

PREPARING FOR THE INTERVIEW


The most common negative feedback the Office of Career Development hears from employers is that students have not researched the company enough before the interview.   Lack of knowledge about the company and industry is seen as a lack of interest in the job and a lack of professionalism. 

· Thoroughly review the company’s web site.

· Conduct Internet searches to find other company or industry-related articles and information.

· Check the Career Development Library for annual reports and recruiting literature.

· For larger employers, get information from web sites such as

www.hoovers.com
www.vault.com
www.wetfeet.com
· If you are unable to locate information (sometimes the case for smaller organizations) call the employer and ask them to send you information on the organization

Some of the questions you might want to address in your research of employers and their industries include:

· Is this a manufacturing or service industry?

· What products or services are sold?

· Who are the leading companies in this industry? Know something about their competition.

· Is this a growing or declining industry?

· How might this industry be affected by shifts in the economy?

· Is this a public or private company?

· Is the company local, regional, national or international?

· What is the size and environment/culture of this organization?

· What are the company’s values?

· What skills and attributes are necessary for the position you are applying for?
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 Practice answering questions and giving information

· Think through your answers to some of the most common questions.

· Go through your resume line by line and develop key points, background information and examples for each entry.

· Decide in advance the 5 or so skills/attributes you will get across during the interview (these should match the position for which you are applying).  You can use these strengths, and the examples of them, to answer a variety of questions.  Only by researching the position and the company will you know which attributes to focus on, but here are some you may want to consider:

Leadership skills

Written & verbal communication skills

Motivation

Work ethic

Analytic ability

Professionalism

Maturity

Creativity

Problem-solving skills

Teamwork skills
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 Gather the materials you will bring with you

· Extra copies of your resume (on resume-quality paper)

· A list of 3-5 references including name, title, address, telephone number, and email*

· A pen and pad of paper on which to note any necessary information

*You should always get consent from individuals who you list as references prior to listing them as such.  Each reference should have a copy of your resume and an updated list of the positions (including job descriptions) for which you are applying so that they can be prepared for a phone call. Whenever possible, your references should be relevant to the positions for which you are applying.

Carry these items in a neat folder or a portfolio.  Never bring a backpack to an interview.
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 Know where you are going

Obtain directions before the day of the interview and bring them with you.  You may want to practice getting there a few days in advance.  Be sure to allow plenty of time for unexpected traffic. 
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 Dress for Success

Interviewers have a very short time in which to decide on your professionalism.  Your appearance is a critical piece of that decision.  The best choice is a business suit in navy, black, or gray if you are interviewing for a full-time position.  While business dress is always the safest bet, if you are interviewing for an internship or part-time job in certain fields you could wear a shirt, tie, khakis and a blazer for men or a blouse and skirt/slacks for women.  Most importantly, you must be impeccably groomed with neat hair (pulled back if it’s long), clean and polished shoes, and well-pressed clothes.  Keep your jewelry simple. Avoid strong perfume or cologne.

THE INTERVIEW
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 The Introduction

During the first few minutes of the interview, the interviewer makes certain judgments about you based on your dress, demeanor and body language.  

· Greet the interviewer with a smile and a firm handshake

· Do not use a first name for the interviewer unless you are asked to

· Do not sit down until you are offered a seat

· What is your body language saying about you?  Sit up straight

· There will usually be some small talk directly following the introduction; it helps to stay abreast of current issues and newspaper headlines
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  “Intangibles” to keep in mind during the interview:

· Maintain eye contact with the interviewer

· Relax – appearing too tense during the interview could portray a negative or rigid image

· Use correct grammar and avoid using slang words

· Make sure to enunciate your words properly – be articulate!

· Always maintain a positive demeanor

· Don’t appear overly aggressive or “cocky”
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 The Question & Answer

As discussed earlier you should have an idea of which situations you will use as examples and which strengths, skills, qualities, and experiences you will talk about.

Whatever question you are answering:

· Be positive

· Give examples (no “yes” or “no” answers)

· Answer the question being asked; ask for clarification if you need it

Behavioral Interviewing

More and more interviewers are using a technique called behavioral interviewing. It is based on the idea that your past behavior is the best indicator of whether your future behavior will exhibit the qualities they are seeking. It lets the employer see how you analyze situations, make decisions, and what your strengths and skills are. 

Prepare for and succeeding in a Behavioral Interview

· Recall recent situations that show favorable behaviors or actions, especially involving course work, work experience, leadership, teamwork, initiative, planning, and customer service.

· Prepare short descriptions of each situation; be ready to provide details if asked.

· Be sure each story has a beginning, middle, and an end, i.e., be ready to describe the situation, your action, and the outcome or result.  Be sure the outcome or result reflects positively on you (even if the result itself was not favorable). 

· Be specific. Don't generalize about several events; give a detailed accounting of one event.

· Expect the interviewer to question and probe (think of “peeling the layers from an onion”).   The interviewer will ask you to provide details, and will not allow you to theorize or generalize about several events. 

· Follow-up questions will test for consistency and determine if you exhibited the desired behavior in that situation:

“Can you give me an example?”

"What did you do?"

"What did you say?'

'What were you thinking?'

"How did you feel?"

'What was your role?"

'What was the result?'

· With the details required for answering these questions, you can see that it would not be a good idea to embellish or use situations that are not real.

· The STAR technique is especially effective for answering behavioral questions.

Situation-Describe the situation.

Task-What needed to be done? How did I need to become involved?

Actions-What did I do specifically? What steps did I take to address/deal with the situation?

Results-What were the outcomes? What did I learn? 


Example: 

“Tell me about a time when you had to deal with a difficult customer.  How did you handle the situation?”

Situation "While working as a salesperson for Deluxe Caterers, I was given an account that

had been mishandled by our company in the past. When this customer came in to place a large new order, she was angry, expressing dissatisfaction with past service and asked us to guarantee superior work this time around."

Task "I wanted to maintain this customer relationship, but also to not promise service we could not deliver and compound the problem. I expressed regret to her over past service problems and told her I would review her order in detail with my supervisor and get back to her within 24 hours."

Action "I scheduled a meeting with my supervisor and we reviewed her order, identifying potential pitfalls, resulting in our adjusting the services we could provide. I then returned the customer's call, negotiated a new contract, and faxed it to her."

Result "While the customer was a little disappointed that we could not provide everything she wanted, she appreciated my being honest about what we could do. In the end both parties were happy."
Behavioral questions

· Describe a time when you were faced with a stressful situation.

· Give me an example of a time when you set a goal and were able to meet or to achieve it. 

· Tell me about a time in which you had to use your oral presentation skills to influence someone's opinion.

· Give me a situation in which you failed and how you handled it.

· Please discuss an important written document that you were required to complete.

· What is your typical way of dealing with conflict? Give me an example. 

· Tell me about a difficult decision you have made in the last year. 

· Give me an example of when you showed initiative and took the lead. 

· Give me an example of a time when you motivated others. 

· Give me an example of a time when you felt it was necessary to modify or change your actions in order to respond to the needs of another person. 

· Give me an example of a time when you went beyond the call of duty in order to get the job done. 

· Tell me about a time you had a conflict with a co-worker or supervisor and how you handled it.

· Tell me about a time when you worked as part of a team.

Other Common Questions

Tell me about yourself.

There are various approaches to this question.  You can “run through your resume,” briefly outlining your history, key accomplishments and transitions.  If you’ve already discussed your background, you could focus your answer on strengths, skills or personality traits.

Which of your jobs have you enjoyed the most/least? Why? 

What motivates you?

Walk me through your resume.

What are your greatest strengths? Areas in need of improvement?

What accomplishment are you most proud of?

What challenges are you seeking in a position?

What do you think it takes to be successful in an organization like ours?

Do you consider yourself to be more analytic or creative?

What kind of work environment do you prefer? 

Are you willing to travel?

What expectations do you have about this position?

Why do you feel that this company will be a career for you rather than a job?

If I were to contact a previous supervisor, what would that person have to say about you?

What have you learned from your mistakes? 

What was your reason for leaving this job? 

Why did you decide to seek a position with this firm/organization? Why do you want to work here?

Approach this from the perspective of what’s in it for them.  You are interested because you could make a contribution in ___________ and because your skills of _________ are a good fit with the job.  This is also a good time to show you’ve researched the company and know specific reasons why you are interested.

Why did you choose Sacred Heart University?

Employers are interested in the process you use to make a decision and how you analyze major decisions.

Why did you decide to become a __________ major?

What criteria are you using to evaluate a particular firm/organization? 

What factors are important to you in a job? 

What are you looking for in a supervisor? 

How did you prepare for this interview today?

With which of your past co-workers did you most enjoy working? Least?

How do you handle pressure/stress? 

What are your long-term career goals?  Where do you see yourself in five years? 

Why should I hire you? 

What makes you unique? 

What is the last book you read?

What do you like to do in your spare time?

Questions to see if you understand the current issues/events that affect the field you want to work in.

What is not on your resume that you would like to tell me?

Questions to ask the interviewer:

· It is always a good idea to ask questions when the interviewer invites you to.  Not asking questions is often read as a lack of interest or preparation. 

· Never ask questions that you should know the answers based on your research of the company and review of the recruitment literature.

· Questions may include:

What is the typical career path of someone who starts in this position?

When did you join the company? What is it about the company that keeps you here?

What are the short and long-term objectives of this organization?

Ask for more clarification of the duties and responsibilities of the position, if needed.

What are the opportunities for ongoing professional development?

How is the training for new employees structured?

What are the opportunities for growth and advancement within the company?

How will my success be evaluated?

Can you tell me about the people/positions I would be reporting to?

What will be my biggest challenge in the position?

What are the company’s plans for future growth?

· DO NOT ask about salary or benefits.  The employer will initiate this discussion later in the

      
interview process or as part of the offer.  During the discussion, you may want to ask what 

the basis is for determining salary increases and how often such salary reviews will take place.

Negative factors that frequently lead to rejection of the applicant:

1) Poor personal appearance

2) Lack of knowledge and/or interest in company 

3) Poor grammar, inarticulate, not polished

4) Lack of tact and maturity

5) Lack of social graces/ill-mannered

6) Asks no questions about the job

7) Unenthusiastic about position and company

8) Overemphasis on money 

Additional Tips

Salary Negotiation:  If you are asked about your salary requirements, do not answer with a specific number (you don’t want to low-ball yourself or state an amount that is too high and will inhibit an offer).  Rather, inquire as to the salary range of the position so that you can assess whether the position meets your salary requirements and can make a case (if appropriate based on experience/skills/education) for a figure on the higher end of the spectrum.  If the position is an excellent opportunity but is equal to or less than your current salary, you may have to adjust your requirements to fit the range.  You should, however, be confident that your future performance within this position would be quickly recognized and rewarded (may be a good time to ask about opportunities for advancement within the company).

Offers:  If you are given an offer within the interview, ask for 24 hours to think about it (given the critical nature of this decision, this should not be too much to ask for an employer).  If you have multiple offers that you are considering and are still interviewing, tell the interviewer that you are very pleased to have the offer and explain to him/her that you have more than one offer that you are considering and ask the employer when he /she needs to hear your final answer (hopefully you will be given at least a few days).

The Telephone Interview:

Employers often conduct telephone interviews as a method of screening candidates prior to deciding whether they are qualified for a face-to-face interview.  Phone interviews may be scheduled in advance, or, some employers will conduct a phone interview without prior notification to see how you handle yourself when you are caught slightly off-guard.  Keeping this in mind, you always want to answer the telephone with a positive, professional attitude.  Also, make sure your answering machine greeting is professional and includes your first and last name.  

Tips:  


· Keep a copy of your resume and something to write with and on near the telephone.  

· Make sure you have access to your planner/calendar in case you need to schedule an in-person interview.

· Write down the person’s name and contact information (you’ll need to send a thank-you letter).

· If the TV/radio is on or your roommates are being loud when an unexpected phone interview comes up, it’s ok to ask the employer to hold while you take a moment to compose yourself, gather your materials, and retreat to a quiet room where you will not be distracted.

· Treat this as a “real” interview – it is!  Prepare for the interview beforehand if you have a set interview time (i.e. do your company research, rehearse answers to questions, etc.).  Dress nicely (if you have advanced notice of the interview), do not be too casual in your tone just because you are sitting on your own turf, speak very clearly directly into the phone, and don’t do anything else while you’re on the phone (i.e. eating/drinking, smoking, or gum chewing).  

· Take notes throughout the duration of the interview. 

· Do not give “yes” or “no” answers – provide support for your answers by giving examples.

· Ask questions of the interviewer just as you would in an in-person interview.

· Always send a thank-you letter.

WRAPPING UP
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 Ask about the process going forward.  What is the next step in the interview process?

When can you expect to hear from them next?
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 Ask for a business card.
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 Ask for the job if you want it!
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Say good-bye with a smile and a firm handshake.

AFTER THE INTERVIEW
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 Evaluate the interview.  What questions could you have done a better job answering? Were there things you wish you had highlighted (experiences, skills) that you didn’t? Use every interview as a learning experience so you’ll do even better next time.
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 Send a thank you letter within 24 hours to each person who interviewed you. (See sample.) Remember that the reader will view your letter as an example of your writing skills.

SAMPLE THANK YOU LETTER

2222 Avalon Gates

Trumbull, CT 06611

October 20, 2004

Joe Schmoe

Human Resources Specialist

Great Company, Inc.

123 Main Street

Fairfield, CT 06432

Dear Mr. Schmoe:

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me on December 1st at Sacred Heart University regarding the Management Training Program at Great Company, Inc.    

I was impressed by the program, the level of exposure and mentoring it offers new employees.  The rotations would enable me to utilize the skills I have developed in my finance, management and marketing coursework and build upon the experience I gained as an Assistant Manager at the Gap, Inc.  After learning more from you about the Great Company’s plans for future growth, I know this is an organization I want to join.

I would like to reiterate my interest in the Management Training Program, and I look forward to hearing from you soon.  

Sincerely,

Jane Doe




Sacred Heart University


Office of Career Development


Curtis Hall ( 371-7975 careerdev@sacredheart.edu


http://shu.erecruiting.com








