Job Interviews

Before the Interview

1. Find out as much as you can about the organization. You will be able to talk intelligently if you know basic information about the organization’s products or services, its competition, and so on.

2. Dress attractively and conservatively. Northwestern University surveyed hundreds of employers and asked them to give the key reasons why they had rejected job applicants in the preceding month. The most frequently cited reason was poor personal appearance—a fault you can easily avoid by being clean, well-groomed, and attractively dressed. Avoid sloppy attire, heavy makeup, noisy jewelry, “outrageous” hairstyles, heavy perfume, and dirty fingernails. Never wear sunglasses; they block effective eye communication. Dress appropriately for the job for which you are applying. For a job as a construction worker, T-shirts and jeans are appropriate; for a job in a creative field like advertising, music, and photography, a stylish, casual look is desired; for a position in a corporation, bank, or law firm, both men and women should wear a conservative business suit. Visit the site before the interview to observe what employees wear to work, and then adopt their style. Whatever the situation, remember that the person interviewing you is probably more conservative (in lifestyle) than you are. Avoid a rumpled, careless appearance. “If you’re not pulled together,” says Patrick Scheetz, director of the Collegiate Employment Research Institute in East Lansing, Michigan, “employers will worry that the sloppiness will spill over into your work.”

3. Handle nervousness as an asset. As in a speech, anxiety can give you vitality. Channeled correctly, it can make you appear enthusiastic about the job.

4. Take extra copies of your résumé. If the interviewer can’t immediately locate the résumé that you sent earlier, you look efficient if you can pull out an extra copy and hand it over. Also take your driver’s license, Social Security card, extra copies of letters of recommendation, and a pen.

5. Find out in advance whether you will need to fill out forms or take tests. If you know that you will need to fill out forms, you can bring along vital information, such as names and addresses of references. If you find out that you will need to take tests, you can make sure that you allot enough time.

6. Anticipate questions. Try to guess what question might be asked and then mentally rehearse how you will answer them.

7. Adopt a positive frame of mind. Picture yourself seated in the interviewer’s office, successfully fielding questions and showing enthusiasm for the job and the organization. Thinking positive thoughts will help you come across as a positive person during the interview.

8. Videotape yourself. In a mock interview, have a friend ask the questions that you anticipate will be asked at the real interview. Study the videotape and analyze your non-verbal behavior. Do you maintain good eye contact? Does your posture show respect? Does your voice convey confidence?

During the Interview

1. Go by yourself. It looks unprofessional to have a friend or relative accompany you to an interview.

2. Be prompt. If you are late to a job interview, you will probably be late to work every day—at least that’s what the interviewer is likely to think. Don’t go to the other extreme, however, and arrive 30 minutes early. This can make the interviewer feel pressured.

3. Give a good first impression. Greet the interviewer with a smile and a firm handshake. Look directly into his or her eyes as you say, “Hello, I’m (first name) (last name).”

4. Listen carefully. The interviewer may give clues as to what qualities he or she is looking for, and you can stress these qualities in your comments. Let the interviewer lead the conversation; don’t interrupt.

5. Display an alert posture. Don’t slouch in your chair in an exaggerated (and phony) display of nonchalance. Be relaxed, but not too relaxed. Sit up straight, lean forward slightly, and maintain frequent eye contact. Don’t chew gum or smoke.

6. Express confidence. You can kill your chances for a job it you are wishy-washy in describing your qualifications (for example, “Well, I’ve never had any experience in this field, so I don’t really know whether I’m cut out for this”). Express confidence in your abilities and in the contributions you think you can make to the organization. But a note of warning: Don’t become arrogant, overstating your worth or making brash promises that you have no chance of fulfilling.

7. Don’t emphasize salary. Put yourself in the employer’s shoes. If you were hiring an employee, would you want someone whose primary goal is money or someone who is mainly interested in contributing ideas, energy, and work to your organization? Obviously you would prefer the latter. So, during the first part of an interview, stress your desire to work for the organization and to contribute to it. Once you have established that money is not your primary goal, you can ask about salary in the latter part of the interview. Be sure to weigh fringe benefits when considering pay; good health insurance, for example, might be a fair compensation for a less-than-desired salary.

8. Ask question about the organization or the job. This will not only help you get information, but it will also show the interviewer your interest and enthusiasm (But be cautious! Asking an obvious question makes you look dull-witted. Asking a question that requires a long, involved answer can irritate the interviewer, especially if you are one of 40 candidates being interviewed on the same day.)

9. Don’t volunteer negative information. Many job applicants kill their chances by making unsolicited confessions of their failures and problems. A job interview is not a police interrogation or a therapy session. Don’t discuss family, marital, or personal problems. Don’t criticize former bosses or co-workers. Don’t make any negative comments about yourself or others unless you are asked for information—and then you should give an honest answer. If, for example, you were fired from your last job, don’t mention the fact unless you are asked point blank, “Why did you leave your last job?” Tell the truth, but try to show that you have learned from the experience: “I was fired because the boss and I couldn’t get along, but I think I’ve learned a lesson in how to get along with people.”

10. Give brief answers. Some interviewees literally talk themselves out of a job because they give long-winded, irrelevant, and tedious answers. Such answers irritate the interviewer and put the applicant in an unfavorable light. Give short, confident, to-the-point answers; if the interviewer wants more information, he or she will ask for it.

11. At the close of the interview, thank the employer. If he or she cannot use you, ask for names of other employers who might need someone with your qualifications. If the interviewer tells you that a decision will be made later, ask for the approximate date.
After the Interview

1. Write a follow-up letter. Thank the employer for the interview and remind him or her of your special qualifications. Because so few applicants write thank-you letters, doing so will put you in a favorable light and help distinguish you from the other applicants. Also, telephone the employer (or his or her secretary) periodically to ask if the position has been filled. This shows your eagerness to work for the organization. (If 


you leave a voice-mail message, be sure to include your phone number.)

2. Evaluate yourself. What you have learned from the interview? For example, did you fumble a question? Analyze your answer and decide how you will give a better reply if the question is ever asked again. 
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