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      Introduction

      If you've picked up this book, you've most likely landed an interview. Congratulations! Now comes the work of preparing for whatever questions you might be asked. Every interview is different — mostly because every interviewer has a different idea of the types of questions they'll ask you. Some may focus on your past work experience without getting into personal details, and others may rely on personal questions to help them figure out if you're a good fit for the company. You need to be ready for any type of question that comes your way. That's where The Job Interview Phrase Book comes in handy.

      Divided into ten chapters, The Job Interview Phrase Book is a concise guide suitable for new and seasoned job seekers alike. Chapter 1 reviews basic etiquette and how to get an interview off to a good start. The following chapters walk you through pairs of questions and answers on topics ranging from your skills, accomplishments, and career goals to your business sense, interest in the company, and education. You'll learn how to handle tough questions about your career. Not sure what to say when asked about a bad boss? Wondering how to explain to a potential employer that you were fired? Whether you've been unemployed for months or years, held numerous jobs in a short period of time, or are applying for a job outside of your industry, this book will steer you in the right direction with clear answers that you can deliver with confidence. Each question and answer is followed by a brief synopsis that explains why the given answer is appropriate and how it will help you stand out to your interviewer. To help prevent you from getting tongue-tied when asked about your age, religion, or political views, a section on illegal questions helps you respond appropriately without giving away information that is no one's business but your own. A final chapter lists popular buzz words and phrases according to industry. You can use the language in this section during interviews or even apply it to your resume.

      A job interview is a chance to talk about what you've accomplished in your career and why you're ready to move on to a new opportunity. No one knows you better than yourself, so make sure you're able to present yourself in the best light possible. Use The Job Interview Phrase Book to prepare and practice — and ultimately get the job!

    

  

1


Preparing for the Interview

HAVE YOU EVER WONDERED WHAT THE POINT OF A JOB INTERVIEW IS? THE employer has your resume. Can't she just look at it to see whether you have the necessary skills and experience? All she should need to do is make a phone call or two to verify that information, right? While it is made up of information about your past experience, your resume doesn't give the employer a full picture of who you are. Your resume is only a summary of your skills, work experience, and educational background. With only your resume to rely on, the person interviewing you won't have any idea of the specific things about you that will set you apart from the other candidates.

After all, a resume is merely a piece of paper, and you are so much more than that. An interviewer can't learn about someone's personality by looking at a resume. She can't discover how a candidate developed some of his skills or which accomplishments meant the most to him. The interviewer can't find out how the candidate reacts to change or adversity by reading his resume.

The only way an interviewer can learn any of those things about a job candidate is by talking to him and asking questions. This will allow the candidate to paint a picture of himself that is much more elaborate than what can fit on one sheet of paper.


Preparing to Answer Questions

You will be asked a variety of questions on a job interview. These questions will pertain to your skills and abilities, accomplishments, education, and work history. You will also be asked questions about your strengths and weaknesses, your interests and hobbies, and your likes and dislikes, all of which will allow the employer to learn about your personal traits or characteristics.

In the chapters that follow, you will find answers and key phrases to use when responding to questions you might encounter on a job interview. Use them as a guideline. While you should not go into a job interview with a memorized script, you should have an idea of how you will answer most questions that will come your way. Chapter 9 gives you ideas for the types of questions you should ask the interviewer. Use these questions in the same way — as a guideline to be adapted to your particular situation and the company and industry you are interviewing with.



[image: illustration]
 Be Specific

On a job interview, you will be asked questions about your skills, for example. Of course, you know what skills you have, but can you discuss how you acquired them? What if you're asked about your accomplishments? You've no doubt accomplished a lot at work, but can you recall specifics? You need anecdotes that clearly back up your claims, so it is imperative that you prepare in advance and have some good examples of your strengths ready when the subject comes up.



[image: illustration]
 Take Time to Rehearse

In preparing for job interviews it is important that you do some practice interviewing, both alone and with others. Rehearsing for interviews will allow you to work on any problems that may be viewed as negatives by the interviewer. Rehearsing will also allow you to become more comfortable with the interview process. By the time you go on an interview, you will have no problem confidently answering questions.


The First Defining Moments

The first minute or two of any interview is the most crucial. As the saying goes, you only get one chance to make a great first impression, and this is when you want to do just that. Your goal is to wow the interviewer and make a favorable impression that will give you an edge over some of your rivals and open the door to an offer of employment.
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 Introducing Yourself

When the interviewer arrives, it's show time. If you appear shy or intimidated, an interviewer may not want to dig too deep and embarrass you; that said, she will not ask you the really difficult questions — the questions that get you the job. It's human nature to judge a person by their first impression; it's that first impression that hooks many of us when we fall in love. You and your interviewer do not need to fall in love, but you do need to fall “in like.”It shouldn't be difficult to do this, as long as you know what the interviewer is looking for.
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 Maintaining Eye Contact

When the time for your interview arrives and you get the chance to meet the person who will be grilling you for the next hour or so, stand up and greet him with a warm smile and maintain constant eye contact during your articulate introduction. Establishing eye contact is probably one of the most important parts of your introduction. You want to make sure that you look the interviewer directly in the eye as you are being introduced and/or shake hands. At the same time, you don't want to make him uncomfortable, so be sure not to stare.
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 Have a Firm Handshake

Similar limitations are placed on the handshake; while you don't want your handshake to be so light that the interviewer is forced to check for a pulse, you also don't want to be so enthusiastic that she winds up in the emergency room with a fracture. In your pre-interview sessions with a friend, practice your handshake so that you will be able to offer up a firm grip with a quick shake or two of the hand. Then, don't hold on for dear life; let go.


Starting Off on the Right Foot

Before getting down to the important stuff — like why you would do well with this company — it is likely that the interviewer will engage you in a bit of small talk to get the conversation flowing. Prepare for these questions as well. Don't mistake, for example, “How was your ride in?” or “Did you have any problem finding us?” for anything other than small talk. The interviewer really is not interested in whether or not you hit any traffic or encountered any accidents on your way to the office. If you anticipate simple questions like these, you can be better prepared to answer them without bogging down the flow of conversation.

All too often, job seekers make the mistake of launching into a huge dialogue about how long it took them to get to the office, how they found a great short cut, and so on. The last thing an interviewer wants — or needs — in response to these initial questions is anything longer than “Great,” “Fine,” or “No problem!” Don't be verbose; it can cause the interviewer to question your suitability to the company immediately. Also, regardless of how nervous you may be, don't let small-talk questions like these dumbfound you. After all, if you have trouble answering a simple question about the weather, how are you going to help this company come up with a winning marketing strategy?

Upon arriving at the interviewer's office or area of your destination, wait until the interviewer tells you to be seated before sitting, then sit (don't plunk) on the designated chair or sofa. Stick with that chair or sofa even if it proves to be uncomfortable. In fact, you don't want to be too comfortable. You want to keep alert, not doze off!

Be on your best behavior. The traditional rules of etiquette should be observed at all times during a job interview. Don't yawn, chew gum, or fidget. A few more things could be added to this list:


	
Don't mimic the body language or mannerisms of the interviewer. (This can happen when you get nervous.)



	
Don't keep looking at your watch.



	
Don't be negative.



	
Don't talk too much.



	
Don't ask about money, perks, or things that are unrelated to the job or company at hand.



	
Don't move or touch anything on the interviewer's desk. This office is his “home,” and you wouldn't want a stranger to touch things in your home.





If your interview is going well and you are sure this is a job you want, don't be afraid to say so. Sometimes candidates who seem to be perfect for the job are passed over simply because they never let the interviewer know they wanted it.

Don't let this happen to you. Don't be afraid to be proactive, and don't be bashful. Wrap up your interview by giving some of the reasons you like the company before asking about your prospects. Make it clear that you think this job was made for you and vice versa.


Set a Tone

The tone of the meeting depends on the personality of the interviewer. He may ask a straight line of professional questions, or he may be more lighthearted and laid back. Regardless of the manner of the interviewer, you should always prepare your answers in a very professional way.

One mistake that candidates often make is to prepare for each question by brainstorming the “perfect” answer. They think about the kind of answer the perfect candidate would give and use that. In most of these instances, the job seeker is wasting the company's time. Trying to project the perfect image can only result in disaster because often the interviewer sees right through it. On the other hand, if the interviewer buys into the candidate's perfect persona, she may be surprised when — once hired — the candidate does not perform as perfectly as expected.

Though you shouldn't highlight your faults to the employer, neither should you pretend to be someone or something you are not. Many career experts think that the best way to set and maintain a professional tone throughout an interview is to create a sort of job interview persona. Think about the many personal traits a job interviewer would be interested in and be sure to project those characteristics. Which of your traits would make you a strong candidate and set you apart from the rest of the candidates? Think about the many successful people you know or have heard about and the personality traits that make them good leaders. How can you convey to the interviewer that these qualifications are part of your own professional nature?

Think of yourself as a calm, cool, and collected individual; be relaxed enough to allow a bit of your personality into the conversation. With any luck, your research has provided you with an understanding of the company's vision. If you can link this vision to your own personal vision for your career, you should make a strong impression on your interviewer.

Remember, however, that in the end you have no control over the outcome of an interview; you do not decide whether or not you get the job. In many cases, you could conduct yourself perfectly throughout the interview and still not get the job. On the other hand, you could feel like you've botched the entire interview and still receive an offer.

The only thing you do have control over during the interview is what you do and say while you're there. Always keep the following key qualities an interviewer is looking for in the back of your mind and be sure to convey your aptitude in each of them:


	
Adaptability



	
Competence



	
Confidence



	
Creativity



	
Dedication



	
Dependability



	
Easygoing nature



	
Enthusiasm



	
Leadership ability



	
Motivation



	
Problem-solving ability



	
Resourcefulness





Think of these qualities in every answer you give and everything you say, and you should have no problem projecting the image of a confident and competent candidate.
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      Discussing Your Skills and Experience

      NOW THAT YOU UNDERSTAND HOW TO PRESENT A PROFESSIONAL IMAGE AND confidently interact with your interviewer, it's time to think about what you'll say when your interviewer starts asking questions.

      This chapter focuses on responses you should give when questioned about your specific skills, work experience, and personal interests. Skills can be divided into two categories: hard skills and soft skills. Hard skills, or technical skills, are the ones that define your job. You will be required to be proficient in these skills, and your prospective employer will want you to prove this to him by drawing on specific examples of how you have used your skills. Soft skills, also known as functional or personal skills, are those skills that you need to have in order to excel at work in general. These are very wide-ranging skills. They aren't specific to any occupation, but instead they are the things that enhance your performance regardless of what your actual job is. Examples of soft skills include decision-making, time management, delegating, multitasking, and problem solving.

      You may be asked questions about your work style or strengths and weaknesses. The answers you give will help the interviewer decide whether to hire you. By revealing aspects of your personality, you give a strong indication of whether you will make a good employee. The interviewer wants to know what makes you a better choice than another candidate with the same experience and skills.

      
Key Skills and Abilities

      
        Q: What are your key skills?
      

      
        How to answer it: After spending the past six years as a senior systems analyst, I've developed a number of important skills, including business modeling, process re-engineering, software-package evaluation, and advanced programming capabilities in UNIX and C environments. I was very pleased to discover that these are the skills you are seeking. Would you like to hear about specific examples of my work?
      

      Talk about your key skills and how you'll use them in this job. Avoid using clichés or generalities. Offer specific evidence, drawing parallels between your current or previous job and the job you're interviewing for. Don't be afraid to ask a question in your answer. However, the last thing you want to do is seem garrulous, so find out if the interviewer would like to hear specific examples and, if so, oblige her.

      
        Q: What skills do you think are most critical to this job?
      

      
        How to answer it: As technology is ever changing, I think that it is important to keep up with the latest marketing trends. Knowing what kinds of new technologies exist and how to go about incorporating them into my own marketing plans is what will keep me ahead of the competition. Creativity is also of major importance to the marketing industry; new ideas can quickly become stale and stagnant. A successful marketing associate will always be looking ahead to the next big revolution. If, just a few years ago, I had not been aware of the important role that the web would play in our day-to-day duties, my current company could have been wiped out by the competition.
      

      When describing the skills you feel are most important, make sure that you know how these skills relate to the position at hand. Illustrate how the cited skills have helped you in your current and/or past positions.

      
        Q: If you were to stay in your current job, what kinds of tasks would you spend more time on and why?
      

      
        How to answer it: If I were to stay at my current job, I'd like to gain more experience in labor negotiating. In particular, I'd like to help negotiate labor contracts, resolve grievances at the step-4 level, and prepare grievances for arbitration. Though I have a very strong background in all areas of human resources, I believe that a strong grasp of labor relations experience will round out my skills so that I could have the opportunity to move up to a position of department head and possibly vice president.
      

      In answering this question, think about the aspects of your job that interest you most. What are the areas you would like to strengthen and advance in? What are the areas you need work in so that you could advance? Talk about the current responsibilities that give you the most satisfaction. Another smart move (and one that will score you points in the motivation department) is to talk about the possibility of advancement. Again, make sure your goals are realistic. Talk about the career path you are heading down and how the sharpening of certain skills can help you attain your goals.

      
        Q: What skills would you like to develop in this job?
      

      
        How to answer it: I'd like to develop my negotiating skills. I've had considerable experience interpreting and implementing large contracts, but I've been limited in negotiating the actual conditions, costs, and standards for a major contract. I believe this job will offer me the opportunity to be a member of a negotiating team so I can begin acquiring the skills necessary to lead the team.
      

      Make sure you are not inhabiting an imaginary world in your answer to this question! First, your answer should coincide with skills that this job will help you develop. Second, you should have already covered some of the prerequisites to developing the skills you mention. For example, you wouldn't want to apply for a job as a receptionist with the Joffrey Ballet and say that you hope to develop your ballet skills.

      Answering this question gives you an opportunity to talk a little bit about all your different skills. Discuss your hard (technical) skills, such as your computer knowledge and customer service skills. It's also important to focus on the soft skills you'd like to develop. Describe your functional skills, such as organizing, problem solving, writing, listening, and communicating, as well as personal skills, such as how well you work with others, whether or not you are able to assert authority, and how well you manage your time.

      
        Q: How well do you write?
      

      
        How to answer it: I would say that my writing skills are above average. I made a very conscious effort to develop these skills while I was working toward my MBA. I even took an entrepreneurial class in which the chief assignment was to develop, write, and continually rewrite a business plan. I have brought it along if you would like to see it.
      

      A great way to prepare for an interview is to overprepare. If you anticipate a question such as this one, bring along a sample of your work. For more creative positions (photographer, copywriter, graphic artist, and so on), always be sure to pack your portfolio so that the interviewer can see your work and assess your talent for himself. Even if the job you are applying for is not creative in nature, there may be some writing involved. A sharp set of writing skills is always a great asset.

      
        Q: Could you tell me a little bit about your computer skills?
      

      
        How to answer it: I would consider myself very well versed when it comes to computers. In my current position, I typically use Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, and Excel. I am also familiar with various graphic design programs, including Quark, Photoshop, and Adobe Illustrator. I have some experience with Macintosh systems as well. I am a pro when it comes to navigating the Internet and have even picked up a bit of knowledge as far as HTML programming goes.
      

      Computer literacy is a must in today's job market, no matter what the position. A working knowledge of a word processing program such as Microsoft Word is essential, and familiarity with database management or graphics programs is valuable as well. If your computer experience is rather limited, have a friend tutor you in an MS Office Suite application, or visit the local library and try to find your way around some of the most basic word processing programs. These programs are simple to learn and will allow you to avoid having to say that you have very limited or no computer skills. You must be web savvy and have a knowledge of e-mail. Windows remains the dominant platform in the workforce, but Macintosh environments are prevalent in creative fields such as advertising, publishing, and design.

      
        Q: How are your presentation skills? How do you prepare for presentations?
      

      
        How to answer it: I didn't always like making presentations, but since I had to make alot of them on my last two jobs, I've gotten very good at it. I do alot of research before any presentation. I try to find out as much as possible about the client, the market they are trying to reach, their competitors, and the industry. Sometimes, if the budget allows for it, I hire an expert to help me with the research.
      

      This candidate answered honestly. He knows it's not that unusual to dislike presentations, so he's not afraid to admit that. It also gives him the opportunity to show off his experience and how it has gotten him over his fear. In addition, he knows the importance of having good information and knows what resources he needs to use to get it.

      
        Q: How do your skills relate to this job?
      

      
        How to answer it: I am very organized, I work well on a team, and I have very good communication skills. Although I haven't worked in this field before, I know these skills will make me a valuable employee.
      

      Although this applicant is new to the field, she has some very desirable skills, which she makes a point of letting the interviewer know.

      
        Q: Tell me about a crisis you encountered at work and how you handled it.
      

      
        How to answer it: Last year a virus was causing our computers to send out thousands of e-mail messages to our clients. We were being inundated with angry phone calls before we even knew what was going on. Our technical support person was on vacation, so I made a few phone calls and found someone to fix the problem. Then I drafted an apology that was sent out by e-mail to our clients.
      

      This answer is good because the candidate clearly describes the problem and gives specifics on how she solved it. In addition, the crisis is one that could have caused her boss to lose clients, something that would strike fear into the hearts of most employers, including the one interviewing her.

      
        Q: How do you manage your time?
      

      
        How to answer it: I prioritize my work. I figure out what needs to get done first, next, and so on. Then I calculate how much time I will need to spend on each activity or project. I set a schedule for myself and get going.
      

      This applicant has a plan. He knows how to prioritize and apportion the proper amount of time to each activity.

      
        Q: Have you ever had to juggle two or more projects at the same time?
      

      
        How to answer it: That happened all the time on my last job. Several months ago, I was in the midst of working on one huge project for one of my bosses, when my other boss came to me with another project that needed to be completed in two days. After evaluating the second project, I realized I could complete it in a day. Since I still had about a week before the deadline for the first project, I decided to get started on the second one. I completed it by the end of the next day and went back to my first project.
      

      The interviewer asked for an example and this candidate gave one. He demonstrates how his ability to prioritize helped him.

      
        Q: How do you manage stress in your daily work?
      

      
        How to answer it: Unless I have a ton of work to do that I just can't get away from, I make sure that when I take my lunch hour, I actually leave the office. Just that simple change of scenery, even for a few minutes, is enough to keep me energized for the rest of the day.
      

      This is a simple enough question to answer. The interviewer is interested in whether you have a tendency to crack under pressure. She wants to know how you manage high-pressure situations. If you have a simple daily ritual that helps you maintain your composure, even in stressful situations, tell her about it. But beware of how that stress buster might be perceived. A power nap ritual — even on your lunch hour — could mistakenly be construed as sleeping on the job. It may also be helpful to describe a stressful project you've worked on and the specific actions you took to get it done without losing your head. If you think that your ways of relieving stress — yelling at those who hold lower positions, watching a movie in the middle of the work day — would be frowned upon by your current boss or a future one, do yourself a favor and keep it to yourself. The key is to talk about how you stay professional when under a lot of pressure.

      
        Q: As assistant to the director of human resources, employees will come to you if they feel their supervisor has discriminated against them in some way. How will you handle these complaints?
      

      
        How to answer it: As an HR professional I know the importance of being well versed in the laws that affect the workplace. First, I will interview the employee, asking for an explanation of exactly what happened. Then, I'll interview the supervisor and get his or her side of the story.
      

      This candidate will take a balanced look at the situation. He will evaluate it using his knowledge of employment law and then try to solve the problem.

      
        Q: You have many of the skills we're looking for. However, we also need someone with very strong sales skills. I don't see anything on your resume that indicates that you have that kind of experience.
      

      
        How to answer it: It's true that I don't have any formal experience in sales. I do have some informal experience, however. Iran the book fair at my son's school for the past few years. I also sold jewelry that a friend made. We rented tables at craft fairs all over the region.
      

      While a candidate can't make up experience, she should draw on unpaid or volunteer experience that demonstrates her skills.

      
        Q: Are you good at doing research?
      

      
        How to answer it: I haven't done a great deal of research at work, but I do alot of it on my own. Before I make any major purchases, take any medication, or go on vacation, I do alot of research. I'm very good at it. The librarians at my local library are a great resource, so I make sure to go to them when I need help.
      

      It would have been nice if this job candidate could have drawn on work experience to highlight her research skills, but since she couldn't, she did the next best thing. She has given examples of what kind of research she has done and how she does it.

      
        Q: I see from your resume this isn't your first job working in a medical office. What skills did you pick up on your two previous jobs that you think would help you on this job?
      

      
        How to answer it: When you described the job to me, you said you needed someone who was good with patients. You also said you wanted someone who knows alot about the different insurance plans. My primary responsibility at both these jobs was billing. I had to deal with insurance companies every day. I found that if I learned how each one worked, it was alot easier for the doctors in my practice to get paid and for patients to get reimbursed. I also worked at the reception desk at these jobs. Many patients who came in were clearly anxious. I was happy to be able to calm them down and hopefully offer some reassurance.
      

      This candidate listened to what the employer said and was able to clearly state how her skills would fill this medical practice's needs.

      
Interpersonal Skills

      
        Q: What personal characteristics do you think add to your overall effectiveness?
      

      
        How to answer it: I think that I have a strong ability to create deeper relationships with people than business usually allows for. I am able to know more about a client than just the amount of money she brings to my company each year. I get to know my clients on a more personal level, and I keep them in mind all the time. If I read an article that I know one of my clients might enjoy, I'll send the clip along. In doing so, I find that my phone calls are returned much more quickly — and happily — than the next person's might be.
      

      What is it about your personal style that makes you unique from the other candidates that the interviewer has met with? What traits do you possess that make you more effective? Without sounding cocky or exploitative, talk about why you think you are able to get cooperation from others.

      
        Q: What type of people do you work with most effectively?
      

      
        How to answer it: My favorite type of coworker is someone who is not afraid to voice her opinion. I love to work with people who are creative and willing to brainstorm ideas before deciding upon a particular solution. Confidence is always important as well.
      

      The key here — and in every question, really — is to remain positive. Far too many people answer this question in a way that fails to highlight the positive points they like in their coworkers; instead they drone on and on about the things they hate. A negative attitude is never in a job description, and it's certainly not something you should convey — either intentionally or unintentionally — during an interview. Make sure the company would approve of the characteristics you are describing. For example, if you are a bit of a chatterbox, you might love to have a few other talkative people in your department, but this is not the type of thing you should mention in your interview. Always remember that the interviewer is interested in how well you will fit in with the company's other employees, not how well they'll fit in with you.

      
        Q: Unfortunately every office has personality conflicts. What do you do when you work with someone you don't particularly like?
      

      
        How to answer it: While I know you don't have to be buddies with everyone you work with, workplaces are more productive if coworkers get along. I would try to resolve my differences with that person. If that wasn't possible, I'd find something about that person I could admire and respect and I'd focus on that instead of the things Ididn't like.
      

      This applicant shows she's proactive when she says she would try to work out her differences with her coworker, but realistic when she says that if she can't, she will find something to respect about her coworker — everyone has redeeming qualities.

      
        Q: As a supervisor, what do you do when employees working under you don't get along?
      

      
        How to answer it: I actually encountered this situation a few months ago. There were two employees in my department who were both very nice people, but they got off on the wrong foot when one of them transferred into the department. I called a meeting with them and asked them to try to resolve their differences for the good of the department. I can't actually say they like each other now, but there is a level of respect between them.
      

      Nothing is better than a real-life experience. This job candidate was lucky enough to have one he could draw upon. He solved this problem in a very logical way, and was very honest about the outcome.

      
        Q: What would you do if you disagreed with your boss?
      

      
        How to answer it: It would depend on the situation. If I disagreed with her about whether the office is warm or cold, I might not say anything. However, if I disagreed with my boss about whether the new marketing campaign was going to work, I'd share my thoughts with her.
      

      This applicant knows he has to choose his battles wisely. There's a difference between being disagreeable and disagreeing.

      
        Q: What do you expect someone you supervise to do if she disagrees with you?
      

      
        How to answer it: I would expect that person to let me know what she's thinking. It could influence my decision. If she doesn't share her thoughts with me, I won't have the opportunity to hear her take on things.
      

      This job candidate respects her coworkers' opinions. She knows it wouldn't be wise to make decisions without taking their comments into consideration.

      
        Q: Have you ever been in a situation where the majority disagrees with you? What did you do?
      

      
        How to answer it: Ihaven't been in that situation, but here's what I would do if I were: First I would listen to why the majority felt the way they did. Then I'd have to decide whether I needed to reconsider my position. If I still felt strongly about it after hearing their side, I would try to persuade them.
      

      This candidate knew better than to dismiss the question just because he couldn't draw on his experience to answer it. Rather than make something up, he tells the interviewer what he would do if he were in that situation. His answer shows that he is flexible enough to try to see things differently, but strong enough in his convictions to not automatically go with the crowd.

      
        Q: Tell me about a time when you had to defend an idea to your boss or someone else in an authoritative position.
      

      
        How to answer it: After working for my current employer for just a few months, I realized that many of our biggest accounts were not happy with the public relations services we were providing. It seemed that our Manhattan-based PR firm was having difficulty satisfying our West Coast clientele. As West Coast companies make up nearly 80 percent of our business, I approached my boss about changing PR firms. Because we had been using the same firm for nearly ten years, he was quite reluctant to change. When I showed him the demographic shift in our customer base and had him speak with several of our clients who had voiced concerns to me in the past, he agreed that we might be better off switching agencies.
      

      The most important thing here is to make sure that you describe a time or situation in which — after defending your idea — you were able to see it through successfully. By explaining such a situation, you are telling the interviewer three important things about yourself:

      
        	
          You have good ideas.

        

        	
          You will fight for what you believe in.

        

        	
          Those in higher positions respect your opinion and are willing to take a chance on your ideas.

        

      

      
        Q: How did you get along with your last supervisor?
      

      
        How to answer it: We had a great relationship. I really respected him, and I know he respected me, too. He knew he could trust me with any project, so he always assigned me those that were very challenging.
      

      This candidate describes his relationship with his boss on a professional level, and while doing that manages to say something very positive about himself.

      
        Q: If you were unhappy with your job, how would you discuss this with your boss?
      

      
        How to answer it: I've always had good relationships with everyone I've worked for, so I think it would be to everyone's benefit for me to be direct with my boss. First, I would make a list of the things I'm unhappy with, as well as suggestions for improving each situation. I would then ask for a meeting with my boss to go over the list point by point, being careful not to place any blame.
      

      This interviewee smartly points out that she maintains good relationships with her bosses, which can withstand this type of discussion. She explains how she would be proactive in helping to find a solution for the problems she is dealing with at work.

      
        Q: What would your current coworkers say about you?
      

      
        How to answer it: My coworkers would say I'm very committed to my job. I work hard to contribute to each project's success, and I always share credit with everyone else who contributes to that success.
      

      This interviewee portrays himself as someone who is a team player. He sticks to talking about work-related matters.

      
        Q: What would you do about a long-term employee whose work has been slipping lately?
      

      
        How to answer it: I would talk to my employee to find out what was going on. Obviously if this person always did a good job, something must have happened to change that. As a supervisor, it is my job to find out what that is and help the employee fix the problem; it is also preferable to firing someone. It is generally more cost effective to retain a worker who already knows the job than to train someone new. It also is better for the morale of that person's coworkers, who don't want to see a coworker lose his job.
      

      This answer shows that the candidate has good managerial skills. While dismissing an unproductive employee may seem like a quick and easy solution in the short term, it can have a detrimental effect on the company in the end.

      
        Q: What do you do when you have a very unhappy customer?
      

      
        How to answer it: My first step is to let the customer know I will listen to what he has to say. If the company has a strict policy regarding customer complaints, I will follow it. However, if I must use my own judgment, I will have to strike a balance between keeping the customer happy and not costing my employer too much. If I see that the customer's complaint is legitimate, I will do what it takes to remedy the situation.
      

      This applicant plays by the rules. He knows a satisfied customer will return, but he also realizes that a company is always concerned about its bottom line.

      
        Q: How are you at delegating?
      

      
        How to answer it: I have such a high level of trust in my staff members that delegating to them is easy. I know each person's strengths and weaknesses, so I can easily decide who can handle what jobs and duties. I try to give people projects that challenge them but won't defeat them.
      

      This candidate is obviously a good manager. He puts a lot of thought into how to delegate responsibilities and makes a point of knowing his staff very well.

      
Creativity and Leadership Skills

      
        Q: What's the most innovative project you've ever worked on?
      

      
        How answer it: When I worked with JLM Company last summer, I noticed that when sales inquiries would come into the office, they would be distributed haphazardly amongst the marketing assistants. Realizing that there had to be abetter, more efficient way of logging these inquiries, I took it upon myself to set up a system. I organized these inquiries according to region and distributed them to the marketing assistants based on their regions. This approach enabled our marketing team to come up with better and more creative solutions to our sales problems, and it also addressed the specific concerns of our pre-existing customers.
      

      Give examples of your initiative and willingness to contribute new ideas. Discuss how your leadership skills have helped you accomplish your goals. Give a specific example that shows a creative, new, or unusual approach you took to reaching your goals.

      
        Q: Describe a time when you've been able to overcome an obstacle in a creative manner.
      

      
        How to answer it: For months, the publishing company I worked for had been trying to get an appointment with a particular Fortune 500 company to talk about apossible advertising campaign. After several sales representatives tried to no avail, I volunteered to take a crack at the task. Rather than contact the vice president of advertising himself, I decided to target his assistant. I was able to schedule an appointment with the assistant and give her my sales pitch instead. I must have made quite an impression, because the assistant immediately scheduled me for a meeting with the VP for that very day. Two weeks later, we got the order, and the deal was made.
      

      A smart way to answer this question is to focus on how you overcome problems with the help and support of your coworkers. Show that in addition to being a creatively independent thinker, you are concerned about the company and your team as a whole. Also, illustrate your strength as a leader. Think about how you have approached a problem differently from how others might approach it, and how you have achieved success in doing so. Emphasize your creative solution along with its positive results.

      
        Q: How resourceful are you?
      

      
        How to answer it: I consider myself to be extremely resourceful. While product launches at my current company are generally the domain of our chief engineer, the CEO decided to let me conduct one, as I had shown much creativity in other projects. While the chief engineer usually would simply send out a press release describing the new product's virtues, I decided it was time for a change. I contacted three of our largest customers and asked them to try out the new product and let me know what they thought. With an overwhelmingly positive response to the new line, I then asked permission to videotape these real-life testimonials. The customers agreed, and rather than send out just a press release, we were able to create a podcast. The result was afar higher level of credibility for the company and product, and we exceeded our six-month sales quota. Personal endorsements have now become a cornerstone of all of our marketing campaigns.
      

      This question specifically targets the candidate's level of creativity and initiative. Your best bet is to provide an example of how you've altered the traditional way of doing things at some point and attained the same — if not better — results. Focus on how you obtained crucial information or how you changed your personal style to get someone to cooperate. As always, make sure to sound confident without being cocky, and don't exaggerate the situation just to have a great answer to the question. Employers will find out if you are lying; if you are, you can rest assured you will not be hired.
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