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      Over the years, I’ve been impressed with how some strong leaders seem to be ever focused on developing others and finding new and great talent to join and prosper on their teams. This seems to be an overarching but also unconscious way some people lead.

      I am dedicating this book to Betty Weeks. She is one of the best people-leaders I’ve been fortunate to work with over my career.

      She is gifted at balancing the needs of the organization with the individual needs of each team member.  As a CAO, she demonstrated she was equally capable of leading accounting and finance operations as she was at leading people operations.  I gained a new level of appreciation for her impact across an organization the first time my Director of Marketing, who had worked for me for nearly two years, told me, “I joined the company because of Betty.” She then described how Betty was so genuine and welcoming during the interview that the director knew she wanted to work with Betty.

      Betty makes candidates feel at ease during interviews.  She is incredibly fair as she listens to and assesses candidates throughout every stage of the interview process.  She is incredibly kind and welcoming but equally focused on assessing skills, potential, and cultural fit.

      As a leader, Betty tirelessly trains and develops new team members so they can love what they do, be proud of it, and grow to their fullest potential.  She sets a great example and is also a gifted business leader who is easy to collaborate with.

      Betty, thank you for exemplifying what it means to be a caring and powerful leader.   You have taught me so much about how to be both empathetic and results-oriented.

      I am grateful to have worked with you, but I am honored to be your mixed doubles partner and your husband.
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        “The only person you are destined to become is the person you decide to be.”

        Ralph Waldo Emerson

      

      

      

      If you picked up this book, you are likely either looking to make a professional change or to help someone you care about make a change.  Either way, professional changes can seem risky, scary, or stressful.  Additionally, the job search and interviewing processes can seem a little overwhelming at times.  Trust me, I get it.

      To start your change process, you need to figure out what you want to do, where you want to do it, and how much you need to earn for doing it.  Then, you need to find organizations with the open positions you want.  And lastly, you will need to apply, interview, and if given an offer, decide if you want to accept it or not.  Again, I get it.  It is not easy.

      However, I want to help you reduce your stress level, prepare you, and give you confidence through the process.  I wrote this book for you and others, just like you, who are either starting to consider a change or are already knee-deep in it and struggling.  Unfortunately, nobody can give you perfect advice on how to land your dream job in the next three days.  However, I have interviewed between 500-1,000 candidates across multiple industries and organizations, and I have helped countless people prepare for, survive, and prevail through the application and interviewing processes.  Along the way, I’ve worked with many candidate types, ranging from people looking for their first job out of high school, co-eds about to graduate college, people looking to find a better job, people looking to work at fast food restaurants, executives, transitioning military, and many others.

      Throughout this book, I will share some of the most important secrets I have learned with you. I will also try to explain why I recommend what I do and share some stories to help. These are from my personal experience as a candidate and hiring manager.

      Flow of the Book

      This book starts by focusing on the candidate experience, and it covers Mindset, Candidate Types, Preparation, and the Interviewing process.  There are a lot of sample questions and scenarios to consider.  When appropriate, I tried to provide options for how to answer questions and manage different situations.  My words won’t sound authentic if you try to repeat them verbatim.  Prepare your own answers and stories.

      You will note that many topics are addressed multiple times in the book.  That is purposeful.  Early on, I will introduce a topic like Welcome Questions.  Later in the preparation section, I will offer advice on how to prepare for those question types.  And, in the presentation section, I will give more advice on how to deliver good answers to those questions.  The redundancy is built in.

      Before we dive into those sections, I want to share a little about my passion for interviewing and a handful of interviewing stories.

      My Passion for Interviewing

      When I think about an interview, I have a mental image of two people on opposite sides of a table. On one side sits the candidate, wearing business attire with a fresh haircut. Their eyes show optimism and hope as they focus on the person asking questions from across the table.  They are both attentive and engaged in conversation. On the other side of the table sits the hiring manager, with a few papers in front of them and a pen in hand.  The hiring manager looks intensely as they listen to the candidate’s answers.  The hiring manager looks hopeful but seems relaxed.

      A great interview is a conversation.  The hiring manager asks questions related to their organization’s core competencies, and the candidate responds to the questions by sharing stories of success they have had earlier in their career.

      It is a collaborative conversation because they aren’t at odds; they simply have different roles during the interview. Hiring managers need to conduct interviews that allow candidates to demonstrate their experience, potential, and personality. Candidates answer those questions but then need to ask questions to learn more about the organization.

      Interviews should feel collaborative.

      I love interviewing.  I love sitting on both sides of the table.  As a hiring manager, I love to learn about candidates and their amazing backgrounds.  I’m usually so engaged in conversation that I get disappointed when someone knocks on my door, telling me my time with the candidate is over.  I learn so much about people during interviews.  I also learned a lot more about the potential for the role we are looking to fill.  During nearly every senior position I have hired for, I have refined the role based on the incredible backgrounds of the candidates I interviewed.

      Good interviews also leave me humbled because great candidates have achieved great things personally and professionally.  Some achievements come from running start ups, leading large corporations, doing meaningful work at a non-profit, evolving from a disadvantaged position in life, perseverance during adversity, or raising a special needs child.  Great candidates are good people who have done good things, for the right reason.

      I bet you are a great candidate who has achieved amazing success too.

      Being a candidate is also wicked fun.  (Need to include “wicked” at least once for my New England peeps.)  Preparing for an interview forces me to think strategically.  As a candidate, I know it is my responsibility to prepare so that when I meet with a hiring manager, I can clearly articulate exactly how my previous experiences can help the organization I am applying for.  Additionally, during my interview preparation, I always feel grateful for the experiences I have had with the leaders who have invested in me.  Who I am is truly a composite of all I have learned.

      Interviewing should not be stressful for candidates or hiring managers.

      A Personal Disclaimer

      This book will highlight what I have found most useful when I prepare for interviews and what I have used to help others prepare for interviews over the past 15+ years. I will share many of the mistakes I have seen candidates make over the years, as well as a crazy number of my own mistakes. I suspect that at some point while reading this, you may ask, “Why would anyone take interviewing advice from a person who has made as many interviewing mistakes as Curtis?”  It is a fair question.

      However, I’m sharing the mistakes I’ve made, and the mistakes I have seen others make because they will help you succeed the most during your interviews.  In truth, I learn little from my more successful interviews, so I am transparent and sharing some of my flops.

      Just so you don’t worry too much about me, despite the interviewing errors, I have found a way to have some professional success as a CEO, COO, CAO, VP, General Manager, Market Manager, and Major in the US Air Force.  My interviewing flops have helped me, and they have helped others like you.

      As I started to write this book, I reflected on the many formal and informal interviews I have had in my career, both as a hiring manager and a candidate.  I mentioned that I’ve interviewed between 500 and 1,000 candidates, and I’d love to tell you that I’ve seen it all, but I haven’t.  It seems like every new interview teaches me a lesson.  All of those interviews have taught me a tremendous amount about people, how people perform during stressful situations, how to improve my listening skills, and how to show compassion to candidates.  Later in the book, I will share many other valuable lessons.

      As a candidate, I have learned volumes about myself.  I’m going to give it to you straight and share in hopes of helping you.  I’d tell you not to laugh or judge my mistakes too harshly, but you won’t listen, so laugh away.

      A Few Interviewing Stories

      
        
        Interview 1

      

      

      As I sat across the table from a young, talented, and ambitious Director named Lily, who was interviewing me as a COO candidate, I was impressed with her.  I was in my late 40s at the time, and I think she was in her early twenties.  Her questions were well prepared, thoughtful, and they all focused on helping her understand who I was as a person, who I was as a professional, and if I was selected for the COO role, would I be able to help develop her and the other directors on the team?  I knew she would not pass me if I was insincere, lacked the professional chops, or wasn’t a cultural fit.

      At one point, she asked me how I would manage a person who had high potential but might be a little stubborn.  She gave some examples before allowing me to speak.  As I did, I leaned forward and said, “If she is acting bratty, I’m just gonna tell her she is acting bratty, but then I will help her with whatever she is working on.”  I then described how important it is to hold people accountable for how they are acting, but as a leader, it is always my responsibility to help them.

      As I first used the word “bratty”, Lily’s eyes popped open in apparent disbelief.  She eventually smiled and seemed to appreciate my transparency.

      Lily conducted a great interview. It was perhaps the best interview I have had with a young leader. Fortunately, I was able to work with Lily for a few years and it was fun.

      
        
        Interview 2

      

      

      In 2013, I underwent a rigorous interview process to earn the right to serve Walmart as a market manager and lead eight stores in Southwest Florida. The process took a few months, and I was grateful for the opportunity to apply because I knew many other highly qualified leaders had also applied for the role.

      Early in the first week of my new role, I gathered the team of store managers and the market team to learn a bit about them and share a bit about myself.  We met at one of the conference rooms at the back of one of the stores in Naples, FL.  I stood up, shared a few slides, and talked a little about my background.  I then asked if they had any questions.  Kevin, one of the more tenured store managers, got my attention and said:

      “Hey, that sounds great, and you seem smart.  And you seem to have a lot of leadership experience, but how are you gonna help us?”

      Some in the room got uncomfortable because it was a bold question.  Others laughed because they knew Kevin.  And others leaned in because they too wanted to hear my answer.

      I had just gotten promoted to the job, but it was clear the real interview to gain trust as a leader was just beginning.

      
        
        Interview 3

      

      

      Jeff, an SVP in my organization called me to his office late one afternoon as the business day was winding down.  He wanted an update on a project I was leading.  I gave an update, and then we started to chat.  He said something powerful and changed my way of thinking.  He told me:

      
        
        “You are evaluated based on the last 20-minute interaction you have with someone.”

      

      

      He then said throughout the day, he meets with a lot of people, and he sees even more just in passing.  What he sees them doing in passing forms a strong opinion of who they are and their potential.  During interviews, most people act their best and demonstrate the right character traits, but throughout the day, you can really evaluate people who work for you.  We talked about how senior leaders really only see younger leaders in twenty-minute sprints. In those minutes, leaders assess for potential.  Then he reminded me how a person never knows when a senior leader will see them in the twenty-minute sprint.

      I went straight back to my desk, and I changed the background on my computer and my phone.  I wrote a phrase to help remind me how, during my 12-hour workday, I had a responsibility to demonstrate both my service and my potential.  It said:

      
        
        “I only need to sprint for 20 minutes, but I have to do it 36 times a day.”

      

      

      Performance is part marathon and part sprint.

      My meeting with Jeff was that interviews happen all of the time, especially for internal opportunities.  If you are an internal candidate, prepare for the formal interview, but recognize that your interview has likely been ongoing.

      
        
        Interview 4

      

      

      Coppola’s was a local pizzeria located about a mile south of the apartment I rented during grad school.  One day, I ended up standing in line behind a gentleman I’d never met.  He seemed pleasant as he spoke with the cashier.  It was his first time at the restaurant.

      As the man talked with the cashier, he finished his transaction and moved to the side. As he did so, he dropped his wallet. I bent over and picked it up. He didn’t notice he’d dropped it, so I gently touched his shoulder and said, “Excuse me, but I think you probably want this.” Then, I extended his wallet to him. I had a smile on my face and was kidding with him.

      His look was stone cold.  He didn’t even reach for his wallet.  He just looked at me.  Eventually, he reached for his wallet and said, “Where I come from, you don’t touch another man.”  He then indicated it was a sign of aggression and was likely to cause a physical altercation.

      I apologized if I’d done anything he took as offensive.  His mood warmed, and he started to talk with me while I paid the cashier for my order.  I was in a great mood and wasn’t deterred by his warning.  Eventually, he asked what I did for a living and about my background.  We then stood and talked for about ten more minutes before he changed the topic of the conversation.  He told me he owned several businesses in North Carolina and South Carolina, and his livelihood depended on his ability to recognize talented people who could support his business.  He then said, “I think you should come work for me.”  He explained what he liked about me and how he wanted to invest what he knew about business and sales into me.  It was a kind offer, but it wasn’t exactly what I wanted to do upon graduation.

      Great leaders are always searching for candidates.

      
        
        Interview 5

      

      

      As I sat in line at the drive-thru of a Dairy Queen, I saw Kasem.  He was leaning out the drive-thru window to speak with each driver in front of me.  As he spoke with the driver in the car ahead of me, I heard him say, “I’ll hook you up.”  When I got to the window, he was every bit as engaging, polite, and respectful to me as he was to the driver in the car in front of me.  That was the first day I met Kasem.

      Let’s pretend I then started frequenting the Fort Myers, FL DQ for the purpose of finding talent to work in customer service instead of appeasing my need for a refreshing cone.

      I did a few more “research visits” and noticed Kasem’s always cheerful attitude.  He was a great ambassador for DQ.  After the 3rd trip, I gave Kasem my business card and told him to call me because I was looking for someone to work in customer service for me and I believed with his consistent focus on service, I could help him.  After a few days, he called me.  I set a time to meet him at a restaurant about three miles from the DQ where he worked.  We’d planned to have lunch and talk about his goals.

      When I arrived at the restaurant a few days later, he was there and dressed better than his normal work attire, so I could tell he was taking the conversation seriously.  He declined to eat, but we sat and spoke for 45 minutes.  He was excited about the opportunity and was thankful for my reaching out to him and acknowledging his efforts to serve.  He said he was always positive at work because he “wanted people to have a good day.”

      As our time ended, I learned he’d walked three miles to meet me at the restaurant. He wasn’t looking for attention, and when I offered to drive him back, he declined and said he didn’t mind the walk. I think Kasem was 19 or 20 at the time. I insisted, but he firmly declined.

      People joke about how their parents walked 5 miles to and from school when it was uphill both ways in 2 feet of snow.  Kasem walked 6 miles in the 95o Southwest Florida weather with 80% humidity for an opportunity simply to learn more about a role.

      A few weeks later, Kasem let me know he and his girlfriend were expecting, so he wasn’t going to take the job on my team. He decided it was better to continue working at the DQ, which was one hundred yards from his apartment. He could save money and support her better during the pregnancy.

      Kasem reminded me that great candidates are out there; we just need to look for them. Sometimes, there will be a good fit, and sometimes, the timing isn’t right. But you can always be mindful of people’s skills and be on the lookout.
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        * * *

      

      I share these stories so you can learn from other’s experiences and gain new insights into interviewing. Knowing what to expect during the interviewing process and each phase can make matters less daunting. I wrote this book to help with the more formal interview process and to share my strategies for effective interviewing. It is designed to share what I have learned by participating in thousands of interviews. Experiencing both sides of the table has taught me how to connect with others in a way that transcends words. This is for you, the candidate.

      Quick Advice

      Candidates

      
        
          	
        Be authentic and honest.
      

      	
        Prepare because it is your responsibility to demonstrate how your skills and background apply to what the organization is trying to hire for.  Again, it is your responsibility.
      

      	
        Make sure the organization knows you want to serve, no matter how senior the leadership role is.  A great leader is first a servant.
      

      	
        Spend time working on your mindset to ensure that you apply for the roles that best suit your personality and goals.
      

      	
        Be respectful to everyone you meet.
      

      

      

      Hiring Managers

      
        
          	
        Spend time working on your organization's mindset. Talent Acquisition is a critical pillar of Talent Management. Great organizations know that a strategically integrated Talent Management program delivers great, lasting results and a great culture.
      

      	
        Be fair and legally compliant during the interview process.
      

      	
        Prepare your team to interview candidates.  It shows respect.  Having the right lineup and structure for the interview is important.
      

      	
        Ask candidates meaningful questions that allow them to easily demonstrate how their backgrounds can directly support your organization in the role they applied for.
      

      	
        Be gracious when candidates are struggling, even when they are not the right fit.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Candidate’s Side of the Table
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        All of our dreams can come true, if we have the courage to pursue them.

        Walt Disney

      

      

      

      Secret

      As a candidate, it is your responsibility to clearly communicate how your past experiences relate to the role you are applying for. This information should be clear in your resume and your answers to interview questions.

      Secret

      As a candidate, your goal in an interview is not to get a job. Instead, you want to get a job offer and learn if you want to work at the organization, in the role you applied for, and for the person who would be your supervisor. This can be an empowering idea, as it is not just about the interviewer. What you want carries weight, too.

      If you are a candidate looking to change or start your career, you should be happy to know there are relatively easy ways to make your interview experience less stressful and more successful. Nothing is guaranteed, but this section of the book is designed to help you prepare for your interview and hopefully demonstrate your potential while you learn what you want to know about the employer and the organization.
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