member of your team was consistently failing in his or her duties?
· What would you do if one of your team was negligent in a way that could endanger the workplace?
· Describe a time you had to work with someone you didn't like. 
· Tell me about a time when you had to stick by a decision you had made, even though it made you very unpopular. 
· How would you handle a boss you suspected of performing unethical actions?
· Would you describe yourself as an innovative person? Give us an example of something particularly innovative that you have done that made a difference in the workplace. 
· What was the last time you were late with a project?

Reasoning and Application questions:

These are often the most difficult questions to predict in advance or to bluff in the interview as they can require specialist knowledge, or the ability to bring pre-existing knowledge of the area to your problem-solving skills. They will rarely be questions with yes or no answers. They want to see how much you know as well as how well you can use that knowledge. However, do not be afraid to ask if you need clarification or more information to answer the question…It is better to give them a carefully contemplated answer than a vague bluffed one.

· You have printed and distributed 50,000 copies of a magazine, and you find out that a phone number printed is that of an elderly person and not the number it should be. What do you do?
· What form of taxation do you think has the most potential for social regulation?
· How would you get us in the front page of a newspaper?
· Tell me how you would develop a communications/sales/research strategy?
· What areas of product development do you think we should invest in and how would you establish this?
· What makes a good xxxxx strategy?
· How would you promote our company values in your daily work?

Quirkier questions:

· What is the first thing you do when you have a new idea?
· What sort of animal/car/bodily organ etc are you?
· Where do you expect to be in five years?
· How would your colleagues describe you?
· What are your hobbies?

Also be prepared for:
· What sort of salary do you expect?
· Do you have any questions for us?
· What other jobs are you applying for?

How should I answer the questions?

Everyone has their own style of speaking, and you should let your character show in your answers. Some people thrive on the energy of the interview and prefer not to ‘over-prepare’. Nevertheless, a little preparation will go a long way in eliminating some of the pitfalls of interview answers. Here are some basic pointers in how to answer interview questions.
· Try and answer every question with an example. It is far more compelling to listen to an example than a theory, plus it shows you have the experience. Even if they ask you a ‘What would you do if’ question, if you can illustrate it with an example, all the better.

· If you prepare in advance, it means that you can think of the best examples for each likely question in advance. In this way, you can balance your replies so they do not all rely on one job, but show a breadth of experience. In addition, you are less likely to get half way through an answer then suddenly think of a much better example and risk confusing them.

· Don’t drag on and on. When you are finished, you are finished. If the interviewer remains silent, do not feel you have to keep talking. If the silence is uncomfortable, shift the burden onto them by asking ‘Is there anything else you would like to know about that example?’
· Remember to look at the different interviewers, make eye contact, smile, be professional, serious and friendly.

· If you don’t understand the question, ask them to clarify it or repeat it, politely.

· Take time to think. A brief silence at the beginning of an answer shows you are thinking, not that you are stuck.

Will there be an exercise or presentation?
An aspect of the selection interview that is becoming more and more popular with employers is the interview exercise. This is particularly the case with serious graduate employers who have to choose from a large number of candidates and also with senior promotions. The UK Civil Service, for example, has a series of grueling tests lasting several days before you get to actually speak to anyone.

Almost half of my interviews to date have included some form of presentation, test or both, and these have usually been for larger, more professional organizations.
Tests

These can take many forms including, but not exclusively: case studies, an exercise (or several) designed to replicate the work you will do on a daily basis, behavioural questionnaires, numeracy and literacy tests, critical thinking tests, and many more. 

Tests are invariably difficult. They are designed to challenge even the brightest candidate. The larger the organization the more tests they will often make you go through. 

DO ask in advance what kind of tests you will have to do.

DO prepare for the tests, if you can, by searching online or asking people you know who have done them before.

DO NOT prepare for the tests so much that you do not prepare for the actual interview questions.

Presentations
Presentations are a very common form of interview test, often done in combination with any of the above tests. They are particularly common in jobs with some communications aspect to the role. The presentation will usually concern some project you have done in a previous role, a strategy you propose, or your vision of the future of the company. It may also be that you are given a case study at the interview and given half an hour in which to prepare a presentation on the subject.
DO ask in advance about whether you will have to do a presentation, how long you have and what form it will take.

DO check what technology they have, how you should bring your presentation (Powerpoint? Email in advance, USB drive, DVD/CD?).
DO bring an extra copy and consider printing your slides so they also have hard copies to remember you by and to consult during the interview.
DO practice in advance and stick to the time limit they have given you.
DO make an extra special effort if your job will involve presenting.
DON’T make it so flashy that it distracts from your message.
DON’T practice it to the extent that you neglect the rest of the interview – this is a very common error.
DO think about what questions might arise from your presentation as they will ask you about it.
Bizarre as it may sound, often the presentation DOES NOT COUNT towards the result of the interview. You might wish to make a discrete inquiry as to the weighting of presentation and questions in the result of the interview and prepare appropriately. Nevertheless, even in the case where it does not count, a good presentation will make your interviewers well inclined towards you.
Remember: you are not the only person on trial here

You are not the only person being assessed in an interview situation: they too are being assessed by you. Do you want to work with them? What is their attitude? What seems to be the atmosphere of the office? Are they taking advantage of you in the interview? Are they showing excessive arrogance? Did he really answer his mobile phone while you were answering that question? 
It is a fact that sometimes interviewers thoroughly enjoy their sense of power, and, increasingly limited in the questions they are allowed to ask, will ask you to do outrageous numbers of tests that are not necessarily relevant to the job. My experience of these includes:

· A joint presentation with some other candidate

· A test that is not remotely relevant to your job but they want to ‘see’ anyway

· A series of tests designed to replicate the tasks of the job that utterly fail to do so

· Multiple consecutive interviews by a company which has only seventeen employees

My personal experience says this: if they mess you around at interview they will mess you around as an employee. I have turned down several jobs on this basis and foolishly taken up others when I did not heed this warning. Choose wisely. Good luck.

Follow up

When will you know?

When the interview is over, then you have the torture of awaiting the result. Usually they will tell you when to expect their decision, but if not, you can ask. Whatever date they specify, the successful candidate will more often than not be contacted the very next day (although this is definitely not the case in large recruitment drives). It is in their interest to reel in the biggest fish before they are given another job offer. 

If you have been given the interview through a recruitment agency, they will usually call you immediately after the interview to see how it has gone and should keep you informed of the result. They will be pushing for a quick reply and they will also push for you to take it as soon as possible, so they get paid.
If you are offered the job a week or so after the interview there is a chance that the first choice candidate turned it down. It makes no difference! You have the job!

Letter of thanks
Some US advice sites suggest sending a letter of thanks to your interviewers after the interview. This is not common practice in the UK and if you have time to send a letter there is a good chance you do not have the job! However, a swift email of thanks does maintain good relations and keeps you in their mind. Do what is standard practice in your own country.
When you have the job

They will usually pressurize you to start as soon as possible. If you want the job it is a good idea to give them a verbal acceptance, expressing your continued interest in the position, then begin negotiations. This is a nerve wracking time for them and it is your chance to ask the questions that are genuinely important to you. Consider the following.

· How many days annual leave will you have? Will you get national public holidays as leave as well?

· Do you have flexi-time? Overtime payments? Time off in lieu for extra hours?

· What is the salary? Does it increase every year?

· What other benefits are there? Pension? Health insurance for you and your family? Company car? Gym membership?

· Do they have decent maternity or paternity leave?

· What is their policy on sick leave?

· Consider visiting the workplace to meet the people you will be working with and to evaluate the atmosphere of the office. Do they really work until 10pm every night? Do they look about as much fun as a funeral?
· Don’t hand in your notice at your current employer until you are sure that you want the job.

And remember, if you don’t like it, you don’t have to accept it. 
I didn’t get it!

If you didn’t get the job, ask yourself why. Analyse the questions they asked and the answers you gave. Were there any obvious stinkers? Anywhere where you let yourself down? What can you learn for the next one? What questions surprised you? Write them down! 
Often interviewers are happy to give feedback on your interview. This is well worth getting as it will prepare you for your next interview and alert you to your errors. Don’t be afraid to ask and don’t be afraid of their reply. This is the most useful information you can possibly have. Your ego is your enemy if it stops you taking the criticism.
The space between honesty and dishonesty

Finally, a very important question about interviews: honesty.

There are some obvious places where honesty is a bad idea.

‘Where do you see yourself in five years time?’
‘Not in your crappy company anyway.’
‘What are your greatest weaknesses in the workplace?’
‘A short attention span, internet pornography, and laziness.’
‘Tell me about a time you worked with someone you didn’t like.’
‘Well, I refused to talk to him and soon enough the project was flushed down the toilet.’
I cannot emphasise enough how important it is not to answer these questions with total honesty. I have been sunk in two job interviews by being too honest.

But lying egregiously is not a good idea either. Everyone exaggerates their role in a project, their influence, their success, their interest in the job in question. That is accepted as a kind of liars’ coefficient. The interviewers will mentally subtract a certain amount from your answers, just as they will everyone else’s. But completely inventing a job or project that you claim to have been involved in is a very bad idea. It might work. Sometimes it does. But if you are found out, you can be kicked out there and then, or with optional added humiliation first. You can also be sacked retrospectively if you have made false claims in your application. I have seen this happen to people and it is very hard to get a reference from an employer who sacked you for being a liar. It might seem like a piece of cheeky urban fun to you and your mates, but to them, it is fraud plain and simple!
Resources
http://www.jobweb.com/Resumes_Interviews/default.htm : various links
http://tools.monster.com/ : virtual interview, and other tools for job hunting.

