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INTRODUCTION

ONE, TWO, THREE …
GREEN LIGHT!

In the nearly seventeen years since I wrote the first edition of 101 Great Answers to the Toughest Interview Questions, its relevance to an ever-changing job market has continued to grow. That market has certainly changed—from a seller’s (employee-friendly) market to a buyer’s (employer-friendly) market and back again. But the power this book has given interviewees, whatever their ages, skills, or qualifications, has expanded every year.

I certainly couldn’t boast of my own interviewing skills before I wrote this book. On the contrary, I had often not gotten jobs for which I was eminently qualified. So I spent quite a lot of time learning all the mistakes you could possibly make, having made each one of them— twice.

Now, as a veteran of the other side of the desk as well (I’ve hired hundreds and interviewed thousands), I can tell you that interviewing is more serious business than ever before.

Employers are looking for self-managing employees—people who are versatile, confident, ready and able to work with a team, and not afraid to roll up their sleeves, work long hours, and get the job done. “That’s me,” you chortle. Congratulations. But you won’t get the chance to prove yourself on the job without making it through the interview process.

Interviewing was never easy, and right now it is harder than ever. Companies are taking far longer to make hiring decisions, and then only after putting prospective employees through more and longer interviews. One search firm reports that many candidates have had to interview a half dozen times or more for a single position.

But of all the tools in your professional arsenal, your ability to shine in that brief moment in time—your first interview—can make or break your chances for a second go-around and, ultimately, dictate whether you’re ever given a shot at the job.

How Do You Get to Carnegie Hall?

Like playing the piano, interviewing takes practice, and practice makes perfect. The hours of personal interviewing experience, both the tragedies and the triumphs, as well as my years as an interviewer, are the basis for this book. I hope to spare you many of the indignities I suffered along the way, by helping you prepare for the interview of your worst nightmares—at a comfortable remove from the inter-viewer’s glare.

Will you have to answer every question I’ve included? Certainly not; at least not in a single interview. But chances are the questions tomorrow’s interviewer doesn’t ask will be on the tip of the next interviewer’s tongue. Why? It’s a mystery.

How to Paint a Picture

Most interviewers are not trying to torture you for sport. Their motive is to quickly learn enough about you to make an informed decision—should you stay or should you go? By the same token, if you know what they’re looking for, you can craft your answers accordingly (and reduce your own fear and anxiety at the same time).

I hope you’ll take it a step further and use these questions as the basis for some thoughtful self-exploration. You’ll need to be prepared to think for yourself—on your feet, not by the seat of your pants.

While competitive, certainly, the interview process is not a competition. Rather than thinking of yourself as an athlete trying to “out answer” the other candidates, consider an interview your chance to be an artist, to paint a portrait of the person you are, the kind of candidate any company would like, respect, and want to hire. Chapters 1 and 2 offer a detailed discussion of the work you need to do and the things you need to think about long before you strut into your first interview. Interviewing may not be 99 percent preparation, but it’s certainly 50 percent.

In Chapters 3 through 10, we’ll get into the meat of the book—the questions for which you must prepare and the answers most interviewers are hoping to hear. (I have not counted every question in this book, from the main ones to the variations, but there are now far more than the 101 still advertised on the cover.) Each question is generally followed by a series of three subheadings:

What Do They Want to Hear?

(What information is the interviewer seeking?)

[image: Image/] Green Light

(What’s a good answer?)

[image: Image/] Red Light

(What’s a poor answer?)

I’ve listed follow-up questions you should expect or variations an interviewer may substitute after many of the questions.

The questions in this book are grouped by type; they are not in some suggested order. Many of the questions in Chapters 8 or 10, for example, may well be some of the first questions asked in every interview! So read the entire book and prepare for all of the questions in any order.

Despite the emphasis on “great answers,” I do not recommend rote memorization. Trotting out a staged, textbook answer to a question is not the point of the interview process … or of this book. It is actually more important to concentrate on the “What do they want to hear?” section after each question, to have an understanding of why the interviewer is asking a particular question and what you need to do to frame a winning answer.

The “red lights” after many of the questions indicate answers that will make the average interviewer cringe and the busy interviewer simply suggest you try another firm.

After almost every question in the book, however, I could have included the same list of general red lights, those factors that should be avoided in any interview or in the answer to any question. So as not to unnecessarily clutter up the book, let’s discuss these all-encompassing negatives right here.

Oh, Did I Forget to Call?

For many interviewers, your showing up late is immediate cause for canceling the interview. It doesn’t matter that traffic backed up, your cat threw up a hairball, or you just got lost in the elevator.

Being on time is not racing down the final corridor with moments to spare. Some interviewers agree with New York Giants football coach Tom Coughlin—being late is not being fifteen minutes early.

Nice Hair … And Love the Lipstick

Poor grooming is a basic turn-off. Wearing so much perfume or cologne that a gasping interviewer lunges for the window is a bad way to start. So is wearing more makeup than a runway model, clanking along with a pocketful of change or an armload of bangles and bells, or doing your best Richard Nixon five o’clock shadow impression.

You may have pertinent skills and experience … heck, you may be perfect for the job … but you never get the chance to tout your credentials if your grooming makes a poor first impression.

Uh, Does That Tie Glow in the Dark?

Do I really have to tell you, ladies, that a dark suit is appropriate dress for every interview? Given the tube tops, sneakers, short skirts, and patterned stockings I’ve seen waltz through my door (and all on one candidate!), maybe I do.

For men: white or light blue shirt, conservative suit, silk tie, shined dress shoes.

For no one: ties that glow in the dark, T-shirts advertising anything (but especially not X-rated!), or any clothes deemed “relaxed and comfortable” (unless you are relaxed and comfortable in a double-breasted suit).

Are You a Tobacco Farmer?

In case you haven’t gotten the message (where have you been?), smoking is no longer acceptable behavior … anywhere, any time. And don’t kid yourselves; just because you don’t light up during an interview doesn’t mean that everyone in the room doesn’t know you smoke. You reek, bro!

If you smoke, stop. Not just the morning of the interview. Stop. There are many companies that won’t want to hire you because of the additional health risks you bring to the table. Or just because they don’t want to deal with the downtime as you head off once an hour for that attractive corner beside the front door.

Of course, if you decide to smoke during the interview itself (and some people have in my office) you can go down to that front door right away to finish up.

Do not smoke even if the interviewer lights up and encourages you to do likewise.

You Brought Your Cat. How Nice.

There should be a new reality series featuring the bizarre behavior of some interviewees, as they chew, burp, scratch, swear, cry, laugh, and scream their way into our hearts. Interviewees have shown up drunk or stoned, brought their mothers with them, fallen asleep, and even gone to the bathroom and never returned.

Keeping your cell phone on during the interview qualifies as inappropriate behavior. Actually receiving or making a call ranks as bizarre.

Remember what the interviewer is thinking: If this is your best behavior, what (gasp!) do I have to look forward to?

They Don’t Need a Lie Detector

If you lie about anything, especially where and when you worked, what you did, where and when (or even if) you attended college, you will be caught. No matter how lowly the job, there are significant expenses involved with hiring someone to perform it. So companies will take the time to check out references. And the higher up the food chain, the more intensive their scrutiny.

Even if the lie is inconsequential, the very fact that you lied will, in virtually all instances, be immediate grounds for dismissal. Lacking a particular skill or experience may not automatically exclude you from getting the job. Lying about it will.

I Don’t Need You to Be That Honest

While honesty may be the best (and only) policy, it is not necessary to share anything and everything with your interviewer. He is not your priest, and you are not in a confessional. Anything you do in the privacy of your own home is not something you need to share.

And do be smart enough when asked what interests you about the job not to answer, “Heck, I just need a job with benefits. I owe way too much on my Visa.”

“Last Job? Hated It!”

You should attempt to make every minute of your interview a positive experience. In fact, introducing negativity of any kind is virtually guaranteed to reduce your chances of landing the job. (Which is why the interviewer may introduce negativity, just to see how you handle it.) So complaining about your last job, boss, duties, or even the elevator ride upstairs, should be avoided at all costs.

Uh, Look Over Here Please

To many interviewers, your failure to look them in the eye indicates you have something to hide. So does being overly fidgety or nervous. Greet the interviewer with a firm handshake, face him or her, sit up straight, and, of course, look ’em in the eye. Breaking eye contact occasionally is also a good idea. Staring at someone without pause for more than a few seconds will make them nervous.

Likewise, interviewers are looking for people who are enthusiastic about what they do, so sighing, looking out the window, or checking your watch during a question is not creating the right impression. If you don’t seem interested in the job, why should they be interested in hiring you?

Don’t underestimate the effect of your body language on the interviewer. While many people don’t mean what they say or say what they mean, their nonverbal actions reveal exactly what they’re feeling. According to studies, more than half of what we are trying to communicate is being received nonverbally.

You need to understand not only what your own body language is communicating to the interviewer, but what you can learn from his or hers. If he crosses his arms or leans back in the chair, you’ve lost him. But if she’s leaning forward, nodding while you speak, and gesturing when she does, you’re keeping her interested. Don’t overanalyze the situation. An interviewer vigorously rubbing her eyes may just be telling you … she didn’t get enough sleep last night.

You Can Be a Bit Too Confident

A candidate once said to me, barely five minutes into our interview, “I’ve got three other offers right now. What can you do for me?”

I showed him the door.

Yes, you need to be confident, enthusiastic, and cheerful (and brave and clean and reverent), but you can be, as this example clearly illustrates, too much of a good thing.

“Uh, Why Do You Want to Know?”

The interviewer asks what she thinks is a simple question, and you act as if she has accused you of a crime. You start to sweat, hem and haw, and try to change the subject.

What are you hiding? That’s what the interviewer will be thinking. And if you aren’t actually hiding anything, why are you acting so defensively?

“What Does This Company Do?”

A key part of the interview process is preparation—researching the company, industry, and position; preparing pertinent questions; being ready to sprinkle your knowledge into the conversation. So failing to do any of this will not impress most interviewers. I have had candidates ask me what exactly my company did.

Not hire them.

“Sure, Bob, You Can Have the Lobster.”

Just don’t expect to also get the job.

Interviewing over lunch is a situation fraught with potential dangers. Slurping spaghetti or wiping barbecue sauce off your tie is simply not attractive, even if you are. Ordering the most (or least) expensive item on the menu sends an unwelcome message. And what happens when the French dish you didn’t understand but ordered anyway turns out to be sautéed brains?

If you can’t avoid a lunch interview (and I would certainly try), use your common sense. Order something light and reasonably priced; you’re not really there for the food, are you? Remember what Mom told you—keep your elbows off the table, don’t talk with your mouth full, and put your napkin on your lap. Don’t drink alcohol (even wine), don’t smoke (even if your host does), don’t complain about the food (even if it was lousy), and don’t forget that this is still an interview!

“And Then I Worked for … Oops!”

Throughout this book, I have attempted to give you the ability to formulate answers that respond to what the interviewer really wants to know. The more responsive your answer is to the interviewer’s stated (or unstated) needs, the better. Since the best answers are customized to fit the company’s needs and your qualifications, it’s often difficult, if not impossible, to say that a particular answer is right or wrong. But there are answers that are clearly wrong:

[image: Image/] Any answer, no matter how articulate and specific, that fails to actually answer the question asked.

[image: Image/] Any answer that reveals you are clearly unqualified for the job.

[image: Image/] Any answer that provides information that doesn’t jibe with your resume and/or cover letter. (Don’t laugh. I, for one, have proudly given details about a job I left off my resume. The interviewer didn’t laugh either.)

[image: Image/]Any answer that reveals an inability to take responsibility for failures/weaknesses/bad decisions/bad results, or one that tries to take full credit for a project to which others clearly contributed.

Although many interviewers will not consider inappropriate dress, poor grooming, or a bit too much candor an automatic reason for dismissal, an accumulation of two or more such actions may force even the most empathetic to question your suitability. (Some items, of course, such as dishonesty, may well lead to an immediate and heart-felt, “Thank you … see you.”)

Please Use a No. 2 Pencil

More and more employers are subjecting candidates to personality tests before they even get a chance to meet a live interviewer. According to author and speaker Jane Boucher, more than 65 percent of Fortune 500 companies use some kind of assessment test for both hourly workers and managers, up from only 5 percent a decade ago.

I know from experience that you cannot “beat” these tests. If you try to choose the answers you believe are “obviously” the ones showing your leadership skills, you will not succeed. Since you can’t really prepare for any such tests, relax and try to answer the questions honestly. Most of these tests are merely trying to identify the jobs for which your personality type is best suited. And at most companies, they are only one component of the interview process.

Pause for Self-Congratulations

Despite my sterling reputation with employment offices, the first edition of this book became a bestseller. In fact, it continues to sell, year after year. I don’t pretend to know why it has done as well as it has, but I will hazard a guess: It’s simple, straightforward, practical, and written in a welcoming and humorous style. (Okay, I suppose that counts as four and a half guesses.) And it has clearly helped literally hundreds of thousands of candidates prepare for every type of interview and every style of interviewer. I’m pleased and proud that this new edition will help many more of you!

Rather than spend a lot more time telling you what you’re going to learn, let’s just get you started. Good luck.

—Ron Fry

P.S. I almost forgot to mention the usage of gender throughout this book. Instead of being gender-biased, I’ve chosen to split the difference and mix up the usage of “he/him” and “she/her” wherever it doesn’t get too cumbersome.



CHAPTER 1

THE PRODUCT IS YOU

The object of this chapter is to prepare you to comfortably answer one—and only one—question: “Who are you?”The success or failure of many interviews will hinge on your ability to answer this seemingly simple question. The interviewing process is a kind of sale. In this case, you are the product—and the salesperson. If you show up unprepared to talk about your unique features and benefits, you’re not likely to motivate an interviewer to “buy.”

The sad fact is that many job candidates are unprepared to talk about themselves. You may have mailed a gorgeous resume and cover letter. You may be wearing the perfect clothes on the day of the interview. But if you can’t convince the interviewer, face to face, that you are the right person for the job, you aren’t likely to make the sale.

Too many candidates hesitate after the first open-ended question, then stumble and stutter their way through a disjointed litany of resume soundbites. Other interviewees recite canned replies that only highlight their memory skills.

I am assuming that, like most people, you are a complex product made up of a unique blend of abilities, skills, and personal qualities, one shaped by your own personal and professional history. Believe me, the time you spend outlining the details of your own life will pay off in interviews and, ultimately, job offers. This chapter will guide you through the process.

What You Should Know About You

Your first step is to imitate the FBI and build a complete dossier on yourself. The Data Input Sheets at the end of this chapter will help you organize important information about yourself. With this information in place, it will be easier to develop a concise and convincing answer to almost any interview question—an answer that will set you apart from the competition. (I’ve only included one copy of each form. Feel free to reproduce as many as you need.)

Employment Data Input Sheet

Prepare a separate sheet for every full-time and part-time job you have ever held, no matter how short the tenure. Yes, even summer jobs are important here. They demonstrate resourcefulness, responsibility, and initiative—that you were already developing a sense of independence even while you were still living at home. Whether you choose to include some, all, or none of these short-term jobs on your resume or to discuss them during your interview are decisions you will make later. For now, write down everything about every job. For each employer, include:

[image: Image/] Name, address, telephone number, and email address.

[image: Image/] The names of all of your supervisors and, whenever possible, where they can be reached.

[image: Image/] Letters of recommendation (especially if your supervisors can’t be reached).

[image: Image/] The exact dates (month and year) you were employed.

For each job, include:

[image: Image/] Specific duties and responsibilities.

[image: Image/] Supervisory experience, noting the number of people you managed.

[image: Image/] Specific skills required for the job.

[image: Image/] Key accomplishments.

[image: Image/] Dates you received promotions.

[image: Image/] Any awards, honors, or special recognition you received.

For each part-time job, also include:

[image: Image/] The number of hours you worked per week.

You don’t need to write a book on each job, but do concentrate on providing specific data (volume of work handled, problems solved, dollars saved) to paint a detailed picture of your abilities and accomplishments. Believe me, these hard facts will add a powerful punch to your interview presentation.

Duties: Write one or two sentences giving an overview of the tasks you handled in each of the jobs you held. Use numbers as often as possible to demonstrate the scope of your responsibilities. An experienced salesperson might write:

[image: Image/] Responsible for managing 120 active accounts in sales territory that contributed $3 million in annual revenues.

[image: Image/] Reviewed activity of three telephone salespeople.

Skills: Name the specific skills required to perform your duties, highlighting those that you developed on the job. The same salesperson might write:

[image: Image/] Trained other sales staff in new product lines.

[image: Image/] Handled telephone support for customer base of 100.

Key accomplishments: This is the place to “brag,” but be sure to back up each accomplishment with specifics, including results. For example:

[image: Image/] Developed new call-reporting system that increased volume in territory 20 percent within 18 months.

[image: Image/] Oversaw computerization of department that helped realize cost savings of 15 percent.

Volunteer Work Data Input Sheet

Having hired hundreds of people during my career, I can assure you that your after-hours activities will be considered and weighed by many interviewers. Workaholics rarely make the best employees.

So take some time to make a detailed record of your volunteer pursuits, similar to the one you’ve just completed for each job you’ve held. For each volunteer organization, include:

[image: Image/] Name, address, telephone number, and e-mail address.

[image: Image/] Name of your supervisor or the director of the organization.

[image: Image/] Letter(s) of recommendation.

[image: Image/] Exact dates (month and year) of your involvement with the organization.

For each volunteer experience, include:

[image: Image/] Approximate number of hours devoted to the activity each month.

[image: Image/] Specific duties and responsibilities.

[image: Image/] Skills required.

[image: Image/] Major accomplishments.

[image: Image/] Awards, honors, or special recognition you received.

Educational Data Input Sheets

If you’re a recent college graduate or are still in college, you don’t need to rehash your high school experiences. If you have a graduate degree or are a graduate student, however, you should list both graduate and undergraduate coursework. If you’re still in school and graduation is more than a year away, indicate the number of credits you’ve earned through the most recent semester completed.

Activities Data Input Sheet

I’m always interested in—and impressed by—candidates who talk about books they’ve read and activities they’ve enjoyed. So make a list of all the sports, clubs, and other activities in which you’ve participated, inside or outside of school. For each activity, club, or group, include:

[image: Image/] Name and purpose.

[image: Image/] Offices you held; special committees you formed, chaired, or participated in; or specific positions you played.

[image: Image/] Duties and responsibilities of each role.

[image: Image/] Key accomplishments.

[image: Image/] Awards or honors you received.

Awards and Honors Data Input Sheet

List all the awards and honors you’ve received from school(s), community groups, church groups, clubs, and so on. You may include awards from prestigious high schools (prep schools or professional schools) even if you’re in graduate school or long out of college.

Military Service Data Input Sheet

Many employers are impressed by the maturity of candidates who have served in the armed forces; they consider military service excellent management training for many civilian jobs. So if you’ve served in the armed forces, even for a short time, make sure you can discuss your experiences and how they tie into your professional aspirations. Be sure to include:

[image: Image/] Final rank awarded.

[image: Image/] Duties and responsibilities.

[image: Image/] Citations and awards.

[image: Image/] Details on specific training and/or any special schooling.

[image: Image/] Special skills developed.

[image: Image/] Key accomplishments.

Language Data Input Sheet

Even if you’re not applying for a job in the international arena, your ability to read, write, and/or speak additional languages can make you invaluable to employers in an increasing number of research and educational institutions and multinational companies. One year of college Russian won’t cut it. But if you spent a year studying in Moscow— and can carry on a conversation like a native—by all means write it down.

Putting It in Your Perspective

After you’ve finished completing these forms, you’ll have listed a lot of facts about what you’ve done and where and with whom you’ve done it. But any interviewer worth his or her pepper will be looking for more. So once you’ve finished with the fact-finding, practice putting it all into perspective—your unique, personal perspective, that is. Write down your answers to the following questions, those which you should expect an interviewer will ask:

[image: Image/] Which achievements did you enjoy most? Which are you proudest of? Be ready to tell the interviewer how these accomplishments relate to the position at hand.

[image: Image/] What mistakes have you made? Why did they occur? How have you learned from them? What have you done to keep similar things from occurring again?

[image: Image/] How well do you interact with authority figures—bosses, teachers, parents? Be ready to furnish specific examples.

[image: Image/] What are your favorite games and sports? Are you overly competitive? Do you give up too easily? Are you a good loser—or a bad winner? Do you rise to a challenge or back away from it?

[image: Image/] What kinds of people are your friends? Do you associate only with people who are very similar to you? Do you enjoy differences in others—or merely tolerate them? What are some things that have caused you to end friendships? What does this say about you?

[image: Image/] If you were to ask a group of friends and acquaintances to describe you, what adjectives would they use? List all of them—the good and the bad. Why would people describe you this way? Are there specific behaviors, skills, achievements, or failures that seem to identify you in the eyes of others? What are they?

What’s the Point?

The better you know yourself, the better you can sell yourself to a prospective employer when you’re on the spot in an interview. From your Data Input Sheets, you can compile a list of your best features under the following headings:

[image: Image/] My strongest skills.

[image: Image/] My greatest areas of knowledge.

[image: Image/] My greatest personality strengths.

[image: Image/] The things I do best.

[image: Image/] My key accomplishments.

Then you can transform your best features into benefits for your prospective company:

[image: Image/] What in my personal inventory will convince this employer that I deserve the position?

[image: Image/] What are the strengths, achievements, skills, and areas of knowledge that make me most qualified for this position? What in my background should separate me from the herd of other applicants?

By answering some tough questions about the mistakes you have made, and about the less-than-positive feedback you’ve gotten, you can also locate areas that may need improvement. Do you need to develop new skills or improve your relations with those in authority? If you have been thorough and brutally honest (and it may feel brutal!), you may find out things about yourself that you never knew.

The more time and effort you invest in answering questions like these—while you have a cool head—the less you’ll sweat once you’re in the interviewer’s hot seat. It’s up to you.

But before we forge ahead to the first of the questions you’re likely to field, let’s take a closer look at the interview process itself.
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CHAPTER 2

IT’S STILL A
JUNGLE OUT THERE

The days of filling out a standard application and chatting your way through one or two interviews are gone. These days, interviewers and hiring managers are reluctant to leave anything to chance.

As I mentioned previously, you’ll probably have to go through more interviews than your predecessors for the same job, no matter what your level of expertise. Knowledge and experience still give you an inside edge. But these days, you’ll need stamina, too. Your honesty, your intelligence, your mental health—even the toxicity of your blood—may be measured before you can be considered fully assessed.

You may also have to tiptoe through a minefield of different types of interview situations.

Don’t go out and subscribe to a Human Resources journal. Just do all you can to remain confident and flexible—and ready with your answers. No matter what kind of interview you find yourself facing, this approach should carry you through with flying colors.

Let’s take a brief, no-consequences tour of the interview circuit.

What (Who) Are You Up Against?

There are three predominant interviewing types: the Telephone Screener, the Human Screen, and the Manager. Let’s look at each of these types and how you should approach them.

The Telephone Screener

Telephone screening is an effective tactic used by many interviewers of all three types. However, people in this first group rely on the strategy as a primary means of exploring employment possibilities. For many of these interviewers, the in-person interview is little more than an opportunity to confirm what they feel they’ve already learned on the phone.

Interviewers who typically fall into this category are entrepreneurs, CEOs, high-level executives, and others short on time and long on vision. Their guiding philosophy could be summed up as, “I have a personnel problem to solve, and I don’t plan to waste my valuable time talking in person to anybody but the very best.”

The telephone screener is often the dominant interviewer at small-to mid-sized companies (where no formal Human Resources or Personnel department exists or where such a department has only recently been created). The primary objective of the telephone screener is to identify reasons to remove you from active consideration before scheduling an in-person meeting.

Among the common reasons for abrupt removal from the telephone screener’s short list: evidence that there’s a disparity between your resume and actual experience; poor verbal communication skills; or lack of required technical skills.

If you are expecting a call (or calls) from telephone screeners, make sure family members know how to answer the phone. Hint: A sullen “Huh?” from your teenage son is not the best way. And by all means avoid cutesy answering machine tapes. (“Hi!” [giggle, giggle] “We’re upstairs getting our groove on!” [giggle, snort] “So leave a message, dude.”)

Conversations with the oh-so-busy telephone screener are often quite abrupt. These people tend to have a lot on their plates.

But what could be better than answering questions from the comfort of your home, right? Wrong! For starters, you’ve lost at least two valuable tools you have to work with during in-office interviews: eye contact and body language. You’re left with your skills, your resume, and your ability to communicate verbally.

Don’t be discouraged. Always project a positive image through your voice and your answers. Don’t overdo it, but don’t let the telephone be your undoing either. If your confidence is flagging, try smiling while you listen and speak. Sure, it might look silly, but it works. I also like to stand, even walk around, during a telephone interview. It seems to calm me down and give me more energy at the same time.

You have a right to be prepared for any interview. Chances are, the interviewer will call you to set a time for the telephone interview. However, if she wants to plow right into it as soon as you answer the phone, there’s nothing wrong with asking if she could call back at a mutually agreeable time. You need to prepare your surroundings for a successful interview.

Next to the phone, you’ll want to have a copy of your resume (which you’ve quickly reviewed), the cover letter you sent to that company, a list of questions you’ve prepared for them, a notepad, your research materials on that company, and a glass of water. You will also want to have already answered nature’s call (since you surely don’t want to excuse yourself in the middle of the interview) and placed a “Do Not Disturb” sign on your door so family members or roommates don’t interrupt. Needless to say, you never want to put the interviewer on hold for any reason.

The Human Screen

Many Human Resource and Personnel professionals fall into this category. For these people, interviewing is not just a once-a-quarter or once-a-month event, but a key part of their daily job description. They meet and interview many people, and they are more likely than people in either of the other two categories to consider an exceptional applicant for more than one possible opening within the organization.

A primary objective of the human screen is to develop a strong group of candidates for managers (see category three) to interview in person. To do this, of course, they must fend off many applicants and callers, a daunting task because the human screen or the department in which he or she works is often the only contact provided in employment advertisements.

Among the most common reasons for removal from the human screen’s “hot” list are lack of formal or informal qualifications as outlined in the organization’s job description; sudden changes in hiring priorities and personnel requirements; poor performance during the in-person interview itself; and inaction due to the human screen’s uncertainty about your current status or contact information. That last reason is more common than you might imagine. Human screens are constantly swamped with phone calls, resumes, and unannounced visits from hopeful applicants. Despite their best efforts, they sometimes lose track of qualified people.

Human screens excel at separating the wheat from the chaff. Because they are exposed to a wide variety of candidates on a regular basis, they usually boast more face-to-face interviewing experience than members of the other two groups. Human screens may be more likely to spot inconsistencies or outright lies on resumes, simply because they’ve seen so many over the years that they know when a candidate’s credentials for a given position don’t quite pass the “smell test.”

And while interviews with telephone screeners or managers may be rushed to accommodate hectic schedules, human screens are generally in a position to spend comparatively long amounts of time with particularly qualified candidates.

However, these interviewers often do not have direct knowledge of the day-to-day requirements of the job to be filled. They have formal summaries, of course, but they usually don’t possess the same firsthand familiarity with the skills, temperament, and outlook necessary for success on the job. Typically one step away from the action, they’re reliant on job postings and experience summaries (often composed by managers).

If those formal outlines are imperfectly written, and if human screens receive no direct input from supervisors on the kinds of people they’re looking for, you may be passed through the process even though you’re not particularly qualified (or eliminated even though you are).

Not surprisingly, human screens often react with a puzzled look when asked by others to offer their gut reaction on the merits of a particular candidate. Because they’re generally operating at a remove from the work itself, they often prefer quantifying their assessments of candidates in hard numbers: either the candidate does have three years doing x, y, or z, or she doesn’t. Either she has been trained in computer design, or she hasn’t. Of course, this analysis may overlook important interpersonal issues.

The Manager

This category describes supervisors who choose to (or are required to) fit in-person interviews into their busy working days. Typically, they are interviewing applicants they themselves will oversee. Frequently, the interviews are the result of referrals from a human screen or from colleagues and personal contacts.

The primary objective of the manager is to evaluate the skills and personal chemistry of the applicant on a first-hand basis. These interviewers want to get to know everything they can about the people with whom they’ll be working closely. (The telephone screener, in contrast, may well be an entrepreneur who delegates heavily and interacts only intermittently with new hires.)

Common reasons for being dropped from the manager’s “hot” list include: lack of personal chemistry or rapport with the manager; poor performance during the interview itself; and the manager’s assessment that you, although qualified and personable, would not fit in well with the team.

Often, these are the people with direct supervisory experience in the area in which the opening has arisen. A manager who has worked with a number of previous employees who held the same position brings a unique perspective to the proceedings.

Of the three categories, this is the group most likely to (mis)use the interview as an opportunity simply to get to know more about you— rather than to require specific answers to questions about your background, experience, outlook on work, and interpersonal skills.

Such interviewers often have an excellent intuitive sense of who will (and won’t) be likely to perform the job well and achieve a good fit with the rest of the work group. On the other hand, it sometimes comes as a surprise to applicants that excellent supervisors can be less than stellar interviewers. But many managers lack any formal training in the art of interviewing.

Experienced interviewers are trained to stay in charge of the interview, not let it meander down some dead-end, nonproductive track. There is a predictability to the way they conduct interviews, even when they wield different techniques.

On the other hand, the hiring manager is sure to lack some or all of the screening interviewer’s knowledge, experience, and skill—making him or her an unpredictable animal.

The vast majority of corporate managers don’t know what it takes to hire the right candidate. Few of them have had formal training in conducting interviews of any kind. To make things worse, most managers feel slightly less comfortable conducting the interview than the nervous candidate sitting across the desk from them!

For example, a manager might decide you are not the right person for the job, without ever realizing that the questions he or she asked were so ambiguous, or so off the mark, that even the perfect candidate could not have returned the “right” answer. No one monitors the performance of the interviewer. And the candidate cannot be a mind-reader. So more often than is necessary, perfectly qualified candidates walk out the door for good simply because the manager failed at the interview!

Foiling the Inept Interviewer

But that doesn’t have to happen to you. You can—and should—be prepared to put your best foot forward, no matter what the manager who is interviewing you does or says. That begins with having the answers to 101 questions at the ready. But it doesn’t stop there; the interviewer may not ask any of these questions.

What do you do then? In the chapters that follow, you’ll see how you can convince even the densest of managers that you are the best person for the job.

Simply put, you will be a step ahead of the game if you realize at the outset that managers who are interviewing to hire are seeking more than just facts about your skills and background. They are waiting for something more elusive to hit them, something they themselves may not be able to articulate. They want to feel that somehow you “fit” the organization or department.

Talk about a tough hurdle! But knowing what you’re up against is half the battle. Rather than sit back passively and hope for the best, you can help the unskilled interviewer focus on how your unique skills can directly benefit—“fit”—the department or organization by using a number of specific examples.

One word of caution: Don’t come on so strong that you seem to be waging a campaign. You will seem overzealous and self-serving. You’ll lose. Just keep quietly and confidently underlining the facts (your expertise) and enthusiastically showing (discovering together with the interviewer) how well these “puzzle pieces” seem to fit the job at hand.

What other unusual problems could you face during an interview?

The “It’s All About Me” Interviewer

Bob thinks he’s a pretty good interviewer. He has a list of 15 questions he asks every candidate—same questions, same order, every time. He takes notes on their answers, and asks an occasional follow-up question. He gives them a chance to ask questions. He’s friendly, humorous, and excited about working at Netcorp.com (as he tells every candidate … in detail … for hours). Then he wonders why only a small fraction of his hires pan out.

I’ve never really understood the interviewer who thinks telling the story of his or her life is pertinent. Why do some interviewers do it? Part nervousness, part inexperience, but mostly because they have the mistaken notion they have to sell you on the company, rather than the other way around. There are occasions when this may be necessary—periods of low unemployment, a glut of particular jobs and a dearth of qualified candidates, a candidate who’s so desirable the interviewer feels, perhaps correctly, that he or she has to outsell and outbid the competition.

Under most circumstances, as I instruct novice interviewers in Ask the Right Questions, Hire the Right People (this book from the other side of the desk), you should be expected to carry the conversational load while the interviewer sits back and decides if he or she is ready to buy what you’re selling.

Is it to your benefit to find yourself seated before Mr. Monologue? You might think so. After all, while he’s waxing poetic about the new cafeteria, you don’t have to worry about inserting your other foot in your mouth. No explaining that last firing or why you’ve had four jobs in three months. Nope, just sit back, relax, and try to stay awake.

But I don’t believe Mr. M. is doing you any favors. Someone who monopolizes the conversation doesn’t give you the opportunity you need to “strut your stuff.”You may want to avoid leaving a bad impression, but I doubt you want to leave no impression at all. As long as you follow the advice in this book and, especially, this chapter, you should welcome the savvy interviewer who asks the open-ended, probing questions he needs to identify the right person for the job— the same questions you need to convince him it’s you.

The “Out of It” Interviewer

Yes, interviewers have been known to be drunk, stoned, or otherwise incapacitated. Some have spent virtually the entire time allotted to a candidate speaking on the phone or browsing e-mail. Others go off on tirades about interoffice disputes or turf wars.

If the interviewer treats you with such apparent indifference before you’re even hired, how do you expect him to act once you are hired?

There is a boss out there willing to treat you with the same respect she would expect from you; it’s just not this one. Move on.

Time to Get Up Close and Personal

There are a number of styles and guiding philosophies when it comes to person-to-person interviews. The overall purpose, of course, is to screen you out if you lack the aptitudes (and attitudes) the company is looking for.

Although experienced interviewers may use more than one strategy, it’s essential to know which mode you’re in at any given point and what to do about it. Here’s a summary of the methods and objectives of the most common approaches.

The Behavioral Interview

Your conversations with the interviewer will focus almost exclusively on your past experience as he tries to learn more about how you have already behaved in a variety of on-the-job situations. Then he will attempt to use this information to extrapolate your future reactions on the job.

How did you handle yourself in some really tight spots? What kinds of on-the-job disasters have you survived? Did you do the right thing? What were the repercussions of your decisions?

Be careful what you say. Every situation you faced was unique in its own way, so be sure to let the interviewer in on specific limitations you had to deal with. Did you lack adequate staff or support from management? If you made the mistake of plunging in too quickly, say so and admit that you’ve learned to think things through. Explain what you’d do differently the next time around.

Remember: Those interviewers using a behavioral interview are trying to ensure you can really walk the walk, not just talk the talk. So leave out the generalizations and philosophizing, and don’t get lost in the details. In other words, just tell them the problems you faced, the actions you took, and the results you achieved, without exaggeration.

Composing three or four or more “stories”—actual experiences that illustrate your most important skills or qualifications—is important. Just make sure to structure them in a “Problem/Solution/Action” format.

The Team Interview

Today’s organizational hierarchies are becoming flatter. That means that people at every level of a company are more likely to become involved in a variety of projects and tasks, including interviewing you.

The team interview can range from a pleasant conversation to a torturous interrogation. Typically, you will meet with a group, or “team,” of interviewers around a table in a conference room. They may be members of your prospective department or a cross-section of employees from throughout the company. (A slightly less stressful variation is the tag team approach, in which a single questioner exits and is followed by a different questioner a few minutes or questions later.) Rarely will you be informed beforehand to expect a team interview.

The hiring manager or someone from Human Resources may chair an orderly question-and-answer; or he may turn the group loose to shoot questions at you like a firing squad. When it’s all over, you’ll have to survive the assessment of every member of the group.

Some hiring managers consult with the group after the interview for a “reading” on your performance. Others determine their decision using group consensus. The good news is that you don’t have to worry that the subjective opinion of just one person will undermine your shot at the job. If one member of the group thinks you lacked confidence or came across as arrogant, others in the group may disagree. The interviewer who leveled the criticism will have to defend her opinion to the satisfaction of the group—or be shot down herself.

A group of people is also more likely (but not guaranteed) to ask you a broader range of questions that may uncover and underline your skills and expertise. Just take your time, and treat every member of the team with the same respect and deference you would the hiring manager.

If you face a series of separate interrogations with a variety of interviewers and are hit with many of the same questions, be sure to vary your answers. Cite different projects, experiences, successes, and even failures. Otherwise, when they meet to compare notes, you’ll come off as a “Johnny One Note.”

The Stress Interview

Formal qualifications are important, but in some jobs the emotional demands, sudden emergencies, and breakneck pace of work can be downright intimidating—not just once in a while, but every day. Even a candidate who knows all the technical moves may wilt under the glare of an etiquette-challenged boss or crumble when inheriting a surrealistically compressed deadline.

When you’re interviewing for such a position, whether you’re seeking a job as a stockbroker, an air traffic controller, or a prison guard, an interviewer may feel it’s almost meaningless to determine if you are capable of performing the job under the best conditions. He may well try to assess how you will do under the very worst conditions. And that’s where the stress interview comes in.

Anyone who’s been through one of these never forgets it. A common enough question in this setting could sound gruff or rude, which is exactly how it’s supposed to sound. Rather than a pleasant, “So, tell me about yourself,” a stress interviewer may snarl (literally), “So, why the hell should I hire you for anything?”

How do you know you’re facing a stress interview? Here are some techniques an interviewer may use:

[image: Image/] He ridicules everything you say and questions why you’re even interviewing at his company.

[image: Image/] He says nothing when you walk into the room … and for five minutes afterward … then just stares at you after you answer his first question.

[image: Image/] She keeps you waiting past the scheduled time and then keeps looking at her watch as you answer questions.

[image: Image/] She stares out the window and seems to be completely uninterested in everything you have to say.

[image: Image/] He challenges every answer, disagrees with every opinion, and interrupts you at every turn.

[image: Image/] He doesn’t introduce himself when you walk in, just hits you with a tough question.

[image: Image/] She takes phone calls, works on her computer, and/or eats lunch as you interview.

You may be seated in a broken chair, directly in front of a high-speed fan, or next to an open window … in the dead of winter.

I was subjected to a stress interview before I’d ever heard of the technique, which is not the best way to prepare, believe me. (And note that I was not applying to be an FBI agent or air traffic controller … just a lowly editor!)

Some years ago, I applied for an editorial position at a major publishing company. I made it past the first hurdle, a screening interview conducted in the corporate office. Next, I was invited to come back to meet the director of personnel, Carrie. After greeting me pleasantly, Carrie led me back to her rather palatial office. We chatted for a few minutes as I settled in. Then everything changed. Suddenly, I was undergoing an interrogation worthy of the secret police in a country on Amnesty International’s Top Ten List.

Assuming that I had been given good reviews by the screening interviewer, I was shocked when Carrie began firing away. First, she questioned my credentials. Why, she wondered sarcastically, had I majored in liberal arts rather than in something practical? She demanded to know what in the world made me think that I could edit a magazine (even though I had been doing it quite well for years).

Each successive question skittered in a dizzying new direction. If the first question was about my work experience, the next launched into my fitness routine, and the next, my favorite movie.

Carrie’s questions did exactly what I later discovered they were intended to do—they made me feel confused, fearful, and hostile. I behaved badly, I admit. I answered most of her questions in mono-syllables, avoiding her eyes.

Needless to say, I was not offered the job. But I did learn some valuable lessons from Carrie that day:

[image: Image/] Never Let Them See You Sweat. No matter how stressful the situation, stay calm. Never take your eyes off the interviewer. When he or she finishes asking a question, take a few seconds to compose yourself and then, and only then, answer.

[image: Image/] Recognize the Situation for What It Is—nothing more than an artificial scenario designed to see how you react under pressure. The interviewer (probably) has nothing against you personally. It’s just a game, though not a pleasant one for you.

[image: Image/] Don’t Become Despondent. It’s easy to think that the interviewer has taken a strong dislike to you and that your chances for completing the interview process are nil. That’s not the case. The stress interview is designed to see if you will become depressed, hostile, or flustered when the going gets tough.

[image: Image/] Watch Your Tone of Voice. It’s easy to become sarcastic during a stress interview, especially if you don’t realize what the interviewer is up to.

If you are subjected to a stress interview, you may well question seeking a job with a company that utilizes such techniques. If they think insulting and belittling you during the interview are effective tools, what’s their management philosophy—gruel at nine, thumbscrews at two?

Don’t confuse a stress interview with a negative interview. In the latter, the interviewer merely emphasizes the negative aspects of the job at every opportunity. He may even make some up: “Would you have any problem cleaning the toilets every Saturday morning?” or “Is three hours of daily overtime a problem for you?”

The Case Interview

“You’re dealing with a publishing client. His printer just called and said the biggest book of the year had a typo on the spine. A bad typo. More than 100,000 books have already been printed. What should he do?”

There’s nothing quite like the terror of the hypothetical question. Especially when it is a product of the interviewer’s rich imagination. We’ll talk more about these devils in Chapter 7. But for now, know that the hypothetical question should start a red light flashing in your mind. It’s your signal that you are about to undergo an increasingly popular type of interview—the case (or situational) interview. If you are seeking a job at a consulting firm, law firm, or counseling organization, you should expect to confront this type of interview.

The premise is sound: Present the candidate with situations that might, hypothetically, occur on the job in order to gauge the degree to which he or she demonstrates the traits that will lead to success. It’s hard, if not impossible, for you to prepare for these kinds of questions beforehand, which means you’ll have to analyze an unfamiliar problem and develop a strategy to solve it, right then and there.

What most interviewers want to see is a combination of real-world experience, inspired creativity, and the willingness to acknowledge when more information or assistance is in order. (Many interviewers will pose hypothetical questions designed to smoke out people who find it difficult to reach out to other team members for help.) They want to understand how you approach a problem, the framework within which you seek a solution, and the thought-process you utilize.

You will have to devote a great deal of thought to each of these questions. If you find yourself caught in this snare, stay calm and use the homework you have done on your personal inventory to untangle yourself.

Here are some tips for confronting a case interview:

[image: Image/] Take Notes on the Problem That’s Presented. Ask questions about the details. Be aware that not all information is pertinent to the solution. (That wily interviewer!)

[image: Image/] Avoid Generalizations. The interviewer will want to hear concrete steps that will lead to a solution, not your philosophy of how to approach the problem.

[image: Image/] Don’t Get Lost in the Details. The interviewer wants to see how you approach the broad problem, so set your sights on the most important factors.

[image: Image/] Ask Questions.

[image: Image/] Share Your Thoughts—Out Loud. That’s really what the interviewer wants to hear.

[image: Image/] Resist the Urge for Speed—Take Your Time. The more complicated the problem, the more time you’re expected to take.

[image: Image/] There’s Nothing Wrong with a Creative Approach. But it should always be presented within a logical framework.

While case interviews are geared toward upper-echelon candidates, candidates for many different kinds of jobs may be given the opportunity to “walk the walk” (show what they can actually do on the job): Clerks may be given typing or filing tests; copy editors given minutes to edit a magazine article or book chapter; a salesperson may be asked to telephone and sell a prospect; and a computer programmer may be required to create some code. The more technical the job, the more likely an interviewer will not simply take you at your word that you are capable of doing it.


How to “Ace” Any Interview

[image: Image/] Relax! Think of it as an adventure (as opposed to a tribunal). Try to enjoy yourself. Imagine that the interviewer is a sports star, famous author, or movie celebrity you’ve always admired. (Try to overlook the middle-aged paunch or glaring bald spot.)

[image: Image/] Keep Smiling. No, not a fake grin. Just maintain a pleasant, relaxed smile that is, hopefully, a by-product of your involvement in an interesting conversation. Put yourself in the interviewer’s place. Who wouldn’t want to work with such an agreeable person?

[image: Image/] Be Enthusiastic. About the position, your accomplishments, and what you know about the company. But don’t gush—if you’re not genuinely enthusiastic, you’ll come across as a phony.

[image: Image/] Be Honest. Lying about even the smallest or least important details could be grounds for immediate dismissal.

[image: Image/] Make Lots of Eye Contact. Have you ever known someone who wouldn’t look you in the eye? After a while, you probably started to wonder what that person had to hide. You don’t want your interviewer wondering anything of the sort. So meet his or her eyes while you’re shaking hands, then frequently throughout the interview. But don’t stare—unrelenting eye contact is as bad as none at all.

[image: Image/] Remain Positive. As we’ll see when we discuss questions about your previous jobs, you must learn to put a positive spin on everything, but especially loaded issues, such as your reason for leaving a job, troubled relations with your superiors, or the lack of required qualifications.

[image: Image/] Don’t Let an Unskilled Interviewer Trip You Up. Make sure the preparation you’ve spent so much time on comes shining through, especially when a manager throws you a curve. If need be, your advance preparation should give you the power to take control of the interview, allowing you to emphasize the many ways in which you will benefit the prospective employer.



The Brainteaser Interview

At Microsoft, interviewers have famously been known to ask, “How would you move Mt. Fuji?” The list of questions designed to assess how creatively you approach a problem—as opposed to the logical approach case interviews are designed to highlight—are virtually unlimited:

[image: Image/] How many oil wells are there in Texas?

[image: Image/] How many dentists are there in Poland?

[image: Image/] How would you build a better mousetrap?

Most of the same tips I gave you when approaching a case interview are still relevant: Take your time, ask pertinent questions, then talk through the approach you would take to answer the question.

In the next chapter, and for the rest of the book, we will explore the potential questions you face—and the answers that will help you get the job you want.
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