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THE INTERVIEW COACH


Hilton Catt and Patricia Scudamore




MEET THE COACHES


Patricia Scudamore and Hilton Catt have 35 years’ combined experience of interviewing and preparing candidates. Between them they bring the perspective of both recruiter and interviewee. From backgrounds in HR management, they set up their own business in 1988 and began writing on careers subjects 15 years ago. They have now written more than 20 books based on their experience of what it takes to make careers work in today’s rapidly changing and uncertain world.


Patricia and Hilton were among the first to embrace the idea of people taking on the job of managing their own careers as opposed to leaving it to employers to do the thinking for them. They have seen for themselves the richness and diversity modern careers can offer and exploiting this richness and diversity to the full is one of the recurring themes in their work. They view writing books as the best way to spread their messages to the greatest number of people. Their other books in the Teach Yourself series include Successful Career Change In A Week (2013), Successful Cover Letters In A Week (2013) and Successful Job Applications In A Week (2012).




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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OUTCOMES FROM THIS INTRODUCTION






	•   Understand that interviews come in all shapes and sizes and are inherently unpredictable.



	•   Start to think about your attitude towards interviews by putting your current interview skills to the test in your first ‘coaching session’ – a simple questionnaire.






How good you are at interviews plays an important part in determining how successful you are going to be in life. Landing the right jobs means you get on and go places. Being turned down means you don’t. It is little surprise, therefore, that the subject of interviews and how to be better at them always attracts a huge level of interest and may explain why you picked up this book in the first place.


THE EXPERIENCE YOU BRING WITH YOU


Unless you happen to be a complete newcomer to the world of work, you will already have some experience of applying for jobs and going to interviews. How much will depend on how active you have been on the job scene during the course of your career. For example, if you’ve applied for one job in your life, which happens to be the job you’re in now, then your experience will be confined to an interview or interviews where the outcome for you was the one you wanted – that is, an experience that could hardly be described as typical. If, on the other hand, you’ve had to move jobs several times – and not always out of choice – then you will probably have seen a more representative sample of what’s out there and the diversity of it all. Even better, you may have conducted some interviews yourself as part of your job. From this experience you will have seen how other people handle interviews: what impressed you and what didn’t.


DIVERSITY AND THE CHALLENGE IT POSES


The first important observation to make about interviews is that they are diverse. Every one of them will be different; they conform to no standard patterns. The same is also true of interviewers. While some interviews are formal and structured, others are not. Likewise, some interviewers are experienced and professional, whereas others don’t seem to have a clue about what they’re doing. What this means in practice is that, when you’re invited for an interview, it’s hard to know exactly what to expect and how to prepare. Will you be put through a two-hour grilling or will you be in and out in 20 minutes – during which time the interviewer will be doing most of the talking?


The diversity of interviews and interviewers’ styles poses a challenge for all job seekers. For example, an interview where the interviewer didn’t ask you too many taxing questions may, on the face of it, mean that you got off lightly. At the same time, it could also mean that you didn’t say all you wanted to say about yourself and some of your best points didn’t come across. Good interviewers ask taxing questions to draw out information, so being put through the mill at an interview isn’t necessarily a bad sign.


THE ENDURING POPULARITY OF INTERVIEWS


Despite the availability of a wide range of selection tests, interviews still remain the most popular method of assessing people’s suitability for jobs. The chances of you being offered a job without having an interview are extremely remote. The only circumstances in which you might not have one are where an employer has previous knowledge of you. For example, you worked for the employer before or, increasingly likely these days, you have done time in the organization as a temp.


THE LIMITATIONS OF INTERVIEWS


Interviews don’t, however, come without their problems. First and foremost is the fact that they rely on the skill and judgement of the people conducting them. Here it doesn’t necessarily follow that interviewers know any more about interviewing than you do. Subjectivity is another issue. Even the most experienced interviewers find it hard to put their personal likes and dislikes to one side.


Given these inbuilt flaws, it is perhaps not surprising to see how many times interviewers get it wrong. The wrong person ends up getting the job – which is not good, of course, if that person happens to be you. The result would be that you find yourself in a job where you’re out of your depth or where there are hidden snags that no one thought to tell you about. It may well be the interviewer’s fault – but you’re the one who ends up having to deal with the fall-out.


The message? Being good at interviews isn’t just a case of knowing smart answers to questions. There is a lot more to it. For example, you also need to be able to:


•  spot when interviews haven’t covered all they need to cover


•  take corrective action where necessary


•  know what form the corrective action should take.


THE PURPOSE OF INTERVIEWS


Pause here for a few moments to ask yourself what your understanding is of the purpose of interviews. This isn’t a trick question. In much of what has been written about interviews, the emphasis is usually placed on what employers seek to get out of them. There is, however, another party to consider and it is you, the candidate for the job, who has just as big a stake in the proceedings. You will want to know, for example, more about the job than the ad on the website told you. You will want to find out whether these are people you would get on with and enjoy working for. You will probably have a whole host of questions you will want answers to before you know whether the job is going to be right for you or not.


So, yes, interviews are where employers are looking at you as a prospective employee but, at the same time, you are looking at them as a prospective employer. It’s a two-way process, and at the start neither the employer nor you knows how it will finish up. For example, what can happen during the course of an interview is that you find out something about the job that isn’t to your liking. What this could mean is that you’re no longer interested in it and, as far as your application is concerned, all you want to do is pull out as quickly as you can.
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COACH’S TIP








Ask questions


Sometimes it’s you – not the interviewer – who needs to be asking the tough questions.


[image: image]


WHAT’S IN IT FOR YOU?


Two questions will be figuring in your thoughts as you pick up this book and start to read it:


  1.  Am I going to learn anything new?


  2.  How will this knowledge benefit me?


The book is a mixture of interactive exercises (‘coaching sessions’) and commentary text. The exercises are not just there to make you think. The idea is to involve you in the process of acquiring a better understanding of the subject matter by relating it to your own thoughts and experiences.


Each chapter has the following features:
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OUTCOMES FROM THIS CHAPTER








A bullet list at the start of each chapter sets out exactly what you will have got from that chapter by the time you have finished it. This is in terms of both what you will have learned (e.g. from the running text) and what you will have done (e.g. in the ‘coaching sessions’).
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COACHING SESSIONS








These are the key, meaty features within each chapter that will get you really working on, and interacting with, the ideas given in the commentary text. They include self-assessments, checklists and reflective questions.
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COACH’S TIPS








These are key, ‘snappy’ pieces of advice, often drawn from our own experience.
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NEXT STEPS








This section is an end-of-chapter bullet list summarizing what you have learned and placing that learning in the context of the chapters that follow.
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TAKEAWAYS








Reflective questions at the end of each chapter will help you focus on how what you have read and done in that chapter has helped you, personally.


In places as you read the book, you will come across information on how to access free downloads on subjects that may interest you.


At the end of the book you will find a ‘help desk’, which features answers to some of the questions people ask about interviews. There is also an action plan for you to make a note of any actions you plan to take. Finally, there is a summary sheet containing the key points from the book, to use as a quick aide-memoire.


What counts at the end of the day, after all, is what you get out of the book, what you take away with you when you’ve finished reading it, and how much of what you’ve learned is information you can use.


With this in mind, the book approaches the subject of interviews at a practical rather than a clinical level. The situations described are those that happen in real life and ones that you may have experienced yourself at some point. Similarly, the conundrums and tricky decisions described are those that people frequently have to face when they go for interviews and, unless you’ve done so already, ones you may have to face yourself one day.


THE AIM OF AN INTERVIEW


From your point of view, the aim of an interview is to present yourself to an employer in a way that accurately reflects:


•  who you are


•  what you can do.


If you manage to achieve this aim, employers will be able to see for themselves whether you’re the right person for the job. If you don’t, then you expose yourself to two dangers:


•  You oversell yourself and find yourself in a job you can’t hold down


•  You do the opposite and find that you’re rejected for jobs you could do with your eyes closed.


You’re not everyone’s sort


Going back to subjectivity, you won’t hit it off with every interviewer you meet. Some will take a liking to you but some won’t, in exactly the same way that you get on with some people you encounter in life but not others. You can go to an interview, make a good job of presenting yourself but still come away with nothing to show for it.
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COACHING SESSION 1








Put your interview skills to the test


Consider each of the following ten interview situations in turn and put a tick alongside the course of action closest to the one you would choose. Alternatively, use option F to write in your own answer.


You can look at the list again when you have finished reading the book. It will help you to see where and how your ideas may have changed.


  1.  You are invited to an interview in another part of the country. However, the letter you receive makes no mention of travelling expenses and this concerns you because you’re out of work and short of funds. What’s more, even if you go to the interview, there’s no guarantee you’re going to get the job. What do you do?






	A  Decline the interview in case it’s an expensive wild-goose chase
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	B  Ask about travelling expenses when you get there
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	C  Phone up first
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	D  Wait and see whether you’re turned down for the job then put in your bill for the money you’ve spent
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	E  Say nothing and hope the interviewer will raise the subject of travelling expenses without you having to ask
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  2.  You’re running five minutes late for an interview and the traffic ahead grinds to a standstill. What do you do?






	A  Feel you’ve blown it, turn round and go back home
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	B  Phone in immediately and explain the situation
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	C  Arrive late and hope your apologies will be accepted

	[image: image]






	D  Get there as quickly as you can and hope that your latecoming won’t be noticed
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	E  Go back home and ring in next day to apologize when you’re feeling more composed
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  3.  You’re told at the end of an interview that you stand a good chance of being put on the shortlist. A few days later, however, you receive a standard turn-down letter. What do you do?






	A  Phone in immediately and ask whether there’s been a mistake
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	B  Nothing
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	C  Write in to ask why you were not put on the shortlist
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	D  Write in expressing your disappointment but at the same time making it clear that you would still be interested in the position if it ever became vacant again
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	E  Cross the company off your list of prospective employers
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  4.  An interviewer gives you no opportunity to ask questions about the job you’re applying for – in fact, he seems to be in a hurry to bring the interview to a close. What do you do?






	A  Explain that you have some questions and ask whether it would be appropriate to go through them now or on another occasion
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	B  Say nothing and hope that another occasion will present itself
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	C  Send in your list of questions after the interview
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	D  Feel this is a reflection of the company’s poor standards and write a letter afterwards withdrawing your application
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	E  Leave the list of questions until after you’ve been offered the job
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  5.  You arrive for an interview in a smart suit, only to find that the interviewer is wearing jeans, a casual shirt and trainers. What do you do?






	A  Apologize for overdressing
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	B  Take the interviewer’s dress as evidence of the firm’s poor standards and write in afterwards withdrawing your application
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	C  Ask for clarification of the company’s dress code
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	D  Take off your coat in the hope that it will make you look more casual
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	E  Ignore the difference in your dress styles and carry on with the interview as normal
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  6.  An interviewer asks you a number of questions about your personal life that seem to have no relevance to the job. What do you do?






	A  Refuse point blank to answer the questions
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	B  Ask for the reasons for the questions before answering them
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	C  Walk out

	[image: image]






	D  Answer the questions as best you can
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	E  Wait to see whether you’re turned down, then write a letter of complaint to the Chief Executive
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  7.  You’re invited for an interview but you learn that you’re one of 40 candidates. What do you do?






	A  Withdraw your application because you feel your chances of being shortlisted are slim
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	B  Attend
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	C  Phone up first and ask the company for an assessment of your chances
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	D  Say that you won’t attend unless you can be guaranteed a place on the shortlist
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	E  As A, but giving your reasons, leaving it to the employer to persuade you to change your mind
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  8.  After an unsatisfactory interview in which the interviewer spent most of the time dealing with incoming telephone calls, you receive a letter telling you that you haven’t been successful. What do you do?






	A  Appeal to the interviewer to reconsider the decision

	[image: image]






	B  Ask for another interview at a time when there will be fewer interruptions

	[image: image]






	C  Find out the name of the interviewer’s boss and send a letter of complaint
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	D  Put it down to experience
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	E  Claim compensation for the waste of your time
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  9.  As an interview draws to a close, you realize that the interviewer has failed to touch on an important part of your experience – one highly relevant to the job under discussion. What do you do?






	A  Jump in immediately and point out the aspect of your experience that has seemingly been missed
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	B  Say nothing in case it sounds as if you are being critical
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	C  Write in after the interview
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	D  Wait to see whether you’re turned down and then write in
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	E  Think that the interviewer has done a bad job and leave it at that
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10.  You arrive on time for an interview but the receptionist tells you that the interviewer is running over an hour late. What do you do?






	A  Sit down and wait

	[image: image]






	B  Suggest to the receptionist that you can come back in 45 minutes and then, if this is acceptable, find somewhere comfortable nearby where you can sit down and have a hot drink
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	C  Say an hour’s too long to wait but that you’ll ring the next day to make another appointment
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	D  Tell the receptionist what the company can do with its job
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	E  Take the view that a company that keeps interviewees waiting for an hour is not a company you would want to work for
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NEXT STEPS








In this introduction you have:


•    learned that interviews and interviewers are diverse


•    grasped that an interviewer is not just about your prospective employer’s needs, but yours, too


•    learned the importance of asking questions


•    assessed your own attitudes towards interviews.


In Chapter 1 we will be focusing on your role in the interview – the image you portray and making a good impression.
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TAKEAWAY








For this introductory ‘takeaway’ we would like you to explore your existing attitudes towards interviews, so that, as you work your way through this book, you will have a record against which to judge how your ideas are changing and developing.


Describe, broadly, your attitude towards interviews – do you see them as an opportunity to be embraced or as a hurdle to be overcome?
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Describe your emotional response to interviews. Do you relish the thought of presenting yourself in the best possible light and putting across your message effectively, or do they fill you with trepidation and anxiety?
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What has been your personal experience of interviews?
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Do do you think interviews are still a useful tool?
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What do you think is the role of the interviewer?
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What do you think is the role of the interviewee?
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	1


	THE POWER OF YOU
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OUTCOMES FROM THIS CHAPTER






	•   Understand the importance of being yourself when you go to an interview.



	•   Know how to be better at engaging with employers.



	•   See the value of making a good first impression.



	•   Examine the quality of the image you present to people you’ve never met before.



	•   Understand the importance of credibility.






ROUND PEGS FOR ROUND HOLES


When they interview people for jobs, employers are looking for someone who will be able to:


•  do the job


•  fit in with the team or situation.


Conversely, what they don’t want is someone who is going to be out of their depth or a misfit. It comes down to finding round pegs for round holes and, ultimately, this is what selection is all about.


One of the big challenges interviewers face is finding out whether the people sitting in front of them are what and who they say they are, or whether they’re putting on an act in an effort to impress them.
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COACHING SESSION 2








Will the real you please step forward?


‘Going to interviews is about looking good, having the right answers to questions and doing the best you can to make a favourable impression on the person sitting on the other side of the desk.’


Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Alternatively, do you think there is more to it than that?


Record your thoughts here.
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WHY IT’S IMPORTANT TO BE YOURSELF


What most experienced interviewers will tell you is that people who try to impress by presenting themselves as someone they are not usually come unstuck. Keeping up an act for any length of time is hard, to say the least, and few people can do it with conviction. More often than not, they come across as cardboard cut-outs and interviewers feel that they have not connected with the real person. More to the point, how can an interviewer feel comfortable with someone who seems to be concealing their true personality? What are they hiding, and why?


The explanation for this behaviour is that it is often no more than an innocent wish to go to an interview and present an image which (mistakenly perhaps) candidates feel will come across more positively than the rather less glossy image that is the reality. Employers, however, have a natural tendency to back off from candidates who come across as false. They play safe. They offer the job to someone else.
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COACHING SESSION 3








Are you for real?


Put yourself in an interviewer’s shoes. How would you spot someone who is putting on an act? How would it affect your feelings about that person?


Record your thoughts here.
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There is a lesson here for those who approach interviews by rehearsing clever answers to questions and putting into practice techniques that have come straight out of a book they have just read. If the result is that they come across as someone putting on an act, then the impression they will make on the person interviewing them will be the opposite to the one they intended.


MAKING THE MATCHES


Interviewers have got a job to do, which is to find the right people to fill vacant positions. If they do the job well then everyone is happy, but if for any reason they make a wrong choice, the fallout for both the employer and the candidate is potentially serious. No one needs any reminders that employers are usually quick to act when they find they’ve taken on somebody who isn’t working out.
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COACH’S TIP








Be yourself


If you go to an interview and you can be yourself, employers stand a chance of seeing whether you’re the right person for the job or not. Employers are on the same mission as you, so help them make the right decision. It’s as much in your interest as theirs.
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ENGAGING WITH EMPLOYERS


Engagement is the process of striking up a relationship with an employer through the medium of the person who interviews you. Put another way, if you hit it off with the interviewer your chances of getting the job are off to a good start. However, in most cases, the interviewer is going to be not only someone you’ve never met before but also possibly someone very different from you in terms of their age group, ethnic origin or social background. The question is: how would you get on if you had to hold a conversation with a complete stranger who has nothing in common with you? How would you engage with them?


Adding the fact that many interviewers aren’t used to interviewing, so they may find the interview every bit as daunting as you do, makes the process of engagement even more challenging.


THE ART OF CONVERSATION


In an age where people on trains no longer talk to one another and instead spend their journeys either listening to music, staring at the screens of laptops and tablets or sending text messages to their friends, the art of conversation has almost become obsolete. The knock-on effect is the difficulty many people experience when they have to talk to somebody who is interviewing them for a job.
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