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The Interview: A Step by Step Guide to Help You Win

Statistics show that 94% of all hiring decisions are based on that face-to-face personal interview. You must know what to expect and prepare accordingly – proper preparation is the key to a successful interview.

Pre Interview Prep

You will need to do some real work prior to the interview – for a couple of important reasons. One is to show the company you have a real interest in their business and the position available. The second reason is more direct: you need to acquire useful information for the interview. 

Topics to research include the company itself, its goals and objectives, its corporate culture, and any recent news it has made. You are lucky because you have so many resources at your fingertips.  A company’s website is a wealth of corporate information.  A candidate can learn about products, services, and offerings.  Important news is often posted, including senior-level promotions, customer wins, acquisitions, and new product offerings.
You should Google the company and any interviewers.  This is the single best way to learn more about both.  It not only establishes a level of confidence and preparedness, but it often reveals valuable personal information about the interviewer as well.  You may learn that the interviewer is a championship poker player or that he volunteers at his kid’s school.  It will help paint a clearer picture of who will be talking to you, and that means a better chance to build rapport during the interview.
The Interview Phase 1: Introduction and Rapport Building

Mom was right: you will never get a second chance to make a first impression. A positive attitude and a warm smile will go a long way at the beginning of the interview. Dress for success…your shoes should be shined, you suit clean and pressed, and hair neatly cut (and for men freshly shaved). Bring along a note pad and pen – ask if it will be OK to take some notes during the interview.
Use the information you learned in your pre-interview prep (and any personal information you got from your headhunter) to establish rapport with the interviewer. Think of some questions before hand that might get the interviewer talking. It’s Psychology 101: people like people who are like themselves and people love to talk about themselves.

The Interview Phase 2: The Resume Review

The best indicator of future success is past success.  That’s why an in-depth resume review is a given in almost every interview.  You need to be comfortable in discussing all aspects of your professional life.  The interview is going to touch on past duties and responsibilities, challenges and how you met them, accomplishments, and why you left each position.
Many candidates have no clue about their professional accomplishments at each organization.  You must be able to articulate your strengths and achievements.  Go over each position and list your accomplishments.  Another mistake many job seekers make is the over-explained answer to “Why are you planning to leave your current position?”  Or the deer-in-the-headlights look in response to “Why did you leave XYZ Company?”  These questions are to be expected and should not come as a surprise.  Simply, succinctly state the reason for any job change listed on the resume, never going into details unless asked.  You should never badmouth a previous boss or organization.  If possible, you should give specific support and examples to illustrate valid reasons for leaving an employer.  Stick with facts – no personal attacks or excuses.  If necessary, you can explain how you would do things differently in the future.
The Interview Phase 3: Question and Answer – Interviewer

Once the resume review is over, the questions really begin.  During this phase of the interview, the hiring authority wants to see if you have the skill sets and experience to perform the job, and at what level.  This is the part of the interview where you will be asked most of the behavioral questions with regard to your past work history. These questions usually start like this:

· Tell about a time when…

· What were your most significant accomplishments at you last job

· How were you able to …?

(You get the idea)

At some point during the interview, you will have an opportunity to ask the hiring manager some questions.  I recommend taking notes during this phase, but you should first ask permission from the interviewer (good manners count). Be prepared to ask 10 to 20 questions designed to make yourself look good.  Most questions should be focused on gaining a better understanding of the position and on what it takes to be successful at the job.
Sometimes hiring authorities will allow you to ask questions at the beginning of the interview.  Some appropriate questions are “What traits are you looking for in a successful vice president of sales?”  Or “What are some of the qualities your top executives possess that make them successful in your organization?”  It’s like being given the answers to the test.  By asking these questions at the beginning of the interview, you can focus your responses on any applicable experience and skill sets.

It is okay to come up with a question or two that showcases your strong points.  For example, if you are interviewing for a sales position and have a great track record in establishing new accounts, you might ask, “How important is selling new accounts to the account executive position?”  Hiring authority: “Well, it’s extremely important.  Without new accounts, our company growth would slow and we would not attain our objectives in 2007.”  You: “That’s good to hear because over the last five years, I brought in new accounts that resulted in more than $5 million in new revenue for my employer.”
In a first interview, it is very important for you to stay focused on the interviewer and the company.  You should avoid at all costs any implied or spoken “What’s in it for me?” questions.  That includes salary, benefits, vacations, and established accounts. Inappropriate, me-centric questions can kill a thriving interview.  If you need to know anything further after the initial interview, the recruiter should handle it, and only after the hiring authority is thoroughly convinced that the candidate is right for the job.
The salary question is one that most candidates handle wrong.  People often feel uncomfortable directly discussing financial issues. Compensation plans for organizations vary greatly, from high salary/small leverage plans to exactly the opposite and everything in the middle.  Your response to the salary question should be something like “It’s more important to me to find the right fit in the organization.  If I am the right person for the job, I am sure you will make a fair offer.”  Or “Most important to me is to find the right position and organizational fit.  I am currently compensated with an X base salary and a Y bonus.  However, it’s more important to me to find the right fit.  I am sure you will make a fair and reasonable offer when the time comes.”
The Interview Phase 4: Concerns or Potential Objections

Never underestimate the power of the unspoken word.  In this phase of the interview, you have the chance to control your own destiny.  You must flush out any concerns during the interview.  If concerns never make it onto the table, they cannot be resolved.

Hiring authorities often remove candidates from the hiring process because of false concerns or impressions that could have been easily corrected.  That is why the following question might be the most important one for any candidate to ask: “Are there any concerns about me that may keep me from becoming a top performer in your organization?”  This pro-active approach gives you the chance to overcome objections.  Always address, never dismiss, issues raised and then ask, “Are there any other concerns?” until there are none.  Then transition to the value proposition.
Even if the concern is valid, the interview needn’t be over.  You can, in many cases recover.  You’ll need to focus on skill sets and professional experience to counteract concerns.  For example, the interviewer mentions that the position description calls for someone with three to five years’ experience, and you have only two.  You could respond, “You are right.  I do have only two years experience in cost accounting for a distribution organization.  However, in those two years I became the lead cost accountant, overseeing three senior cost accountants, on the basis of my performance.  I am sure I would quickly do the same for your organization.  Are there any other concerns?”
The Interview Phase 5: Interest Statement, Value Proposition, and Close

After all concerns have been addressed and the interview is wrapping up, you should make an interest statement followed by a value proposition and close.  This should start by conveying your real desire to join the organization.  It should also answer the ultimate interview question: “Why hire this candidate as opposed to all the other alternatives the hiring manager is looking at?”  The interest statement, value proposition, and close for the next step happen at the end of the interview and are presented in one succinct and powerful statement:

“Ms. Hiring Authority, after learning more about you, your organization, and this position, I am even more excited about this opportunity than I was before I walked in the door.  Because of my five years in cost accounting and two years in distribution cost accounting leading a team of three individuals, I would be a great fit to help you and XYZ organization reach its goals in the accounting department.  What do we need to do to move to the next step in the process?”

Getting ready for an interview is like prepping for the big game.  It takes research, coaching, and practice to win. A few final words of wisdom: turn off your cell phone, focus on the interview, and have fun.  Oh, and don’t forget, keep your head in the game to win.
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