Interview Preparation Memo

As we prepare for your upcoming interview, I wanted to share some observations that will help you maximize your chances of success.  The following document is an effort to make you the best possible candidate.  (Intended for face-to-face interviews, but some valuable tips for phone screens, too!)

Dress:
Dark suit, white shirt, black polished shoes, contrasting tie, and no wild ties for men; Dark suit or dress (no inappropriate length skirts or crazy heels) for women.  Hair and teeth brushed, smelling clean but no over-powering perfume/cologne.  “Conservative” is the key, here…  You know the drill.

Be Prompt:
Arrive a minimum of 15 minutes early.  This will give you time to relax and show interest in the opportunity.  Pay close attention to the dress of the people you see, the pace of the office, the equipment in the office.  These things say a lot about the company and its culture.

Interviews come down to 4 basic things:

A) Chemistry      B) Competency    C) Who interviewed the best    D) Who wants the job the most

The objective of this document is to allow you to plan, prepare and execute the interview to it’s maximum potential.  Interviews are much like a painting.  You have A) Portrait – the proportions are exact, can see every hair on the knuckle, every wrinkle in the skin.  B) Watercolor – Need to back up 10 feet so the painting isn’t blurry, out of focus, leaving you guessing or C) Abstract – Right side up, up side down, what’s the message being sent?

Interviews can be much the same way.  Not many people paint abstracts of themselves but far too many paint watercolor pictures of themselves and rarely do people paint portraits of themselves and their abilities.  When you paint a water color picture during an interview, it leaves the company with too many doubts, fears, concerns, and question marks about you.  And it becomes too easy for them to call and say, “Steve, it went okay, but, who else do you have that we can talk to?”

Research the Company:
Utilize the Internet, library or personal resources to uncover as much information as possible about the company, hiring authorities and job before the interview takes place.  You can use this information to form some of your questions and discuss how you might add value or benefit the company towards its goals or objectives.

Body Language:
Firm handshake, direct eye contact, and sit up straight.  This gives positive signals to hiring managers.

Practice Active Listening and Clarify!
Listening skills are imperative to a successful interview.  Answer only the questions asked and avoid getting off on tangents.  Clarify a question by repeating the question back.  An example would be Employer, “Do you have experience making presentations to corporate executives?”  Response:  “Is experience making presentations to corporate executives necessary to be successful in this position?”  Even if you have made many presentations, it is a good idea to clarify, pause and then answer the question.  Never answer a question with “Yes” or “No” answers.

Chewing Gum
This is very obvious but absolutely no chewing gum

Have a Positive Mental Attitude:
Hiring managers are looking for positive, results oriented people that have specific goals.  Stay positive and focused on getting an offer.  You should present yourself with a “and that’s why you should hire me” or “and that’s how I can make a positive contribution to your company,” and not “what do you have for me” attitude.  If you find out something negative during the interview, take a mental note and carry on in a positive manner.  You can discuss your concerns with me afterwards.

Questions:
I can’t tell you how many times a Company will call me back and say. “We want to make him/her an offer.”  I then ask what they liked and their responses are “Man did he/she have some good questions and it was clear they had done their homework!”

Do not start out with self-serving, me, me, me, me questions such as “How much does this job pay?” or  “When can I take my first day of Vacation,” or  “Let’s talk benefits.”  Instead…. Ask Interest Questions: Big Picture Company questions regarding their track record, growth expectations, products/services, competition, etc.

Then ask Job Satisfaction Questions.  “When I join your company, what is the single most important task that I could perform to help alleviate your current work load?”  “What is the number one Priority for someone in this position?”  “What are the short/long term goals for this position?” “In your opinion, what would prevent someone from accomplishing those goals?”

You should write out a list of questions, keeping in mind “What’s important to me before I accept an offer?”   Take the list into the interview.  This will show that you are prepared for this visit and you won’t forget what questions you need to ask before leaving.  Relate your questions to the opportunity, career growth, and the company’s past, present, and future.  Avoid questions pertaining to benefits, salary, compensation, and relocations unless you meet with the Human Resource Manger.

Interview Questions:

Many companies are now moving towards “behavioral interviewing”. They pose questions based around the core competencies of the position. Please refer to the last page to see specific examples.

Prepare Mini Stories in Advance:

       Problem – Solutions - Result

       Describe the situation – Actions taken – Results

       Duties/Responsibilities – Accomplishments/Achievements – Impact of those accomplishments and               

       Achievements  

Never use the word “ONLY”
Candidate 1.  “I only have six months of experience with…”

Candidate 2.  “I have six months of experience with ‘x’ and currently spend about x% of my time with it.  I was working on an ‘x’ project before I came into today.

Weakness Questions … Dilbert, Far Side response.

Formula for answering the “What are your weaknesses?” Question

1. Come up with a weakness early in your career.  Refer to it as early in your career.

2. Come up with a very common weakness.  If you do this, chances are the person interviewing you will have the same weaknesses or a department full of people that have the same weaknesses.  Kind of like looking at a  “Far Side”

3. THE CLINCHER…Tell them what you have done to address that weakness.

If you do this, the picture you paint is … here is a person modest enough to admit to his/her weaknesses, and smart enough to do something about them.  How refreshing!  Nobody ever says what they have done to address their weaknesses and this will set you apart from the pack.

The Money Question:
“What are you looking for?” or “What will it take to attract you?” or “What do you need in regards to compensation to accept an offer?”  Your response should be something like  “I’m not able to give you an actual figure (dollar amount) at this time because the most important thing to me is the opportunity to work for your company, and I am willing to entertain your strongest offer.”  This will move the attention to the opportunity and away from the money and also compliments the company.  Try to avoid specific dollar amounts or salary ranges, as they will only create a lose/lose situation because the figure you give may either be too high or too low.  It is acceptable to let the hiring manager know what you have earned in the past.

Closing the interview:
Ask, “What’s the next step?” or “Where do we go from here?” before you leave the office.  Don’t be afraid to ask for the job!  Your goal upon your departure is to impart the following three ideas to the hiring manager:

· “I can do the Job!”

· “I enjoy doing the type of work!”

· “I fit in with the team!”

Sample closing dialogue:

· “Do you think I can handle the job responsibilities and be successful for your company?”
· “Are there any questions or concerns on your mind that we need to discuss before I leave here today?”
· “In your opinion, is there anything that would prevent me from receiving an offer/performing this job?”
· “In your opinion, where do I stand compared to the competition?”
Collect Cards:
Mail all hiring officials (people you interviewed with) a professional thank you letter as soon as possible.  E-mail works great if you have access.

I’d like you to call me when you are done so that you can debrief me on your thoughts on the interview, on what went well and what you felt you could have done better on.

You’ll do great, so Good Luck and have a GREAT interview.

GUIDE TO COMPETENCY-BASED 

INTERVIEWING
· Intellectual Horsepower – Sharp capable, agile, comfortable w/complex thoughts &

Problem solving.




Sample question: Describe the most complex problem or issue you have dealt with on 

                            The job, how did you approach the problem and solve it?

· Integrity Trust  - Presents the truth in an “unvarnished” and appropriate method.  Keeps confidences, admits mistakes, well respected for their honesty and integrity.
Sample Question: Have you ever kept a confidence that you wish you hadn’t? Why did you think holding back information was the right thing to do?

· Business Acumen – Knows business trends, forward thinking, knows history of their industry, aware of the competition’s weaknesses & strengths.  Develops strategies and tactics in Marketing Place based on the knowledge.

Sample Questions: Tell me about some business trends you think have relevance to your business?  Which ones would also have relevance to our business?

· Technical Functional Skills – Performs at high level in relation to peers, 90% or above.   Solid and confident.
Sample Questions: Do people ask your advice in your technical / functional area?

· Command Skills – Loves to lead, can take an unpopular stand with confidence, is energized by challenges.

Sample Questions: Tell me about a time in which you took charge of a group in which you didn’t like how things were going and you convinced the team to do something different.

· Dealing with Ambiguity – Shifts gears easily.  Comfortable with risks and uncertainty.  Moves on easily after defeat or change.

Sample Questions: What do you do when someone important asks you a question that you can’t answer?

· Builds Effective Teams – Creates team spirit & morality – shares success, sees Big Picture, fosters open dialogue and fresh ideas.

Sample Questions: What do you do with one “bad apple” on your team whose skills you need?

· Developing Direct Reports – People Builder and Career Maker for the team, delegate’s authority and responsibility, challenges and stretches the potential of his staff.  Always a helper/mentor.

Sample Questions: Tell me about people you helped do something they probably thought they couldn’t do?

