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Meet the author


Welcome to Interview Success – Get the Edge!
 

Understanding what a particular employer is looking for, and clearly putting across how well you meet their needs, will give you the edge in any interview. It’s simply an extension of the process you started with your CV: putting yourself in an employer’s shoes.


If your CV made it out of the pile and onto the interview short-list, you’re on the right track. The interview is to reassure your prospective employer that you told the truth about your skills and experience, will be more of an asset to them than other candidates, and are worth investing in. It also helps if the interviewer can see that you are not impossible to get along with, unwilling to attend to personal hygiene, or psychotic.


The interviewer will assess how you look (and smell), behave and communicate. It will help if you are aware of what you and your body may be telling them before, during and after the interview.


My take on interviewing comes from both sides: I worked in sales, recruitment and marketing before becoming a professional CV writer. My rounded perspective on the interview process is tempered with a healthy dash of cynicism, based on a practical appreciation of what works in the real world.


Whatever the latest trend, whether you are a first-time interviewee or experienced career ladder climber, there are plenty of useful tips and tricks in these pages to help you get the edge over other candidates. The most important trick of all is to prepare, and do it well.


Best of luck!


Julie Gray




In one minute


Interviews are terribly unfair; coming second wins you nothing. Getting the edge over everyone else requires solid preparation: 




	
researching the company and the job, and how you will fit


	
thinking about your answers in depth – before the interview


	
knowing what to expect, how to dress and how to behave.





Preparation takes time; time that you may feel you can’t spare. But being well prepared is proof that you are genuinely keen on the job. Good preparation will also help you to feel more confident, be more positive and perform better.


To decide if this book can help you, ask yourself three questions:


Q1: Have you thought about, and do you genuinely want, the job you’re applying for?


Why waste precious time on a job that you don’t really, really want?


Q2: Do you really want to teach yourself better interview skills?


You won’t find a set of generic answers here that you can learn by heart.


Convincing an employer that you’re the best person for the job means showing you know:




	exactly what the company is looking for


	which specific benefits you can bring to them


	how well you’ll fit into the team and the company.





Q3: Will you make the effort to prepare your own interview approach, answers and questions?


If you do, you will end up with a customized interview crib sheet: a mixture of unique statements and answers that together will help you explain to an interviewer all they need to know about you.


If you can answer yes to all three questions, then this book is for you.
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How to use this book


By all means read this book from cover to cover if you have time, but if you have an interview in…


1 DAY


2–3 DAYS


1 WEEK (or more)


…and you’re not sure what you should be preparing, or how to prioritize it, the following guide may help to get you started on the most important areas.
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Background


1 DAY – 10 minutes


2–3 DAYS – 20 minutes


1 WEEK – 30 minutes


Depending on your level of experience, you may wish to skip this step entirely. For first-time interviewees, or those attending a certain type of interview (e.g. a group interview) for the first time, it may help you to know a little bit more about what to expect and what the employer is likely to be looking for. There’s a useful summary of interview types and formats in Chapter 3.
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Preparation


1 DAY – 2.5 hours


2–3 DAYS – 5 hours


1 WEEK – 10 hours (do you really want this job?)


The following four tasks should be possible to complete in 2.5 to 3 hours for those most rushed, or you can scale them up according to how much time you have available.


PRIORITY 1: RESEARCH THE COMPANY


1 DAY – 30 mins +


2–3 DAYS – 1 hour +


1 WEEK – 2 hours +


Yes, this comes before swotting up on possible questions. The single greatest way to impress an interviewer is to convince them that you really want this job and to work for this company above all else. Research can also guide you in prioritizing which selling points this employer is going to be most interested in. Chapter 6 gives more detail on how to research an organization.


PRIORITY 2: WRITE A STATEMENT TO ANSWER: ‘TELL ME ABOUT YOURSELF.’


1 DAY – 20 mins +


2–3 DAYS – 45 mins +


1 WEEK – 1.5 hours +


This is one of the most common questions you will be asked at any interview; often one of the first, if not the first. Perhaps because it is such an innocent-seeming question, something that you could answer in almost any way you choose, it is also one that many people fall down on. Don’t waste a perfect opportunity to make a brilliant first impression.


Please see Chapter 10 for an example of a ‘Tell me about yourself’ statement, and related questions that this statement will help you to answer.


PRIORITY 3: WRITE A STATEMENT TO EXPLAIN: ‘WHAT ATTRACTS YOU TO THIS JOB?’


1 DAY – 20 mins +


2–3 DAYS – 45 mins +


1 WEEK – 1.5 hours +


Not surprisingly, this is another very common question. It’s your chance to show them you have given your application careful consideration. Chapter 10 gives an example of a ‘Tell me what attracts you to this job’ statement, and related questions you can also answer using this statement.


PRIORITY 4: PREPARE ANSWERS TO THE MOST LIKELY QUESTIONS


1 DAY – 1.5 hours +


2–3 DAYS – 3 hours +


1 WEEK – 6 hours +


Opinion differs widely about what will come up in any interview but there are a number of ‘core’ questions – around 15 or so – that most interviewers are likely to ask. Chapter 10 covers the 15 most common questions in more detail and how you should go about answering them in their various guises.


If you have some interview experience, and have already prepared suitable answers to these most likely questions, then try scanning the lists of further questions in Chapter 11 to 16 and selecting the 15 that you’d least like to be asked. Yes, least like: the questions you dread most (or haven’t thought about) are the ones that you’ll probably be asked.
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Action


1 DAY – 20 minutes +


2–3 DAYS – 45 minutes +


1 WEEK – 1.5 hours +


There are several practical things recommended to do before your interview: sort out a suitable outfit, plan your behaviour and become more aware of your communication. For more detailed advice about outfit choice and what your clothes may be saying about you, see Chapter 19.


Some basic techniques can improve your body language, and help you to feel calmer if you’re nervous on the day – take a look at the confidence tricks you can try in Chapter 20.


Even with unlimited time, no one can prepare for every scenario. All you can do is think ahead to help you manage the unexpected without falling apart.


See Chapter 24 for tips on how to:




	manage pre-interview crises, such as running late


	deal with difficult or scary interviewers


	recover from difficulties before the interview ends


	ensure you learn from every experience.







 


 


Part one


Background



1
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Five things interviewers want to know about you

In this chapter you will learn about:


	the five principal goals of the interviewer

	how, in outline, you should begin to respond to these goals.



Whether the process is handled in one interview or across several, whether you are interviewed by the company itself or by a recruitment agency on its behalf, the information sought is always largely the same:



	proof of CV claims

	desire

	personality

	fit

	cost.





Interviewers don’t just want to hear you repeat what you put on your CV; they want you to demonstrate to them that what you said was true, that you really can do the job and do it well. They’ll also be interested in whether you are genuinely committed to the job and the company.

The interview is a great opportunity for them to see for themselves what kind of a person you’ll be like to work with. Based on that, they’ll judge how well you’re likely to get on with colleagues, management and the company environment in general.

Their final concern, if you appeal to them on all these other counts, will be how much it may cost to get you and to keep you.
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1  Proof of the skills and experience on your CV

Hopefully, you didn’t put anything on your CV that you can’t prove. In this context, proof doesn’t normally mean performing the skill on the spot, but giving strong examples of times you have done so.

For anything you included on your CV, ideally you will have already prepared two or more concrete examples of when you used that skill, drew from your experience, applied your knowledge, exhibited a behaviour/characteristic, or combined all of these to demonstrate competency. You may hear the expression ‘competency interview’ quite a lot as it is a popular interview format, but don’t be put off by the terminology. All a competency interview really does is ask you for examples of how you’ve demonstrated your particular abilities; which is no more than you should be preparing anyway.

If something is not on your CV but is listed in the job advert criteria, then come up with two concrete examples of this skill or ability that you can give at interview. (Consider adding these to your generic CV, if appropriate, so you can easily call on them in future.)

If you cannot demonstrate that you meet a particular job criterion, don’t waffle or bluff – just omit it. If questioned, be honest but move quickly on to the other relevant skills or experience you can bring to the job. If the criterion is considered critical by the interviewer, you could add your willingness to develop that skill, and give examples of other things you’ve quickly learned on the job.

It never hurts to show some self-awareness during this part of the interview: think about the process by which you developed each of your skills. Be prepared to talk about how you have learned through failure, as well as success, to work differently over time. Don’t dwell on the failure part for very long, but it helps if you can acknowledge it. Interviewers tend to like people who can learn, develop and grow in value over time.
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2  Desire

You would think it safe to assume that someone going to the effort of applying for a job and attending an interview would really want the job – but that’s not always the case. Whether they’re casting about for alternatives to see if it’s worth jumping ship, or out of work and desperate to get back into it any way they can, there are always candidates who look fine on paper but just aren’t really motivated by this particular opportunity.

Given the cost of recruiting new staff, interviewers are very curious to know how strong your desire is to work for them. They want to quickly weed out anyone who doesn’t really, really want the job. These candidates will either turn a job offer down, leaving the interviewer chasing up second or third favourites, or may accept but move on again quite quickly.

The most common way for interviewers to assess the level of desire is to find out how much someone really knows about the job opportunity and the company as a whole – and whether they have properly thought out their next career move. You’ll need to show them that you’ve really done your research and thought your position through carefully.
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3  Personality

The interviewer can’t tell whether you’re going to be easy to work with or not. After all, although interview situations are often pressured, they are not exactly typical – and you’ll also (hopefully) be on your best behaviour. A good interviewer will use several sources of information to predict what you’re most likely going to be like to work with.

The first is how you come across during the interview. This perception starts to be built from the very first moment – how you look and how you greet the interviewer. Some interviewers also place considerable importance on how you handle any small talk about your journey, the weather, or the news, prior to the ‘proper’ questions beginning.

Another aspect that interviewers rely on to make their judgement of your personality is hearing how you have behaved in work situations in the past. When asked to explain how you’ve worked as part of a team, for example, they will be thinking about whether the behaviours you describe are likely to work well and be productive in this particular environment.

Equally, some interviewers like to ask how you would behave in a hypothetical situation that might arise. Your answer could indicate whether you would go about a particular task in a way that would suit their working style. However, whether this is a good predictor of future behaviour is debatable – candidates are likely to try and give the answer they think is most desirable, which may not reflect what they would actually do.

Finally, the ‘perfect/worst’ scenario is often used at interview to establish candidates’ preferences and therefore working styles. You might be quizzed on which is the best or worst company you’ve ever worked for, and why. Or who would be your dream (or nightmare) boss and why.

Overstating your preferences can make you seem inflexible. If you describe your interviewer’s working style by chance, and say you’d find that hell to work with, you are less likely to make round two than if you say you work well with any style of management but that certain behaviours inspire you more. If you feel very strongly about how you’re managed, then it’s probably better to identify a mismatch now, before you jump into the job.
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4  Fit

This is closely linked to your personality and working style. The interviewer is trying to figure out, based on limited clues, whether you are likely to gel with the team around you and the organization’s culture as a whole. They’ll look at anything you give them from your appearance or background, your personality or working style, to your sense of humour or ambitions.

Yes, fit is a wholly subjective judgement. In many cases, it’s unjust – some of these things have no real bearing on whether or not you could do the job well. You can’t change who you are; and if you did, just to get this job, would you want to spend every working day pretending to be something you are not? What you can do is research the organization’s culture, work out what type of person or qualities they seem to value most, and ensure you clearly put across those aspects of yourself.


[image: art]

Insight

Don’t be dejected if the person interviewing you seems very different from you. It’s not a sign you won’t fit in. The interviewer may not be representative of the company or team you hope to join and, besides, diversity is being embraced by employers more than ever. It’s widely believed now that creativity can be stifled when teams consist solely of one type of person: people with different approaches might be far more welcome.
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5  Cost

Whether this is established at the first interview or a later interview (as is more common), if the interviewer feels you tick most of their boxes then the next relevant question is: What will they have to offer in order to get you, and keep you?

Interviewers will be able to glean some of the information they need from what you say. Knowing what responsibilities you currently have, and the salary you are or have been on, will give them a standard to compare against. Asking about your career ambitions may give them an indication of what motivates you.

You are more likely to be able to negotiate a higher salary, an improved package or support for training/qualifications, if you show you are not only qualified for the job but keen to get it and committed to the company in the longer term.
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FOCAL POINTS


	Your interview is a chance to prove everything you’ve claimed: use examples.

	Show the interviewer you really want this particular job.

	Your personality may be judged in many ways; not all will be fair.

	Spell out to the interviewer why you’ll be a good fit with his or her team.

	Sell yourself before you set a price for yourself.

	Sell yourself well, and the asking price could go higher.
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How employers assess candidates

In this chapter you will learn about:


	how interviewers judge the interviews

	how you can control the messages you send to the interviewer.
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Lawyer, judge and jury

Your interviewer will act a bit like lawyer, judge and jury all rolled into one:


	
Lawyer: Interviewers cannot be sure of many things that you tell them – but, as they are in the business of assessing people, you can guarantee a good interviewer will ask searching and leading questions, and put a spin on every scrap of information you provide. This includes not only what you say and how you say it, but also how you appear and behave.

	
Judge: You can’t predict how each interviewer will react to you. We’re all human, and different interviewers can interpret the same signal or piece of information in very different ways. However, it is possible to increase your chances of a positive judgement by putting lots of strong points forward and limiting anything that could be interpreted negatively.

	
Jury: You are very much able to influence how you are viewed. Think about winding in any of the more extreme aspects of your personality, views, appearance and behaviour when job hunting. This is not about false pretences or compromising integrity; it’s about not doing anything that could put an employer off you.
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Your appearance

What you wear communicates strong messages, and this will almost certainly be the basis of the interviewer’s first impression of you. That justifies giving it extra careful thought. You don’t have to become anonymous; something unique about the way you look can help you be remembered above other candidates, but only if this is not so extreme as to be distracting. Compromise is the best approach.

For detailed guidelines on interview dress, please see Chapter 19: What to wear.
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Your behaviour

Without wishing to make you paranoid, every action says something about you to an observer, so keep this in mind. The observation may start earlier than you think.

SOCIAL NETWORKING

In this age of digital networks, you can safely assume that an interviewer’s assessment of your behaviour may well have begun before you even get to the interview.

Keep everything you can private, even if you don’t think there’s anything to worry about – why take the chance?

OUTSIDE

You might be seen as you walk from the car park to the door – and back again. Road rage has no place in the company car park, even if spaces are at a premium. Raising your middle finger at the person who poached your space shortly before you are interviewed by them (or their colleague) is not a great strategy.

Likewise, don’t grind out a cigarette butt, adjust yourself in your trousers, hawk and spit, expel wind with gusto, swear loudly on your mobile or do anything you wouldn’t do in front of the interviewer, anywhere within sight of the organization’s premises.

Act as if the interview has begun the moment you walk into view.

INSIDE

Be polite and friendly with everyone you encounter whether outside the building, in reception or on the way to the interview room. You never know whose opinion of you might be sought and taken into account.

For more guidance on giving the right impression from start to finish, see Chapter 21: How to appear/behave.
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Your communication

A skilled interviewer will use a variety of techniques to get you to reveal the kind of information they want to know about you. All their secret weapons can be turned to your advantage with sufficient preparation.

FACING QUESTIONS

An interviewer’s first weapon is questions. Typically, they’ll use a combination of open and closed questions. Open questions encourage you to supply information, such as ‘Tell me a bit about your current job.’ Closed questions have simpler, yes or no answers – ‘Do you enjoy doing that?’ Together, these two types of question help an interviewer to probe deeply into the areas they are most interested in.
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Insight

The interviewer may appear to be leading the conversation, because they are asking the questions. However, unless you are in a fully structured interview with no room for deviation, you can still influence the direction of the interview through the answers you give.
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Open questions

For the unprepared, open questions can be an invitation to mental block, or a licence to waffle with no clear point. Worse, there’s a chance you might mention something you wanted to avoid. Like politicians, though, all interviewees should learn to love open questions: you can answer them however you choose and keep bringing the discussion back to the key points you want to make.

Closed questions

These can be far more challenging, as any politician who has faced Jeremy Paxman knows, but you don’t have to stop at one-word answers.You can always bring in additional, positive information as well.

FACING SILENCE

The second, and probably most powerful, weapon of any good interviewer is silence. Never was the expression ‘give someone enough rope to hang themselves’ more apposite than during an interview.

If you impulsively tack comments onto the end of a well-answered question, you could contradict an earlier comment, raise an issue best kept quiet, or reduce the impact of your prepared answer.

Stick to the content of your prepared answers. Include your important points, then stop. There’s nothing wrong with silence.
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Insight

Silence preys upon our desire to please, in a situation where we’re trying to make a good impression. You’ve just given your well-prepared answer, and the interviewer stays silent, raises an eyebrow, or (if really sneaky) says ‘Oh?’ or ‘Go on.’

The desire to fill that silence can be enormous, but you need to resist.
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YOUR FACE (AND BODY)

We all give out lots of non-verbal signals. Some you will be very aware of, others less so – but they are all important. If your non-verbal signals contradict what you are saying, they often carry more weight than your words. For example, if you explain how excellently you cope with pressurized situations, while your left foot is twitching, your fingers are tapping and your words are tumbling out at top speed, the interviewer will likely think you’ve overstated your ability.

Controlling your non-verbal communication

The main quality you want to project through non-verbal communication is confidence. You can learn to do this, even if you don’t feel it inside.

Your posture, movements and how you speak (as opposed to what you say) also contribute to how you will be judged. You can’t learn everything at once, but anyone can benefit from improving certain areas, so it pays to be aware of your own behaviour and how you should be aiming to present yourself.

Chapter 20: Getting into the zone – confidence tricks gives more details on developing positive non-verbal communication and how to portray confidence.

FOCAL POINTS


	Your interviewer will look at your appearance, behaviour and communication.

	Bland is not best, quirky can be memorable but extremism may count against you.

	Use social networks with care; control your settings and content.

	The interview starts as you approach the premises and finishes when you are out of sight.

	Avoid the temptation to fill every silence.

	Project confidence, even if you don’t feel it.

	Don’t let your face or body contradict what you’re saying.
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Different kinds of interview

In this chapter you will learn about:


	the different interview formats

	the main types of interview

	the different stages of the interview process.



Interviews can vary in three main ways:



	
Format: how many people are involved and where it takes place.

	
Type: based on the type or style of questioning. Rarely does an interview fall entirely into one type; it’s more likely that the range of questions will span several types of interview.

	
Stage: there may be more than one interview stage. Two, three or more rounds of interviews may be called, depending on the nature and importance of the position and the number of short-listed candidates.
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Classic interview formats

ONE-TO-ONE INTERVIEWS

This is a traditional format for many employers: it’s just you and one interviewer. One-to-ones may take place face to face, by telephone, or via a video link/webcam.

Face-to-face interviews

The majority of interviews still take place in person; probably because, despite the expense of organizing them, most interviewers like to have a candidate directly in front of them in order to assess them properly.

Even if you begin with a telephone or video interview, it would be rare to be hired without having had at least one interview in person. You might find the prospect terrifying, but in almost every case it is far easier to communicate effectively in person.

Telephone interviews

These are often used as an easy, cost-effective way of screening a longer initial shortlist before inviting candidates to a face-to-face interview. While these can take place wherever you like, ideally you’ll need a quiet location without any distractions.
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Insight

Some companies even use automated telephone interviews as the first stage – this is supposed to help eliminate any possible bias. So don’t be surprised if you call up and are speaking to a machine. If so, you’re more likely to get multiple choice questions, but if you don’t, make sure you speak clearly and slowly enough for your comments to register.
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Telephone interviews sound like an easy option. You could do one from your bed, wearing your pyjamas, without even bothering to brush your hair, and no one would ever know; although taking too casual an attitude towards it could make you less careful with your answers. Take care what else you do during a telephone interview, too; however quiet you think you are, they’ll be able to tell if you are eating, drinking or smoking while on the phone. No interviewer wants to hear the toilet flush as they thank you for your time!

Not being able to see the interviewer can make things harder – you can’t see how they react to what you’re telling them. Are they pleased, surprised, indifferent? This limited communication is rarely an advantage, which is why most employers use it only in the earliest stages of recruitment.

Video/webcam interviews

These are another good way of screening candidates, especially if the company is based some distance away or oversea and doesn’t want the expense of transporting candidates to see them in person until they are more confident that you are what they’re looking for. Depending on the equipment, this can be very similar to a face-to-face interview – provided you can see the interviewer’s face clearly enough to read their expressions and you’ve got a live streaming image. There may be a time lag between their question and you hearing it, or your answer and their reaction. Their image, and yours, may freeze in various (usually uncomplimentary) poses if the video capability is poor – which can be quite off-putting.
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