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Introduction

Our goal for this book is to provide you with 250 of the most
commonly asked interview questions. Some are tough. Some are easier.
Some are downright tricky. But all of them can make or break an
interview.

Answering a battery of interview questions can feel something like
running a gauntlet. A little preparation, though, and the assistance of
this book can help see you through, safe and sound. The interview
questions and answers included here should give you a sense of how
questions should be handled. They shouldn’t be used as the basis of
“canned” or scripted answers. Adapt these responses to your own
circumstances, and remember that the way you respond can be just as
important as what you actually say.

Keep in mind as you’re reading that behind every interview question
is a hiring manager’s concern. And even though you may not encounter
precisely the same questions that are included here, the concerns of the
hiring manager remain the same. Your job is to define each concern
and then alleviate it with a well-thought-out response. This book is
designed to help you do just that.

Additionally, we’ll show you how to land job interviews, find and
research potential employers, and develop your own themes for the
interview. We’ve included valuable advice for handling stress questions,
strategies for second and third interviews, and information on how to
negotiate job offers to get what you want. You’ll also find specific
questions geared toward those in special situations, including career
changers, recent graduates, and people re-entering the workforce.
There’s even a section on illegal questions!



So keep reading, and remember—you’re on your way to a fabulous
career!



PART  ONE

Before the Job Interview



CHAPTER  1

Preparing for the Interview

Too many job seekers jump right into a full-scale job search without
much advance preparation other than putting together a resume. A
serious mistake! Although your resume may get you job interviews, to
win job offers, you must prepare yourself further. It’s vitally important
to distinguish yourself in some positive way from other candidates
vying for the same position. One way of accomplishing this is by
developing several themes that you continually refer to throughout the
job interview. This enables you to emphasize your strongest points and
ensures that you’ll leave a positive impression in the recruiter’s mind.

Developing Your Personal Themes for the Job Interview
There are twelve types of information recruiters seek in a typical job
interview. Knowing what these points are, and being able to discuss
readily how each point relates to you, will make you better prepared
and more in control of the interviewing process. Think of your twelve
themes as sales messages. Each is designed to showcase your best
skills and qualifications. Together, they make up a twelve-point strategy
that will enable you to sell your qualifications in virtually any
interview situation.

Read through the following twelve topics. Develop a personalized
approach to each and practice talking about it. Think of specific



examples in your background that correspond to each topic. You can’t
possibly be prepared for every situation, but once you’ve developed
your twelve key messages, you’ll be able to apply them to almost any
interview question you face.

Next, turn to chapter 4 to review common interview questions
relating to each of the twelve themes. Try to answer each question
aloud, incorporating the themes you’ve developed. Then evaluate your
progress. You may discover that you need more practice in order to
become comfortable discussing the topics in a clear and concise
manner. Nothing that you say for the first time will come out the way
you like. Practice aloud delivering your twelve key messages until the
words come easily in an organized yet comfortable, conversational way.

  
1. Passion for the Business

Ask yourself, “Why am I interested in working in this field in this
industry?” Do you feel a passion for the business? If so, why? Give
specific examples of the things that excite you. These could be
anything from enjoying the challenge of meeting increasingly higher
sales goals, to a sense of satisfaction derived from developing a
product from the creation stage to final production. Offer personal
experience where possible.

  
2. Motivation and Purpose

Interviewers will want to know why you want to work for their
particular company. Ask yourself, “Why do I want this interview?”
Don’t simply repeat your resume and employment history. What’s the
most compelling case you can make to prove your interest? Have you
used the company’s products or talked to its customers or competitors?
(Refer to the section that follows, “Researching Potential Employers,”
to learn how you can locate this kind of information about companies
you’re interested in.)

  
3. Skills and Experience

Consider your key skills and how you’ll use them in this job. Avoid
clichés and generalities; instead, offer specific evidence. Think about
your weaknesses and how you can minimize and balance them with



your strengths. Try to describe yourself as objectively as possible.
Avoid sounding arrogant or defensive.

  
4. Diligence and Professionalism

Describe your professional character, including thoroughness,
diligence, and accountability. Give proof that you persevere to see
important projects through, and that you achieve desired results.
Demonstrate how you gather resources, how you predict obstacles, and
how you manage stress.

  
5. Creativity and Leadership

Offer proof of your effectiveness, including creativity, initiative,
resourcefulness, and leadership. What examples can you provide for
each? Focus on how you overcome problems, how you take advantage
of opportunities that might otherwise be overlooked, and how you rally
the support of others to accomplish goals.

  
6. Compatibility with the Job

Discuss your specific qualifications for the job. How well do they fit
the requirements of the position? Your answer should describe both
positive and negative aspects of recent jobs, without dwelling on the
negatives. Conclude by focusing on what you’re seeking in your next
job. Keep in mind that your response should match closely the position
you’re applying for.

  
7. Personality and Cultural Compatibility

Consider your personality on the job. How do you fit in with other
types of personalities? What types of people would enjoy working with
you for hours at a time? How would the company’s customers or
clients react to you? Your goal is to develop responses that make the
interviewer feel confident there won’t be any surprises about your
personality on the job. 
 
8. Management Style and Interpersonal Skills

Talk about the management style and the interpersonal skills you use
with peer groups and leaders. Focus on how you work rather than on



what type of work you do well. What kind of boss, colleague, and
employee will you be? Give personal or popular examples of leaders
you believe are effective. Why are those people able to accomplish so
much?

  
9. Problem-Solving Ability

Offer proof, with examples, of your problem-solving ability. How
have you resolved difficult issues in the past? Are you practical in how
you apply technical skills? Are you realistic? Focus on real issues, on
logical value-added solutions, on practical outcomes of your work, and
on realistic measures of judging these outcomes.

  
10. Accomplishments

Think about your initiative and accomplishments. Offer examples in
which you’ve delivered more than what was expected. Don’t give long
descriptions of situations; instead, focus your answer on the action you
took and the positive results you obtained. If you were hired, what
situations would you handle especially well? What can you contribute
to the organization?

  
11. Career Aspirations

Tailor your aspirations to the realities of this particular job and its
career path. Avoid listing job titles or offering unrealistic performance
deadlines. Instead, reiterate the skills and strengths you want to develop
further. Do you want cross-functional experience, a larger budget, or
more supervisory responsibility? Why would you be effective with that
additional experience?

  
12. Persons! Interests and Hobbies

Do you have a balanced lifestyle? Is your personality reflected in the
type of job you choose as well as in the outside activities you pursue?
Are your personal and career interests compatible? The interviewer will
also be interested in your community involvement. How commendably
would you reflect the company’s image?

After you feel comfortable with your twelve sales messages, develop
them in a brief summary. This is a useful tool that you can use



effectively at the end of the interview, when the interviewer says
something like “Is there anything else you’d like to tell me?” Never let
an interview end without summarizing your twelve key messages.

The Sixty-Second Pitch
Another good preparation technique is the sixty-second pitch.
Approximately one week after you’ve sent your resume to a key
decision maker, you should follow up with a phone call. Don’t simply
ask if your resume has been received—this can be frustrating to
employers who are inundated with hundreds of resumes. A better
approach is to state that you’ve sent your resume and explain, in sixty
seconds or less, why you think you’re the best candidate for the
position. Your sixty-second pitch should be a clear and concise
summary of yourself, including three important elements:

• What kind of work you do (or want to do)

• What your strongest skills and accomplishments are

• What kind of position you’re seeking

If you’re invited to an interview after you’ve pitched yourself to the
hiring manager, great! If not, don’t let it end there! Ask if there are
any particular qualifications that he or she is looking for in a candidate.
Is there anything else you can do or any additional information that
you can send (writing samples, clippings, or portfolio) to help the
hiring manager make a decision? Even if the person says no, that your
resume is sufficient, he or she may be impressed by your interest and
enthusiasm.

If you haven’t already done so, specifically ask the employer if he or
she would have a few minutes to meet with you. If that doesn’t work,
ask if that person knows anyone who might be interested in speaking
to someone with your qualifications. If you’re unable to arrange an
interview or to get a referral, ask the employer if he or she would
mind if you called back in a month or so. The goal is to get a positive
response from the phone call—whether it’s an interview or simply a
scrap of job-hunting advice. Don’t give up too easily, but be
professional and courteous at all times.



Researching Potential Employers
There are two good reasons why you should set aside some time early
in your job search to research companies in your field of interest. First,
it’s a great way to locate potential employers. Second, it’s an effective
way to learn more about particular companies you’re considering
working for.

Researching potential employers can be time-consuming, but it’s well
worth the effort. To use your time effectively, however, you should
divide your research into two distinct phases. The first phase should
involve gathering only basic information about many different
companies, including:

• Company name, address, phone and fax numbers

• Names and job titles of key contacts

• Whether the company is privately or publicly held

• Products and/or services

• Year of incorporation

• Number of employees

The second phase of research begins as you start to schedule job
interviews. This involves gathering more detailed information about
each company you’re interviewing with. Your goal is to be able to
walk into an interview knowing the organization inside and out. You
need to know the company’s products, types of customers, subsidiaries,
parent company, principal locations, rank in the industry, sales and
profit trends, type of ownership, size, current plans, principal
competitors and their relative performance, and much more.
Incorporating this knowledge into your discussions is certain to impress
the toughest of interviewers and will distinguish you from the
competition. The more time you spend on this phase, the better
prepared you’ll be. Even if you feel extremely pressed for time, you
should set aside at least twelve hours for preinterview research.

  



Where To Look
To find the information you need, you’ll have to dig into every

resource you can find. Libraries are a fantastic source of both
publicized and hidden job opportunities. Most have a vast array of
resources, including major newspapers like the New York Times  and the
Wall Street Journal  and trade journals like Advertising Age  and
Publishers Weekly.  To identify publications in your field of interest,
consult the Encyclopedia of Business Information Sources  or Predicasts
F&S Index.

There are a number of other resources you can use to find listings of
companies, most of which can also be found at your local library. Ask
the reference librarian to help you locate the many directories that list
basic information about companies in your field of interest. Be sure not
to overlook these great tools:

The JobBank  series published by Adams Media Corporation is a
good place to start. Each book in the series is a regional
employment guide covering a specific metropolitan area. The
Boston JobBank,  for example, includes thousands of employers in
Massachusetts. Unlike most other industry guides, which cost
hundreds of dollars and may be found only at libraries, the local
JobBank  books cost only $16.95 and can be purchased wherever
books are sold.

Dun and Bradstreet’s Million Dollar Directory  lists approximately
160,000 companies that are both publicly and privately held and
is updated annually.

Standard & Poor’s Register of Corporations  lists fewer
companies than the Million Dollar Directory  (about 45,000) but
provides valuable biographical information on thousands of
company officials.

Corporate Technology Directory  (Corporate Technology
Information Services) focuses on the products of approximately
35,000 companies. This is a great resource for job seekers
interested in high-tech industries, including computers,



biotechnology, environmental engineering, chemical and
pharmaceutical, and transportation.

Personnel Executives Contactbook  (Gale Research) lists key
personnel and other contacts at 30,000 publicly and privately
held companies and government agencies.

The National JobBank  (Adams Media Corporation) lists key
contacts at over 21,000 small and large companies. It includes
information on common positions filled and educational
backgrounds desired and is updated annually.

Directory of Human Resources Executives  (Hunt-Scanlon) names
human-resource executives and provides information on number
of employees and area of specialization of 5,000 public and
private companies. Directory of Corporate Affiliations  (National
Register) is one of the few places where you can find
information on a company’s divisions and subsidiaries. This
particular book lists information on approximately 4,000 parent
companies.

Also, don’t overlook the countless industry-specific directories that are
available, such as The JobBank Guide to Computer & High-Tech
Companies, The JobBank Guide to Health Care Companies, Dunn’s
Directory of Service Companies, Martindale-Hubbell Law Directory,  and
Standard Directory of Advertisers.  These are terrific places to find
potential employers and often include information on professional
associations and industry trends.

Many of these resources can also be found on CD-ROM at your
library. These “books on disk” are easy to use and can save you a lot
of time. They are often attached to printers, so you can print the
information you need. Usually, libraries will provide free access to CD-
ROM databases.

Your local library is not the only place to look for valuable company
information. Why not go straight to the source? Call the investor-
relations departments of companies you’re interested in and request
their annual report. (This approach will generally work only with larger



companies.) Call the sales office or PR office of the parent company to
get a copy of any literature distributed to consumers, including product
literature, recent press releases, or even annual reports (for public
companies). If the company is public, call a stockbroker and ask for
additional information to supplement what’s already in your file. If the
firm has a human-resources department, ask for a recruitment package
or any other information available to job seekers. If you’re interested in
a smaller company that doesn’t have a human-resources department or
publish annual reports, don’t panic! Most companies have brochures or
catalogs of their products or services that they’ll send to you upon
request. If possible, speak to someone at the firm before the interview.
If you can’t do this, speak to someone at a competing firm. The more
time you spend, the better.

Use all of your research to develop educated, informed opinions.
You’ll be better prepared to exchange ideas, create interesting
conversation, and make a positive impression on the interviewer.

The Informational Interview
Particularly if you’re an entry-level job seeker or a career changer, you
should consider conducting at least one informational interview. An
informational interview is simply a meeting that you arrange to talk to
someone in a field, industry, or company that interests you. With the
help of this kind of interview, you can prepare for a real job interview
in several ways, including:

• Examining your compatibility with the company by comparing
the realities of the field (skills required, working conditions,
schedules, and common traits of people you meet) to your own
personal interests

• Finding out how people in a particular business, industry, or
job view their roles and the growth opportunities in their
businesses

• Conducting primary research on companies and industries

• Gaining insight into the kinds of topics your potential
interviewers will be concerned about and the methods for



interviewing

• Getting feedback on your relative strengths and weaknesses as
a potential job candidate

• Becoming comfortable talking to people in the industry and
learning the industry jargon

• Building your network, which can lead to further valuable
information and opportunities

To set up an informational appointment, request a meeting with
someone who has at least several years’ experience working in your
field of interest. Your goal is to learn how that person got into the
business, what he or she likes about it, and what kind of advice
someone with experience might pass on to someone who’s interested in
entering the field.

Tell your contact right away that you’d like to learn more about the
industry or company, and that you’ll be the one asking all the
questions. Most people won’t feel threatened (especially if you assure
them you’re not asking them for a job) and will usually be inclined to
help you.

If you tell a contact that all you want is advice, though, make sure
you mean it. Never approach an informational interview as though it
were a job interview—just stick to gathering information and leads and
see what happens. Also, unless specifically requested to do so, sending
your resume to someone you’d like to meet for an informational
interview will probably give the wrong impression.

  
Conducting Informational Interviews

Now that you’ve scheduled an informational interview, make sure
you’re prepared to take the lead. After all, you’re the one doing the
interviewing—not vice versa. Prepare a list of ten to twenty questions,
such as:

• How did you get started in this business?



• What experience helped you to be prepared and qualified for
this job? (How did you get to this point in your career?)

• What do you believe is the ideal education and background?

• What are your primary responsibilities in your current job?

• What do you like most about your job, your company, and
your industry?

• What do you dislike most about them?

• What’s been your greatest challenge?

• If you could work with anybody in this field, whom would you
want to work with?

• Five years out, what are your career goals?

• What are typical career path options from here?

• If you could change something about your career path, what
would you change?

• What are the most valuable skills to have in this field?

• What specific experiences helped you build these skills?

• What opportunities do you see in this business?

• Why did you want this job?

• What would you say are the current career opportunities for
someone with my qualifications in the industry?

• If you were in the job market tomorrow, how would you get
started? What would you do?

• What are the basic requirements for an entry-level position in
the industry?

• What do you consider a must-read list in your field?

• Where do you see the industry heading in the near future?



• Is there a trade association that might aid me in my job
search?

• What things impress you when you interview candidates for
positions in this field?

• What are turnoffs when you interview candidates?

• What critical questions should I expect to be asked in a job
interview?

• What advice would you give to someone looking for a job in
the industry?

• Is there anything else I should know about the industry?

• Do you know of anyone who might be looking for someone
with my qualifications?

• Is there anything you think I should’ve brought up (but didn’t)
that should be a consideration? (What have I missed in this line
of questioning?)

Always end by thanking the person and promising to follow up on any
important leads he or she has provided and to let the person know how
things turn out. You should also send a thank-you note within one or
two days of the informational interview.

Follow up periodically with everyone in your network— even after
you get a job. Once you develop a network, it’s important not to lose
those contacts. You want to translate your informational network into a
support network and maintain it throughout your career.

Preparing for Telephone Interviews
Telephone screening interviews are becoming more commonplace
because companies want to reduce their hiring costs by avoiding travel
at screening stages in interviews. Using phone interviews, recruiters can
quickly weed out most candidates and decide on the best candidates to
pursue—that is, to invite for a face-to-face interview. This is when
developing a sixty-second pitch can also come in handy.



Here’s why planning for a telephone interview is so important: unlike
a planned first interview, for which you have done all the preparation
already discussed, a telephone interview can come at any time and
from any company. Also, once you begin to network, a phone
interview may result when all you expected was possible leads.
Sometimes recruiters will call to schedule an interview at a later time,
but more often they’ll call hoping to interview you on the spot.

Here are some general tips for handling a phone interview:

• If you feel unprepared or uncomfortable with your phone skills,
practice with a friend. Role-play and ask a friend to question you
over the phone. Also, you can make good use of your answering
machine, here; call when you’re away from home and leave
yourself a message emphasizing one of your themes. When you
get home, listen to how you sound; listen to your voice pattern
(enthusiasm, highs/lows, pauses, and so on). Also listen to the
content—was your message clear and direct? Keep practicing
until you’re comfortable with the results.

• Always be prepared, with your twelve themes ready to go. The
basic guidelines of a screening interview apply here as well.

• Keep a copy of your resume by the phone, along with a list of
key words representing the themes you think are relevant to the
industry or job category you’re pursuing.

• You can’t count on clues from an interviewer’s body language,
eye contact, or other such signs. You’ll have to pay close
attention, instead, to their voice pattern, and you must use your
own voice—simple, direct, enthusiastic responses—to keep the
conversation interesting and easy to follow.

• Listen very carefully and maintain your highest level of
concentration. Have a phone set up where you can sit more or
less as you’d sit for an interview. Keep a pen and some paper
near the phone, along with your resume and notes. Take very
careful notes about what you’re asked and what seemed most



critical to the recruiter. (This information will help you follow up
later with a letter.)

• Avoid long pauses; provide quick summaries of your key
themes or points with clear examples of how you’ve made
positive contributions where you’ve been and how you could
contribute to this company.

• Make sure you get the name (spelled correctly), number, and
address of the person who called.

• Reaffirm your interest—if you’re interested after this first
round. Find out what happens next and what you can do to make
yourself competitive. Follow up with a thank-you note, just as
you would for a screening interview. Your goal is to get face-to-
face in the next round.

Collecting References
At some point before you start interviewing, you’ll need to prepare a
list of three to five references. Unless you’re new to the workforce, at
least two of these should be professional references from previous
employers or close business associates. Other potential sources of
references include teachers, professors, volunteer committee heads, and
friends who are well respected in business circles. Don’t list family
members as references.

Be sure to ask people for their permission before you cite them as
references. If they agree, be sure you have their job title, the name of
the company where they work, and their work address and phone
number. Then prepare a neat, typed list of your reference contacts with
your name at the top of the page. You should make several copies and
have them on hand during your job interviews. Don’t make the mistake
of listing your references on your resume, as this is commonly
considered inappropriate and unprofessional.

Don’t forget to send each of your references a thank-you note when
your job search is over. Proper etiquette aside, this practice will help
keep your contacts current. You never know when you might need their
help again sometime down the road.



CHAPTER  2

Setting the Right Tone

You’re on your way to a job interview.
By now, you’ve probably spent a great deal of time preparing.

However, you must not let your practice and preparation become a
disadvantage. Once the interview begins, you must focus on interacting
effectively with the interviewer—as opposed to trying to recall precisely
the responses you practiced earlier. If you’ve prepared adequately for
the interview, your conduct and responses should effortlessly convey to
the interviewer the image you want to project.

It’s important for you to know that the interviewer’s decision about
whether or not you’ll be invited back for an additional interview will
probably be influenced by your attitude and personality as much as by
your qualifications. So although preparation is important, your
performance during an inter view can make an even greater difference.
Generally, you should try to stress the following qualities in your
choice of words, your tone of voice, and your body language:

• Capability

• Confidence

• Dependability

• Easygoing manner



• Enthusiasm

• Flexibility

• Resourcefulness

• Strong work ethic

A word of caution:  Don’t concentrate too much on trying to project the
perfect image. Just try to relax, visualize yourself as smooth and
confident, and you’ll almost certainly do well.

Dressing for Success
How important is proper dress for a job interview? Although the final
selection of a job candidate will rarely be determined by dress, first-
round candidates are often eliminated because they’ve dressed
inappropriately. This is not to say you should invest in a new
wardrobe; just be sure that you’re able to put together an adequate
interview outfit. A good rule of thumb is to dress for a position just
above the one you’re applying for.

Men should wear a clean, conservative, two-piece suit; a white shirt;
and a silk tie. Lace-up wing tips are your best bet for shoes. This is
the basic corporate wardrobe; however, in some industries, a quality
jacket, pants, shirt, and tie are fine. But if you’re not sure what dress
is appropriate at a certain firm, play it safe and opt for a two-piece
suit. A man should always  wear a jacket and tie to an interview—even
if everyone else in the office is in shirtsleeves. Dressing this way
shows that you’re taking the interview seriously and treating the
company with respect.

For women, a professional-looking dress or suit with low-heeled
shoes makes the best impression. In more conservative industries, like
law or banking, a suit’s probably your best choice. However, some
hiring managers in creative industries, like advertising or publishing,
look for a more informal, stylish look that reflects the applicant’s
individuality. Use your best judgment and wear whatever is both
professional and comfortable for you. However, be sure to avoid excess
jewelry or makeup.



Impeccable personal grooming is even more important than finding
the perfect outfit. Be sure that your clothes are clean, pressed, and well
fitting, and that your shoes are polished. Hair should be neat and
businesslike, and your nails should be clean and trimmed. Both men
and women are advised to skip the cologne or perfume—you never
know if the person interviewing you will be violently allergic to the
cologne you’re wearing.

Timing Is Everything
Although it may seem hard to believe, many job seekers arrive late for
interviews. This is easy enough to do—you might simply take a little
unplanned extra time to prepare for your interview or underestimate
how long it will take to get to the interview location. Don’t let yourself
make this fatal mistake!

Allow plenty of time to get ready for, and to travel to, your job
interview. You shouldn’t arrive at the interviewer’s office more than ten
minutes in advance. However, if you’re driving across town, allowing
yourself an extra ten minutes probably isn’t enough. Try to get to the
location at least thirty minutes early; you can then spend twenty
minutes in a nearby coffee shop or take a walk around the building.
Interviews are important enough to build in a little extra time. Here’s
another tip: If you’ve never been to the interview location, visit it the
day before so you know exactly how to get there, how to access the
building, and where to park.

Sometimes the interviewer will be running behind schedule. Don’t be
upset: be sympathetic. Interviewers are often pressured to see a lot of
candidates and to fill a demanding position quickly. So be sure to come
to your interview with good reading material to keep yourself occupied
and relaxed.

What to Have on Hand
A briefcase or leather-bound folder, if you have one, will help complete
the professional, polished look you want to achieve. Women should
avoid carrying a purse if they plan on carrying a briefcase—it may
detract from a professional image. And don’t forget to wear a watch!



Before leaving for the interview, be sure that you have good
directions and the phone numbers and names of the people you’ll be
meeting with. You should also bring the following items with you to
the interview:

• Several unfolded copies of your resume and cover letter

• A notepad and pen (for taking notes during the interview)

• A list of professional references

• Examples of your work, such as writing samples or clippings
(taking care that these don’t breach the confidentiality of
previous employers)

Body Language
The first minutes of the interview are the most important. A recruiter
begins sizing up your potential the instant you walk into the room. If
you make a bad impression from the start, you may be ruled out
immediately, and the interviewer may pay little attention to your
performance during the rest of the interview. An excellent initial
impression, on the other hand, will put a favorable glow on everything
else you say during the rest of the interview—and could well
encourage the recruiter to ask less demanding questions.

How can you ensure that you make a terrific first impression? The
easiest answer is to be sure you’re dressed well. When the recruiter
meets you, he or she will notice your clothes and grooming first.
Nothing other than impeccable grooming is acceptable. Your attire must
be professional and squeaky clean.

Your body language will also speak volumes, even before you and
the interviewer exchange a word. Any recruiter will unconsciously pick
up on and react to the subtle signals of body language. Here are some
important things to think about:

• Do you smile when you meet?

• Do you make just enough eye contact without staring at the
recruiter?



• Do you walk into the office with a self-assured and confident
stride?

• Do you shake hands firmly?

• Are your briefcase, notepad, and coat in your left hand, or do
you have to juggle them around in order to shake hands?

• Do your eyes travel naturally to and from the recruiter’s face
as you begin to talk?

• Do you remember the recruiter’s name and pronounce it with
confidence?

• Do you make small talk easily, or do you act formal and
reserved, as though under attack?

It’s human nature to judge people by that first impression, so make
sure yours is a good one. But most of all, try to be yourself.

Overcoming Nervousness
As if formulating solid answers to interview questions isn’t tough
enough, you’ll also have to overcome a quite natural, inevitable
nervousness. Most employers won’t think less of a job candidate for a
bit of nervous behavior—but they will pay close attention to how you
hold up under pressure. Displaying excessive nervousness can easily
eliminate you from further consideration.

One good way to overcome preinterview jitters is to exercise positive
thinking. If you’re feeling nervous about an upcoming interview,
imagine in detail what the experience will be like: Think of what
you’ll say, the questions you’ll be asked, and how you’ll answer them.
Picture yourself responding calmly, effectively, and in a controlled
manner. This type of mental rehearsing won’t guarantee success, but it
should help you feel more optimistic and self-confident, which will
undoubtedly enhance your final presentation.

Above all, you should practice interviewing as much as you can.
You’ll become more confident and your answers will become more
polished with each interview you have.



CHAPTER  3

Interview Strategies

Navigating the Dynamics of Interview Conversation
All your preparation should be evident when the conversation gets
going. Make sure your tone remains conversational; don’t let the
interview turn into an interrogation. Start by thanking the interviewer
for the opportunity to talk with him or her and explain up front why
you’re interested in the position. Be ready to answer and to ask
questions, including occasionally asking the interviewer for his or her
own perspective on a subject.

After small talk, the interviewer may well begin by telling you about
the company, the division, the department, or perhaps the position.
Because of your detailed research, information about the company
should be already familiar to you. The interviewer will probably like
nothing better than to avoid this regurgitation of company history, so if
you can do so tactfully, indicate that you’re very familiar with the firm.
If the interviewer seems determined to provide you with background
information despite your hints, then listen attentively. If you can
manage to initiate a brief, appropriate discussion of the company or
industry at this point, that’s great. It will help you to build rapport,
underscore your interest, and increase your impact.

Soon the interviewer will begin to ask you questions. This period of
the interview may be structured or unstructured, or somewhere in



between. In a structured interview, the interviewer asks a prescribed set
of questions, seeking relatively brief answers. In the unstructured
interview, the interviewer asks more open-ended questions to prod you
into giving longer responses and revealing as much as possible about
yourself, your background, and your aspirations. Some interviewers will
mix both styles, typically beginning with more objective questions and
asking more open-ended questions as the interview progresses.

Try to determine as quickly as possible which direction the
interviewer is going, and respond to the questions accordingly. As you
answer the questions, watch for signals from the employer as to
whether your responses are too short or too long. For example, if the
employer is nodding or looking away, wrap up your answer as quickly
as possible. Following the style the interviewer establishes will make
the interview easier and more comfortable and will help you make a
more favorable impression.

Once you begin to feel more confident about interviewing, you may
wish to think strategically about each interview. One effective tactic is
to adjust your speed of speech to match that of the interviewer. People
tend to talk at the speed at which they like to be spoken to. If you can
adjust your speech rate to that of the recruiter without sounding
unnatural, the recruiter will probably feel more comfortable (after all,
interviewing others isn’t much fun, either) and have a more favorable
impression of you.

Another strategy is to adapt your answers to match the type of
company for which you’re interviewing. For example, if you’re
interviewing for a job at a large product-marketing company that
emphasizes group decision making and spends much of its energy
focused on battles for market share with its competitors, you might
want to talk about how much you enjoy team sports—especially being
part of a team and competing to win.

Concentrate on the themes you’ve developed in chapter 1  and be alert
for opportunities to mention them. If applicable, draw parallels between
your experience and the demands of the position as described by the
interviewer. Talk about your past experience, emphasizing results and
achievements and not merely recounting activities. If you listen
carefully (listening is a crucial part of the interviewing process), the



interviewer might very well give you an idea of the skills needed for
the position. Don’t exaggerate. Be on the level about your abilities.

Try not to be negative about anything during the interview—
especially about any past employer or previous job. Be cheerful.
Everyone likes to work with someone who seems to be happy.

Don’t let a tough question throw you off base. If you don’t know the
answer to a question, say so simply—don’t apologize. Just smile.
Nobody can answer every question—particularly some of the questions
that are asked in job interviews.

Above all else, keep the conversation flowing. Don’t talk too much
or too little; watch the recruiter for signals. A job interview is a
conversation between two people who are hoping to discover they have
a common interest. Move around if you have to so that you don’t
appear stiff, but be careful not to fidget. Try to appear relaxed,
enthusiastic, and determined—all at the same time!

The First Interview
As mentioned earlier, the first interview is often a screening interview
conducted by a human-resources-department representative or an
employment interviewer. The types of questions are general in nature—
rarely specific to the technical aspects of the job. This is why it’s
important that you’ve developed themes related to the most relevant
aspects of your own experiences and achievements. (See chapter 1 for
more information on this strategy.)

The primary purpose of the first interview is to determine qualities
like motivation, industry or functional skills, work ethic, communication
skills, and critical-thinking skills. You should communicate genuine
interest in the job, the industry, and the city or region of the country if
relocation is part of the package. You need to demonstrate compatibility
with the company culture and show that you can sell that compatibility
in subsequent interviews if the recruiter moves you to the next round
in the process. Recruiters are always concerned about weeding out any
candidate who might embarrass them in a second interview; they must
believe that they really got to know you and that you won’t present
any surprises in subsequent interviews. After all, their reputation and



judgment are on the line if they recommend you for a second
interview.

Strategies for Later Interviews
When filling professional career positions, few companies will make a
job offer after only one interview. Usually, the purpose of the first
interview is to narrow the field of applicants to a small number of very
promising candidates. During the first meeting, then, the ideal strategy
is to stand out from a large field of competitors in a positive way. The
best way to do this is to emphasize subtly one or two of your key
strengths as much as possible throughout the interview.

During later interviews, the competition for the position will drop off,
and employers will tend to look not for strengths but for weaknesses.
At this point, you should focus on presenting yourself as a well-
balanced choice for the position. Listen carefully to the interviewer’s
questions so you can determine his or her underlying concerns and try
to dispel them. On the other hand, if later interviews are primarily with
people who are in a position to veto your hiring, but not to push it
forward, you should focus primarily on building rapport as opposed to
reiterating and developing your key strengths.

Another way in which second interviews differ from first interviews
is that the questions become much more specific and technical. The
company must now test the depth of your knowledge of the field,
including how well you’re able to apply your education and past work
experience to the job at hand. At this stage, the interviewer isn’t a
recruiter; you may have one or more interviewers, each of whom has a
job related to the one you’re applying for. Typically these interviewers
will represent your potential boss, professional peer group, or
executives who oversee the work group.

The second round of interviews can last one to two days, during
which you might meet with as few as several people or as many as
fifteen or more over the course of the visit. These interviews typically
last longer than initial interviews. For many executive positions, you
may also have meetings around breakfast, lunch, or dinner. In all cases,
remember you’re still in an interview. You may be having a dinner
conversation about a recent topic of concern to the industry as a whole



—be ready with opinions, and be equally ready to listen and to ask
good questions. You may be asked to demonstrate how you’d go about
performing some aspect of the job; be ready in case you’re presented
with a tough problem and asked to tackle it as though you’d already
started your first day on the job. Use what you said in the screening
interview as an outline (it’s gotten you this far!) but be prepared to
build on this outline in meaningful ways with more developed details,
examples, and ideas.

Usually you can count on attending at least two interviews for most
professional positions, or three for high level positions, though some
firms, such as some professional partnerships, are famous for
conducting a minimum of six interviews for all professional positions.
Though you should be more relaxed as you return for subsequent
interviews, the pressure will still be on. The more prepared you are, the
better.

Turning the Tables
Often the interviewer will pause toward the end and ask if you have
any questions. Particularly in a structured interview, this might be the
one chance to communicate your knowledge of, and interest in, the
firm. Have a list prepared of specific questions that are of real interest
to you. Let your questions subtly show your research and your
knowledge of the firm’s activities. It’s wise to memorize an extensive
list of questions, as several of them may be answered during the
interview.

When asking the interviewer your questions, follow these guidelines:

• Don’t let this opportunity turn into an interrogation. Don’t
bring your list of questions to the interview.

• Ask questions that you’re fairly certain the interviewer can
answer. (Remember how you feel when you can’t answer a
question during an interview.)

• If you’re unable to determine the salary range beforehand,
don’t ask about it during the first interview. You can always ask
about it later.



• Don’t ask about fringe benefits until you’ve been offered a
position. (Then be sure to get all the details.) You should be able
to determine the company’s policy on benefits relatively easily
before the interview.

• If it looks as though your skills and background don’t match
the position your interviewer was hoping to fill, ask if there’s
another division or subsidiary that perhaps could profit from your
talents.

What questions should you ask? Here are some examples:
——————

Q: “What position or positions does this job typically
lead to?”

——————

Q: “Assuming I was hired and performed well for a
number of years, what additional opportunities might
this job lead to?”

These questions imply that you’re an achievement-
oriented individual looking for a company in which you
can build a long-term career.

——————

Q: “I’ve noticed in the trade press that your firm has a
terrific reputation in marketing. What are the major
insights into the marketing process that I might gain
from this position?”

——————

Q: “I understand that your company is the market
leader in industrial drill bits in North America. I’m
curious to know how much of the product line is sold
overseas—and whether there are many career
opportunities in marketing abroad.”



These questions imply that you’re very interested in a
long-term career in the industry and that you might lean
toward pursuing a career with this firm because of its solid
reputation. Your well-timed and appropriate questions are
sure to impress even the toughest interviewer.

——————

Q: “What skills are considered most useful for success
in the job I’m applying for?”

This question implies that you really care about your
success at your first job, and provides important
information you can use to your advantage in the future.

——————

Q: “I’d really like to work for your firm. I think it’s a
great company and I’m confident I could do this job
well. What’s the next step of the selection process?”

More than a question, this is a powerful statement that
will quickly set you apart from other job hunters.
However, you should make such a statement only if you
mean it. If you’re offered the position but then say you
need two weeks to think it over, you’ll lose your
credibility. However, even after responding in this manner,
it’s reasonable to ask for one or two days to give an offer
some thought.

Be sure to save your questions about salary, benefits, and related
issues for later, after you receive an offer. You’ll still be free to
negotiate—or to decline the position—at that point. Also, avoid asking
questions that will be difficult or awkward for the recruiter to answer.
For example, this is not an appropriate time to ask, “Does your
company use recycled paper for all its advertising brochures?”

A Final Note



Interviewing is like almost everything else—the more you do it, the
better you become. Don’t expect to give a perfect performance—
especially in your first few interviews. Even experienced professionals
who haven’t interviewed in a while are bound to be rusty.

And if you have a terrible interview, don’t let it shake your
confidence! Remember that everyone has a bad interview experience
sooner or later. Learn from it, work on your performance, and keep
looking for other opportunities.



PART  TWO

The Top 250 Questions



CHAPTER  4

The Basic Interview Questions

Okay, now you’re ready to start practicing your interview questions.
The following two hundred are among the most commonly asked
questions in interviews today. If you can manage to get a good handle
on these, you’ll breeze through your interviews and really stand out
from the crowd. Remember, employers are often interviewing many
people for a single position, so you need to prepare answers that will
get you noticed as a winner.

Chances are that a vast majority of the questions you’ll be asked on
a typical job interview appear in the next two chapters. But you may
be asked a variation on one of our questions with different wording.
Just remember as you work your way through the next sections that
you’re not trying to memorize the answers verbatim. Instead you are
trying to respond to interview questions in a way that will convey that
you’re someone the employer would want to hire. In other words,
project yourself as someone who’s likely to stay with the company for
a number of years, who’s achievement oriented, who’ll fit in well with
the other employees, and who’s likable. Of course, you should also try
to present yourself as someone who’s capable of performing extremely
well in the position.

You should avoid giving generic answers like “I’m a people person”
or “I have excellent written and oral communication skills.” Your



response should always be specific (with supporting examples), and it
should relate specifically to the job, the industry, or other personal
factors to help your answer (and you!) stand out. Particularly in
screening interviews, where generic questions are often asked, recruiters
are looking to eliminate the average respondent. You can’t afford a
predictable, nondescript response. You must turn a common question
into a memorable answer.

Go through the practice interview questions in the next two chapters.
At first you may wish to read the sample responses and the
accompanying discussion. Later, as you begin to feel more comfortable
with the questions, try answering them without any help, as you would
during a real interview.

1. Passion for the Business

Q: Why do you want to work in this industry?

A:  I’ve always wanted to work in an industry that makes
tools. One of my hobbies is home-improvement projects, so
I’ve collected a number of saws manufactured by your
company. I could be an accountant anywhere, but I’d
rather work for a company whose products I trust.

Tell a story about how you first became interested in this type of
work. Point out any similarities between the job you’re interviewing for
and your current or most recent job. Provide proof that you aren’t
simply shopping in this interview. Make your passion for your work a
theme that you allude to continually throughout the interview.

——————

Q: Why would you be particularly good at this
business?

A:  I was  a pastry chef, so I understand dessert products
well and can help you with new product development.
Recent preservatives have come  a long way toward
eliminating texture difference in pastry dough. This means
we can investigate many more products than before.



Show how you keep up due to natural inquisitiveness, reading, and so
on. Do you have sufficient natural interest to go that extra step and
channel appropriate energy into your work? Give a specific answer.

——————

Q: How do you stay current?

A: I pore over the  Wall Street Journal, the  Times,
Institutional Investor, and several mutual fund newsletters.
And I have a number of friends who are analysts.

Demonstrate natural interest in the industry or career field by
describing publications or trade associations that are compatible with
your goal.

——————

Q: Why do you think this industry would sustain your
interest over the long haul?

A:  The technology in the industry is changing so rapidly
that I see lots of room for job enhancement regardless of
promotions. I’m particularly interested in the many
applications for multimedia as a training tool.

What expectations or projections do you have for the business that
would enable you to grow without necessarily advancing? What excites
you about the business? What proof can you offer that your interest has
already come from a deep curiosity—perhaps going back at least a few
years—rather than a current whim you’ll outgrow?

——————

Q: Where do you want to be in five years?

A:  I’d like to have the opportunity to work in a plant as
well as at the home office. 1 also hope to develop my
management skills, perhaps by managing a small staff.

Don’t give specific time frames or job titles. Talk about what you
enjoy, skills that are natural to you, realistic problems or opportunities
you’d expect in your chosen field or industry, and what you hope to



learn from those experiences. You shouldn’t discuss your goals in a
field or industry unrelated to the job you’re applying for. This may
sound obvious, but too many job candidates make this mistake,
unwittingly demonstrating a real lack  of interest in their current field or
industry. Needless to say, such a gaffe will immediately eliminate you
from further consideration.

——————

Q: Describe your ideal career.

A:  I’d like to stay in a field related to training no matter
what happens. I was too interested in business to work at
a university, but I believe that teaching is somehow in my
blood. I’ve been good at sales because I took the time to
educate my clients. Now I look forward to training the
new hires.

Talk about what you enjoy, skills that are natural to you, realistic
problems or opportunities you’d expect in this particular job or
industry, and what you hope to learn from those experiences. Avoid
mentioning specific time frames or job titles.

——————

Q: If you had unlimited time and financial resources,
how would you spend them?

A:  I’d love to be able to take several executive seminars
on financial management that aren’t geared toward
financial experts. I’d also love to be able to shut down my
department long enough to send everyone through an
Outward Bound-type program. Finally, I’d probably travel
and look at foreign competitors, and enjoy the food along
the way. What would you do?

Although it’s tempting to discuss things you’d do for fun, stick to
job- or industry-related pursuits, or to skill-building efforts that could
transfer to the job you’re applying for. For example, if you’re applying
for a teaching job, you might also be interested in volunteering for an



adult literacy program; this demonstrates a passion for your field—a
belief in the importance of education—even without pay as an
incentive.

2. Motivation and Purpose

Q: Tell me something about yourself that I didn’t know
from reading your resume.

A:  You wouldn’t know that I’ve managed my own small
portfolio since I was sixteen, but I believe that it’s
important for you to understand my interest in investment
sales. I’ve averaged a 12 percent return over the past
eight years.

Don’t just repeat what’s on your resume. Think of a talent or skill
that didn’t quite fit into your employment history, but that’s unique and
reveals something intriguing about your personality or past experience.

——————

Q: Tell me what you know about this company.

A:  I served as an intern to a restaurant analyst last
summer, so I followed all the steak-house chains closely.
What you’ve done especially well is focus on a limited
menu with great consistency among locations; the business
traveler trusts your product anywhere in the U.S. I’m
particularly interested in your real-estate finance group
and expansion plans.

Describe your first encounter or a recent encounter with the company
or its products and services. What would be particularly motivating to
you about working there as opposed to working the same type of job
in a different company? The recruiter will look for evidence of genuine
interest and more than just surface research on the company. Reciting
the annual report isn’t likely to impress most recruiters, but feedback
from customers and employees will.

——————



Q: What have you learned about our company from
customers, employees, or others?

A:  I actually called several of the key accounts mentioned
in your brochure. Two of the customers I spoke with
explained why they continued to buy from you year after
year. Your distribution operation is phenomenal. Are there
any service improvements you think could still be made?

Describe how your interest has grown from personal dealings with
company representatives. Think creatively in preparing for job
interviews. For example, prior to your job interview, speak with
retailers or workers at other distribution points about the company’s
product line. What can they tell you? Give one or two examples of
what you’ve learned to explain why you’re interested in this company.
What’s the most compelling example you can describe to prove your
interest?

——————

Q: Why do you want to work here?

A:  I lost a bid several years ago to your company. I
realized then that products in the computer industry are
becoming increasingly similar. They’re so similar now, and
retail prices are so competitive, that service is the best
way for a company to distinguish itself from the
competition. This company has the best service record of
all its competitors, and I believe it will dominate the
business in the long run.

Your preparation and research should become apparent here. Give one
or two reasons why you’re interested in the company, and what in
particular piqued your interest. What’s the most compelling thing you
can describe about your personal experience with the company, its
products, or its employees? Possible answers include the company’s
reputation, the job description itself, or a desire to get involved with
the industry.

——————



Q: What particular aspect of the company interests you
most?

A:  I’m most interested in your Latin American
developments. My father was an army officer, so we lived
for three years in Latin America. I know you’ve just
entered joint ventures with two processing companies there.
What are your plans for the next few years?

This is another opportunity for you to showcase your special
knowledge of the company. If you did the proper research, as described
in chapter 1, you should have no problem answering this question.

——————

Q: What’s your favorite product made by our
company?

A:  I’ve used Softer Than Ever shampoo for years. In fact,
my initial contact with the company was the brand
manager for Softer Than Ever. She encouraged me to
apply for an HR position here.

Describe personal use—why do you use the company’s products?
What do you think are new market opportunities for that product?

——————

Q: What do you think of our newest product and ads?

A:  It seems that your new ads are trying to show that
breakfast time is family time, with a certain
wholesomeness. Are you doing this to balance against the
recent bad press about high-fat foods, without attacking the
issue directly?

You should be familiar enough with the company’s new products and
advertising campaigns to make informed, intelligent comments about
them. Offer specific suggestions and positive comments.

——————



Q: Tell me what you think our distinctive advantage is
within the industry.

A:  With your low-cost-producer status and headquarters
operation in a low-cost area of the country, you seem in a
better position to be able to spend aggressively on R&D,
even in a down year, compared to your closest rival.

Describe things you believe the company does very well, particularly
compared to its competition. Explain how the financial strength of the
company is important.

——————

Q: Where do you think we’re the most vulnerable as a
business?

A:  Your cash position and strong product presence make
you an attractive target for a takeover. That’s my only
major concern. I’ve already worked for one organization
that merged with another, but I also know I can weather
the storm.

Describe things you believe the company does not  do well compared
to its competition. Explain how the company’s financial strength is
important. If you’ve a passion for the business, the future of the job is
probably always on your mind.

——————

Q: What would you do differently if you ran the
company?

A:I might investigate whether to sell off the light-
manufacturing businesses and start an aggressive supplier-
relations program.

In a constructive way demonstrate that you have enough knowledge
about the business to answer this question convincingly. One way to
gain such knowledge is by talking to a sufficient number of company
insiders, which is why this question can quickly weed out the



“shoppers” from more serious job candidates. You can also turn the
question around— ask for the recruiter’s ideas, too. You might learn
something valuable.

——————

Q: What other firms are you interviewing with, and for
what positions?

A:  Actually, I’ve definitely decided to pursue a career as a
restaurant manager, so I’m applying only for restaurant
management-training programs. I’ve recently had interviews
with several other large national fast-food chains, such as
Super Burger and Clackey’s Chicken.

Often the candidate will try to impress the employer by naming some
large firms in unrelated industries with completely different types of
jobs. This is a big mistake! What employers want to hear is that you’re
interviewing for similar jobs in the same industry at similar firms (such
as their competitors). This illustrates that you’re committed to finding a
job in your field of interest and are likely to be a low-risk hire.

——————

Q: Do you believe you’re overqualified for this
position?

A:  Not at all. My experience and qualifications make me
do my job only better, and in my opinion, my good design
skills help to sell more books. My business experience
helps me run the art department in a cost-efficient manner,
thus saving the company money. Finally, I think I’m able
to attract better freelance talent because of all my industry
contacts. My qualifications are better for the company, too,
since you’ll be getting a better return for your investment.
Again, I’m interested in establishing a long-term
relationship with my employer, and if I did well, I would
expect expanded responsibilities that could make use of
even other skills.



Most people don’t expect to be asked if they have a great deal of
experience. This question could quite easily catch a candidate off guard,
which is exactly the interviewer’s intention. The candidate doesn’t
hesitate in answering this question and shows complete confidence in
his or her ability.

——————

Q: Describe our competition as you see it.

A:  Most of your competitors have tried to do too many
things. As a result, most have had difficulty expanding and
maintaining consistent quality.

Give evidence that you’ve researched the company and industry
carefully and acquired more than superficial knowledge. Point out
positive and/or negative aspects of the company’s competitors. Discuss
how the company’s initiatives are better suited to your personal
interests.

——————

Q: What would you do if one of our competitors
offered you a position?

A:  I’d say no. I’m not interested in other players in this
industry. I want to work for Nike because I won a number
of races wearing the Nike brand. Because of my positive
experience with Nike, I know I’d be convincing selling
your product to retailers.

The interviewer is trying to determine whether the candidate is truly
interested in the industry and company, or whether he or she has
chosen the company randomly. Contrast your perceptions of the
company with its competitors, and talk about the company’s products or
services that you’ve encountered. In the long run, which players do you
believe are most viable and why? This is also a good place to ask the
interviewer for his or her opinion.

——————

Q: Why are you ready to leave your current job?



A:  My interest lies in returning to the banking industry. I
can work in human-resources management in many
environments, but I believe that my experience as  a lender
prepares me exceptionally well for recruiting new lenders
into the training program.

Give two or three reasons why you’re ready to leave your current
job. Focus on limitations in growth, or lack of challenge, in your
current job. Make sure you point out why you believe the position
you’re interviewing for would provide the challenge and additional
responsibilities that you desire.

——————

Q: What do you want out of your next job?

A:  I’m really interested in taking over a territory where
we aren’t very well positioned. My sales successes to date
have been in areas where we already had a decent market
share. I also want a very aggressive commission structure
if I’m able to turn around a problem territory.

This question is similar to “Why are you ready to leave your current
job?” Give one or two examples from your current work experience
that explain why you’re interviewing for the position. Focus on your
desire for greater challenge. For example, “I’ve gone as far as I can go
in my current job unless someone vacates a position.” Make sure you
point out why you believe the job at hand provides the additional
responsibilities you’re seeking.

——————

Q: What’s your dream job?

A:  My dream job would include all of the responsibilities
and duties in this position you’re trying to fill. I also
thrive in a fast-changing environment where there’s
business growth. Your plans call for expanding
internationally during the next year, and this would satisfy



one of my ultimate goals of being involved in an
international corporation.

This is your ideal chance to sell your aptitudes that fit the job
description. Show an interest in finding new ways these skills can be
put to use in a new job with additional responsibilities. Tie in the
industry, size of the company, or other factors where appropriate.

——————

Q: What motivates you to do this kind of work?

A:  I’ve been fortunate in my own schooling; I had
wonderful teachers. I want to be that same kind of teacher
—who not only encourages kids to learn but also sets an
example that inspires others to want to teach. In the long
run, that’s our best chance of turning around the quality of
education in this state.

The interviewer will want to know about your belief in the products
or services of the company. Use personal experience to demonstrate
your interests and strengths. In an interview for your ideal job, you’d
be highly motivated to get paid for working at something you liked.
The interviewer will want to know if your natural interests are
compatible with this particular job.

——————

Q: What salary would you expect for this job?

A:  Based on your job description, which mentions that you
prefer someone with a master’s degree in engineering, I
hope you consider the fact that my skills meet your highest
standards. Therefore, I’d expect a salary at the high end of
your pay range for the position classification. Can you
give me some indication of your range?

Recruiters want to weed out people whose financial goals are
unrealistic. This question is a direct hit—it forces a response about a
touchy subject. If you mention a salary that’s too low, you may seem
uninformed; too high, and you may outprice yourself or ruin your



ability to bargain. It’s best to turn the question back on the recruiter.
Ask what the salary range is for the position; then ask the recruiter to
consider how your qualifications rate compared to the average
requirements for the position.

——————

Q: What new skills or ideas do you bring to the job
that other candidates aren’t likely to offer?

A:  Because I’ve worked with the oldest player in this
industry, I can help you avoid some of the mistakes we
made in our established markets. I think that retaining
your core customer base is more important than securing
new accounts right now.

This question addresses the candidate’s motivation for adding “true
value” (beyond what’s expected) to the job. Have you thought about
the job carefully, considering current limitations or weaknesses in the
current department and your unique abilities? If you’re running neck
and neck with another candidate, your ability here to prove “I offer
what you need and then some” could land you the job.

——————

Q: What interests you most about this job?

A:  I’d love the opportunity to work with John Doe, whom
I watched build the financial-services practice under bank
deregulation. I think our utilities clients will go through a
lot of the same problems that banks faced in the eighties.
John’s insights will be sound, and John and I have worked
well together on several projects.

Point out the new experiences you look forward to in the job as well
as reasons you believe you’re uniquely suited to the position. Point out
similarities to some of your past jobs in which you enjoyed success.

——————

Q: What would you like to accomplish that you weren’t
able to accomplish in your last position?



A:  I was hampered by a small budget that limited our
marketing efforts to print ads and other traditional
resources. I’d like to explore interactive media, because the
eight-to-twenty-five-year-old category responds to computer-
based media.

This question should be answered in the same way you’d answer
“Why are you ready to leave your current job?” Remain positive—
discuss things you enjoy and have an aptitude for, but avoid dwelling
on the limitations of your last job.

——————

Q: We have a number of applicants interviewing for
this position. Why should we take a closer look at you?

A:  I’m probably one of the few CPAs you’ll find who’s
worked in two Hispanic countries. With all the production
that you’re outsourcing to Mexico, I may be able to
provide some assistance with your inventory planning.

This is similar to the question “Why should I hire you?” What’s the
most compelling item you can describe to prove your qualifications and
interest? Is there something extra you offer besides the basic job
qualifications? Be specific in your answer. Whatever answer you
prepare, try using it when you wrap up the interview, if you haven’t
yet been asked this question.

——————

Q: How have your career motivations changed over the
past few years?

A:  When I started in sales, I didn’t realize how much I’d
miss it if I left. Now I want to stay close to the field
organization, even though I’m looking at marketing jobs.
Your firm attracts me because the account-team concept
would keep me in tune with customer needs.

Describe what you’ve learned from your past jobs, especially where
your skills and natural instincts have become apparent. Your current



motivation should relate strongly to the job you’re interviewing for.
——————

Q: Why should I hire you?

A:  My uncle had a company that was a small-scale
manufacturer in the industry, and although he later sold
the business, I worked there for five summers doing all
sorts of odd jobs. For that reason I believe I know this
business from the ground up, and you can be assured that
I know what I’d be getting into as a plant manager here.

Don’t repeat your resume or employment history. Offer one or two
examples to explain why you’re talking to this particular company.
What’s the most compelling example you can give to prove your
interest? This question often remains unasked, but it’s always in the
back of a recruiter’s mind. Even if this question isn’t asked, you should
find an opportunity to use your prepared response sometime during the
interview, perhaps in your closing remarks.

3. Skills and Experience

Q: What are your key skills?

A:  After working six years as a senior systems analyst,
I’ve developed a number of key skills, including business
modeling, process re-engineering, software-package
evaluation, and excellent programming skills in UNIX and
C environments. I was very pleased to discover that these
are the skills you’re seeking. Do you want to hear about
specific examples of my work?

Talk about your key skills and how you’ll use them in this job.
Avoid clichés or generalities. Offer specific evidence, drawing parallels
from your current or previous job to the job you’re interviewing for.

——————

Q: What sets you apart from the crowd?



A: Once I’m committed to a job or a project, I tackle it
with tremendous intensity. I want to learn everything I can,
and my goal is to achieve results beyond the expectations
of my supervisor. I guess you might say I’m very
competitive and like to excel at everything I do.

Your answer should communicate self-confidence, but avoid sounding
arrogant. Talk about observations other people have made about your
work, talents, or successes.

——————

Q: What are your strengths?

A:  My strengths are interpersonal skills, and I can usually
win people over to my point of view. Also, I have good
judgment about people and an intuitive sense of their
talents and their ability to contribute to a given problem.
These skills seem to me directly related to the job. I notice
that you require three years’ work experience for this job.
Although my resume shows that I’ve only two years’
experience, it doesn’t show that I took two evening college
courses related to my field and have been active in one of
the professional societies. I also try to gain knowledge by
reading the industry’s trade journals. I’m certain that my
combined knowledge and skill level is the equivalent of
that of other people who actually do have three years’
work experience. I’m also currently enrolled in a time-
management course; I can already see the effects of this
course at work on my present job.

Describe two or three skills you have that are most relevant to the
job. Avoid clichés or generalities; offer specific evidence. Describe new
ways these skills could be put to use in the new position. If you have
to talk about weaknesses, be honest without shooting yourself in the
foot—avoid pointing out a weakness that might be a major obstacle to
landing the job. For example, it might be wise to mention that you
barely have the required work experience for the job; the interviewer



has surely noticed this much, and then you can explain how you’re
qualified for the job nonetheless.

——————

Q: How is your experience relevant to this job?

A:  In my current job I’ve recently completed three re-
engineering projects. I gathered all the necessary market
data, developed a benchmarking program, and put together
a team to do the evaluation and analysis. As a result I’m
ready to tackle the major re-engineering project that
you’ve listed as the priority of this job during the first
year. In my past job I was the liaison between the project
engineering group and the instrumentation group in the
testing of a new turbo engine. This experience will also
help me tackle this job, which involves a close and careful
working relationship between your technical group and
your field-testing group.

Draw parallels from your current or previous job to the requirements
of this job. A similarity that seems obvious to you may not be so
obvious to the recruiter. Ask questions about the job, if necessary, to
get the interviewer to accept your rationale.

——————

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

A:  The ability to evaluate all of the regulatory and
competitive requirements for your new product are critical.
I’ve had considerable experience in this area as a
strategic-marketing and regulatory-policy analyst in my
most recent job, and also in my first job.

Describe the immediate relevance of your past experience. Draw
parallels from your current or previous job to the requirements of this
job.

——————



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

A:  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 and thereby to begin
acquiring the skills necessary to lead the team.

Describe several aptitudes you haven’t been able to develop fully in
your current job. For example, your opportunity to manage the
department might have been hindered because your supervisor plans to
stay in his or her job at least five more years.

——————

Q: If you had to stay in your current job, what would
you spend more time on? Why?

A:  If I stay in 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. My
background in all other areas of human resources is
strong, and I believe labor-relations experience will round
out my skills so that I can have the opportunity to move
up as a department head or a vice president in the future.

What interests you most about your job? Describe the responsibilities
that give you the most satisfaction. In addition, show a real interest in
upgrading the job, staying on the leading edge, and so on.

——————

Q: How could you enrich your current job?

A:  When I was a research assistant for the cable and
wireless company back in ninety-three, at a time when we
were experiencing rapid growth, our pricing analyst
abruptly resigned for a better job. During the search to fill



his position, I volunteered to help out with one of the
major government projects. I worked considerable
overtime, studied on my own, and helped bring the project
to conclusion. I was commended for my effort and was
told I’d be in line for the next opening in the pricing
group.

Show an ability to add value continually to your job. What new
opportunities exist that could challenge your skills and intellect? The
interviewer will want to feel confident that you won’t get bored or
disenchanted with your work.

——————

Q: How do you explain your job successes?

A: I never assume our customers are satisfied with our
product, so I do my best to follow up with every customer.
This feedback has provided valuable insight into the
quality and characteristics of our products. The customer,
as well, always appreciates this follow-up, especially when
something hasn’t gone right and you still have the
opportunity to correct it on a timely basis. In addition, I’m
able to pass on information to our design and production
units to help improve both process and product.

Be candid without sounding arrogant. Mention observations other
people have made about your work strengths or talents. This question
is similar to the question “What sets you apart from the crowd?”

——————

Q: Compared to others with a similar background in
your field, how would you rate yourself?

A:  I’ve been consistently ranked in the top 10 percent
nationally for all salespeople in my field. I sell advertising
space for a national news publication. My clients are
primarily large ad agencies that represent corporate
America. I’ve always enjoyed the challenge of selling to



advertising-agency executives because they always set high
standards and really know our product well. This brings
out the very best in my competitive nature, and I’m
consistently at the top, both within my publishing company
and within the industry.

Be honest and self-confident without sounding arrogant. Give clear,
convincing reasons for your answer. If you’ve been in the top 10
percent in sales nationally, this is a good time to bring it up!

——————

Q: How good are your writing abilities?

A:  I really concentrated on further developing my writing
skills while I got my M.B.A. I took an entrepreneurial
class in which the chief assignment was developing,
writing, and continually rewriting a very involved business
plan.

This is an excellent answer. Have a business plan or something
similar ready to show the recruiter. Leave your business plan with the
recruiter after the interview. The recruiter will be looking for a
candidate with writing ability, especially for jobs where a lot of writing
is required, like for financial analysts or copywriters.

——————

Q: What computer systems and software do you know?

A:  I’ve used PCs with general-office software such as
Microsoft Word for Windows, WordPerfect, Lotus 1-2-3,
and Excel. I have some experience with Macintosh systems
as well. And through my search for a computer network,
I’ve gained some familiarity with local networks; the
computer company we used trained me on basic
troubleshooting issues.

In today’s business environment, computer literacy is a must. Word-
processing and spreadsheet experience is essential, and familiarity with
database management or graphics programs is valuable as well. Most



businesses use PC-compatible computers, but many companies in the
creative field, such as publishing or advertising, use Macintosh
computers. If you’re interviewing in one of those fields, you might find
it helpful to familiarize yourself with Macs.

4. Diligence and Professionalism

Q: Give an example of how you saw a project through,
despite obstacles.

A:  I actually rotated off an account but kept my hand in it
as an adviser, because the client had threatened to pull the
account if he wasn’t dealing with me. Over three months I
was able to make the client more comfortable with my
replacement while 1 slowly decreased my presence.

Demonstrate how you gather resources and foresee and manage
obstacles. Focus your answer on the solution and execution, not on the
obstacles themselves.

——————

Q: Share an example of your determination.

A:  I led an effort to change our production system over to
dedicated lines. The biggest problem was convincing the
factory workers that this strategy made sense, even though
they’d have to learn to do their jobs differently. I assured
them that within a few months their jobs would be easier,
and we’d save about four man-hours per employee per
week. I convinced management to increase the profit-
sharing account using half of those savings, which also
helped get the employees on my side.

Describe a time you persevered to accomplish a goal. A personal
goal (for example, one that reflects an interest in developing a new
skill) would be appropriate here. Demonstrate how you gather
resources, predict obstacles, and manage stress.

——————



Q: Share an example of your diligence or perseverance.

A:  About halfway through our last system installation, the
client changed her requirements. Our partner agreed that,
at the new costs the client would incur, we could still meet
the original completion date. It took about seventy to
eighty hours a week for us to get the job done, but we did
it, knowing that it would be over within three months.

Describe your professional character, including thoroughness,
diligence, and accountability. Demonstrate how you gather resources,
use time-management techniques, or go the extra mile. Use a specific
example.

——————

Q: Describe a time when you tackled a tough or
unpopular assignment.

A:  I had to determine which budgets would be cut within
my division to yield an overall 5 percent cost reduction. I
tried to remain objective and keep the personalities of
department heads out of the decision. Ultimately, I ended
up getting each department head to commit to a .25
percent reduction through frugal travel-expense planning,
which was an enormous part of our sales division’s costs.
We accomplished most of the savings by combining trips
and by securing two-week-advance airline reservations
whenever possible.

Describe a time you were willing, or even volunteered, to solve a
problem that had remained unresolved after earlier attempts. Or
describe something you accomplished that was important to the
company’s long-term interests, even if short-term implications were less
than favorable. Your answer might involve a problem employee or a
process-improvement plan, for example.

——————



Q: Would your current boss describe you as the kind
of employee who goes the extra mile?

A:  Absolutely. In fact, on my annual evaluations she writes
that I’m the most dependable and flexible person on her
staff. I think this is mostly because of my ability to juggle
and prioritize. Would you like an example?

Be ready to offer proof that you persevere to see important projects
through and to achieve important results. Share an example that
demonstrates your dependability or willingness to tackle a tough
project. If you describe “long hours of work,” make sure you
demonstrate that the hours were productive, and not the result of poor
time management.

——————

Q: How many days were you absent from work last
year? Why?

A:  I was absent four days last year, three because I came
down with the flu, and one due to the death of a family
member.

A history of absenteeism or tardiness, or any indication of a weak
work ethic or poor performance standards, can be detrimental to you.
Convince the interviewer of your willingness to take responsibility at
work, and of your punctuality, dependability, and solid attendance
record. If you think you may get poor references because of attendance
or undependability, you’d better be well prepared to give a detailed and
exonerating explanation. A similar question you may be asked is ‘Are
you punctual?”

——————

Q: Tell me about a time you didn’t perform to your
capabilities.

A:  The first time I had to give a presentation to our
board, I failed to anticipate some of their questions. I was
unprepared for anything other than what I wanted to



report. Now my director and I brainstorm all the what-ifs
in advance.

This question forces the candidate to describe a negative situation. Do
so in the context of an early career mistake based on inexperience;
then demonstrate the better judgment you now have as a result of that
learning experience.

——————

Q: Employees tend to be either concept oriented or
task oriented. How do you describe yourself?

A:  It’s important for me to have clear direction on each
project. That’s why I’m good in support roles, with
managers who have very specific ideas. I’m thorough at
carrying out the tasks.

With this question the interviewer looks for a match between the
candidate’s preferred level of detail and the level of detail required by
the job. Problems might arise if the job requires delegation but the
candidate enjoys working independently. When you’ve completed
projects in the past, have you performed within the scope of the task
assigned?

——————

Q: What would your colleagues tell me about your
attention to detail?

A:  My coworkers always count on me to help them think
through what might have been overlooked, so they’d
probably tell you I think through processes from A to Z.

Here the interviewer is interested in the candidate’s dependability and
follow-through. Are you responsible? Have you contributed productively
to a team effort without getting caught up in unnecessary detail? Do
you use your time efficiently? If you do, mention specific praise given
by one of your peers.

——————



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

A:  I try to get out for lunch at least once during the week
to clear my head. I also have a personal rule that stops
me from reacting to any problem until I feel calm about it.
I think, then act—but I’ve learned to do that over time.

It might be helpful here to describe a stressful project you’ve worked
on and the specific actions you took to organize each step and see the
project through. How do you keep yourself calm and professional under
pressure?

——————

Q: How do you regroup when things haven’t gone as
planned?

A:  I start by trying to imagine the worst possible

outcome; then I back up and identify precautions I can
take to avoid that scenario. In this way I usually end up
with a result close to the original goal. The training
example I described earlier is proof of that skill.

Describe a time when some obstacle forced you to change your
original plan, but you were still able to achieve the desired result. Did
you rally the support of others to make this happen? With hindsight,
how might you have better predicted the obstacle?

——————

Q: How have you prioritized or juggled your workload
in your current job?

A:  I juggle by working only on my two major accounts
early in the day. That way, if interruptions occur, my most
critical customers are taken care of.

Demonstrate how you gather resources, how you predict obstacles,
and how you manage stress. Describe personal habits that allow you to
move ahead on priorities and avoid micromanaging or putting out fires.



In what ways have you become better at managing time over the
years?

——————

Q: Describe a professional skill you’ve developed in
your most recent job.

A:  I’m most proud of my new skills in applying database
technology—for example, in our mailing services. What
used to take us days of manual sorting now takes five
minutes through a quick-search feature.

Describe a skill you’ve improved in order to manage your work more
efficiently. Typical examples might include learning a new software
application, taking a professional seminar, or taking adult-education
classes.

——————

Q: Why is service such an important issue?

A: Service is a major contributor to customer satisfaction.
Just as important as, or maybe even more important than,
cost. If a customer isn’t receiving a level of service that
meets or exceeds his or her expectations, that customer
won’t be a customer for very long. In addition, that
customer’s experience with your company may affect how
potential customers in the marketplace view your company.
People do talk and share information. This may affect not
only profits but future sales as well. In many instances
service may be the one thing that distinguishes a company
from the competition. A bad reputation for service may
compromise a company’s position in the marketplace.

The interviewer is trying to determine if the candidate understands
the importance of customer service in establishing a positive image in
the marketplace, and its impact on new business sales. Outstanding
customer service is also a great help in establishing long-term clients



and repeat business—the profitable company’s bread and butter. The
longer the relationship, the greater the possibility for profit.

——————

Q: Tell me about a time when you had to deal with an
irate customer. How did you handle the situation?

A:  My customer service position at the telephone company
involved dealing occasionally with irate customers. When
that happened, I’d try to talk in a calm, even voice, in
order to get the person to respond in a businesslike
manner and focus on trying to resolve the situation. Most
times I was able to rectify the problem and pacify the
customer, but I remember one incident in particular in
which the caller became verbally abusive. I tried to remain
calm and professional and not to let my personal feelings
enter into the situation. I didn’t respond to the abuse, I
just made a note of it and continued to help the customer
as best I could. When the abuse persisted, however, I
politely asked him to call back and ask for my manager,
because at that point I knew I couldn’t resolve the
problem.

How you react when others lose their temper or become upset is very
important in most positions, especially in service industries. The
interviewer will be looking for evidence of your aptitude for work that
involves a great deal of contact with the public. Give an example of a
time when you were faced with a difficult person and how you handled
it. Your answer should illustrate your maturity, diplomacy, and
awareness of the needs and feelings of others.

——————

Q: Are there any issues from your personal life that
might potentially have an impact on your professional
career?

A:  I’m always careful to separate my personal life from
my professional life. I believe it’s important to remain



objective when treating patients. A therapist should always
be able to take an emotional step back in order to make
an unbiased assessment of a patient. It only hurts the
patient when you try to project your own issues and
feelings onto that patient.

This question is especially important to those in the health-service
fields. The interviewer wants to determine how well you’ve integrated
yourself as an individual. If you have personal issues that you’ve been
unable to work through, they could easily interfere with your
relationships with your patients. These issues could also affect your
judgment in assessing patients, as well as how you approach treatment
planning and recommendations. Assure the interviewer that you can sort
out personal opinions from professional behavior. For instance, if
you’ve experienced a crisis that you haven’t dealt with positively, you
might not be willing to help your patients face really traumatic issues
because that would bring up too many of your own intense emotions.

——————

Q: When have your skills in diplomacy been put to the
test?

A:  A customer came in once and demanded money back
for an evening dress that had apparently been worn. She
claimed it was a different color after dry cleaning and that
the cleaner said the fabric was faulty. I quickly told her
we’d happily return her money, even though I didn’t think
she was being honest. I decided it was more important to
keep other customers from hearing her and maybe
doubting our high-quality merchandise.

Describe a problem situation with a client or a work associate that
you resolved by remaining objective. How did you show empathy and
build rapport?

——————

Q: How do you manage your work week and make
realistic deadlines?



A:  I always reserve two hours of dead time every day to
handle any unanticipated problems that may occur. I used
to plan for eight or nine hours of project time, but now I
find that I’m able to manage my own projects, as well as
whatever my boss and staff need from me.

To answer this question effectively, describe in detail how you
establish priorities, set deadlines, and determine schedules.

——————

Q: Tell me about a time you had to extend a deadline.

A:  Two weeks into a job, it was clear that our client
expected us to add more features as we went along. I
renegotiated with the client, outlined his goals, and showed
him a price structure similar to  a menu, from which he
could choose more features at a higher cost and in a
longer time frame. He opted for something in the middle
that he understood would cause a three-week adjustment to
the schedule.

Describe your accountability and willingness to adjust a deadline in
order to satisfy the overall goals of a project. Had you not adjusted the
deadline, what goal would have been compromised?

——————

Q: What personal skill or work habit have you
struggled to improve?

A:  I had to learn to say no. I used to be helpful to the
point that other staff abused my goodwill. Now I offer to
help by countering with something I’d like help on in
return. On balance I believe the trade-off is more
equitable, and cooperation in our office has improved over
time.

This question is similar to “Describe a professional skill you’ve
developed in your most recent job.” However, here you probably want
to discuss an improvement from the earliest days of your career or



from your relatively distant past. Make sure you convince the
interviewer that this particular work habit is no longer an obstacle.

——————

Q: What books do you keep on your desk?

A:  I keep a good dictionary on my desk. I also keep
Strunk and White, which is a good reference for looking
up all the grammar rules that you learned in high school
and college but forgot, or for particularly difficult
situations.

The recruiter will be interested in determining how seriously you take
your profession. A good dictionary and a good reference book are
typical, and necessary, books for a writer to keep on hand. Perhaps you
like to keep your favorite novel on your desk as well.

5. Creativity and Leadership

Q: What color is your brain?

A:  My brain is red because I’m always hot. I’m always on
fire with new plans and ideas.

Be aware that you’ll probably be asked zany questions. The point is
not to stump you, but to find out what makes you tick. When the
standard interview questions are asked, people are prepared, and it’s
harder for the recruiter to get to know the real person. An advertising
recruiter, for example, tries to avoid this. There is no right or wrong
answer to this type of question. In fact, the recruiter won’t even really
care what your answer is. He or she just doesn’t want to hear
something like, “I don’t know, I guess it’s blue because that’s the way
I imagine it.” The point is to see how creative you are and how you
think. Be sure to explain why you answered the way that you did.

——————

Q: If you got on an elevator where everyone was facing
the back, what would you do?



A:  I think I’d face the front anyway and say aloud, “It’s
really much more comfortable facing forward, you know.”

Interviews in creative fields like advertising and graphic design are
different from other types of job interviews. Advertising recruiters tend
to have a different interview style and process, usually conducting more
of a behavioral interview. Recruiters ask questions like these to figure
out what your behavior might be in a particular real-life situation.

——————

Q: What’s the most creative or innovative project
you’ve worked on?

A:  During my summer job at Cellular One, I noticed that
the sales inquiries were distributed haphazardly to all the
marketing assistants in the office. I decided to set up a
system grouping inquiries according to region or according
to company size. This approach enabled the entire
marketing team to come up with better and more creative
solutions to our sales problems.

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

——————

Q: Describe a time when you’ve creatively overcome an
obstacle.

A:  My publishing company could never get an appointment
with a major Fortune 500 company. After several sales
representatives gave up in frustration, I volunteered to take
a crack at the account. Instead of contacting the vice
president of advertising, I decided to target the VP’s
administrative assistant. I scheduled an appointment with
the assistant and gave him my sales pitch. I really made
an impression, because the assistant convinced the vice



president that she should schedule an appointment with
me. In fact, she penciled me in on her calendar on the
spot. I had the appointment, and we got the order two
weeks later.

In answer to this question, it’s often helpful to focus on how you
overcome problems by rallying the support of your coworkers. How
have you approached a problem differently from how others might have
addressed the same problem? Emphasize your creative solution and its
positive results.

——————

Q: Consider the following scenario: You’re working late
one evening and are the last person in the office. You
answer an urgent telephone call to your supervisor
from a sales rep who’s currently meeting with a
potential client. The sales rep needs an answer to a
question to close the sale. Tomorrow will be too late.
You have the expertise to answer the question, but it’s
beyond your normal level of authority. How would you
respond?

A:  I’d get all the pertinent information, taking well-
documented notes. I’d then answer the question based on
my knowledge and the information provided. I’d leave my
supervisor a note and fill him or her in on the details the
next morning. I’d be sure to explain my decision, as well
as the thought process behind it.

This response shows that the candidate is confident in his or her
ability and can be counted on in an emergency. Similarly, your answer
should indicate that you’re not afraid to be the decision maker in a
tough situation, even if the situation’s beyond your normal level of
authority.

——————

Q: Why do you think that some companies with good
products fail?



A:  Employees who are involved in the design and/or
manufacture of a product must totally understand and
believe in the product and use it on a regular  basis. Only
in this way can they continually modify and improve it to
the customer’s satisfaction. Any product must be constantly
fine-tuned to meet the changing needs and demands of the
consumer. Only by getting the employees involved with the
product and excited about it can this improvement occur.

This is a question about the candidate’s vision as a leader. If you’re
asked this question, you’ll do well to discuss a specific example of a
product or idea that failed because of poor enthusiasm from employees
or other consumers. Without being overly critical, you should discuss
what you would have done differently.

——————

Q: How resourceful are you?

A:  At one time, for all of our new product launches, our
chief engineer would release a press statement about its
virtues. But when I was given responsibility for a new
launch, I decided to get three of our largest customers to
videotape an endorsement for use in our marketing
campaign. The result was a far higher level of credibility,
and we exceeded our six-month sales quota. We now use
personal endorsements routinely when we launch our
products.

This is a question about the candidate’s creativity and initiative.
Provide an example of how you’ve changed your plan or direction and
achieved the same, or a better, result. You might want to focus on how
you obtained crucial information or how you changed your personal
style to get someone to cooperate.

——————

Q: Give me proof of your persuasiveness.



A: During my summer internship I was assigned the task
of conducting a benchmarking study for all the
communication expenditures for a major utility. I had to
get the consensus of employees in several different
departments. Unfortunately, they resented the fact that I
was just a summer intern, and they refused to cooperate. I
had to schedule individual meetings with every employee
and persuade each one that what I was doing would be
ultimately beneficial to his or her own department and to
the company. After a frustrating month I finally got
everyone’s cooperation, the project went flawlessly, and in
the end I received a bonus for my efforts.

This is a question about leadership, but try not to use an example in
which you were the designated leader. If possible, describe a time when
you didn’t really have authority but instead used your powers of
persuasion to get people on your side. Describe your goal and the
outcome of your efforts. Why did people trust or believe you?

——————

Q: What would your last supervisor say about your
initiative?

A:  In any job I hold I can usually find inefficiencies in a
process, and I always try to take some initiative to come
up with a solution for improvement. My last supervisor
was a little surprised and flustered the first few months
when I was constantly coming to him with my ideas for
improvements. He finally accepted the fact that I had some
good ideas and encouraged me to write up in a proposal
every month my one best idea so that he could get me the
resources to tackle the solution on a formal basis. My first
big project had to do with improving the inventory control
in one of our manufacturing shops. Because the records
for inventory receivable were inconsistent, I set up an
entirely new inventory-order system and used that data to
trace the history of the inventory—for example, when it



was used, how it was used, and my recommendations for
necessary replacement. 1 reduced the total value of the
inventory we had to carry by 23 percent the first year. As
a result, my supervisor would  always use me as an
example of someone who’s constantly taking the initiative.

Describe a project you volunteered to work on to solve an existing
problem or to avoid a potential problem. How did you approach your
supervisor with the idea initially? Focus on the creativity of the idea,
your approach, and the result you obtained.

——————

Q: Describe an improvement you personally initiated.

A:  I improved the inventory-management system for all
laboratory supplies and equipment in a department of
medicine at the university where I previously worked. The
system was one that had been handed down year after
year, and no one had ever bothered to question its
efficiency. I decided we needed a whole new system, and I
took it upon myself to design and implement one. This
required several extra hours of work after my routine
duties were completed, but I felt good about making this
additional contribution to our department.

Give proof of your effectiveness, dedication to the job, and ability to
“think outside of the box.”

——————

Q: Describe a time in your work experience when the
existing process didn’t work, and what you did about
it.

A:  The order-entry system at the telecommunications company where
I worked was a mess. Orders weren’t being processed properly or in a
timely manner. I did a work-flow analysis to identify the bottlenecks,
and then I convinced my boss that we needed to spend one hundred
thousand dollars on a totally new system. He reluctantly agreed, but



with the caveat that “This had better save us money.” After one year,
the project had paid for the investment twofold.

The interviewer wants to know what initiatives this candidate took to
change a faulty process in a creative way. Show that you can approach
a problem creatively and manage a situation that isn’t working. Did
you achieve the result you needed?

——————

Q: Describe a time you had to alter your leadership
style.

A:  I’m normally a strong leader who has good vision and
enjoys delegating, but I expect my orders to be carried out
promptly. When I was assigned a project to increase our
product exports and was given a committee of nine people
to work with, I immediately assumed I had the best plan
and began my normal routine of delegating. I quickly
realized, though, that this group of employees, with
international backgrounds, wasn’t responding well. In fact,
they asked to have input into my plan. I agreed to spend
half a day talking with them, and then I realized that they,
too, had good ideas. The only way to move ahead on the
project was to encourage the entire group to offer
solutions to our export problem. I think these people would
agree that I’m flexible and willing to modify my leadership
style when the need arises.

Your answer to this question should emphasize your ability to make
different kinds of people feel comfortable, so that a reasonable working
relationship results. Be specific. What initiatives did you take to
improve a less-than-ideal situation? What would the other people
involved say about you now?

——————

Q: Tell me about a good process that you made even
better.



A:  Recently, when I started a new job at a manufacturing
company, the processes in place were very efficient and
effective. However, soon after beginning the job, I was told
I’d have to reduce the budget by 20 percent. The only way
to do this while maintaining the current workload was to
make the processes even more efficient. I called my team
together and issued a challenge that we had to take these
already good processes and make them even better in
order to meet the corporate objective. We exceeded even
our own expectations and showed that any process can be
improved, with critical evaluation and creative thinking.

The interviewer wants specific examples of how the candidate has
added value, even when an existing situation was already good. In
response to a question like this, prove you’re creative enough to bring
a new level of quality to the job. Can you demonstrate the value
you’ve added in every past job?

——————

Q: Tell me about a time you persuaded others to adopt
your idea.

A:  Our customer retention at the biotech company where I
worked was poor. I thought we could understand and
improve this situation by conducting a thorough customer-
attitude survey. My boss thought this would be a waste of
time, but I finally persuaded him that we could uncover
some of the core reasons why retention had been getting
progressively worse. I showed him how our competitors
had been using customer surveys to their advantage. He
agreed, and the surveys were used to make a number of
changes in how we dealt with customers. For example, the
survey revealed that customers were frustrated at not being
able to quickly get through to the order-entry department—
that the phone would often ring five or six times before
someone would answer it. As one of the new supervisors, I
started grabbing the phone on the first ring and helping to



process the order. My initiative was noticed, and a few
other supervisors started pitching in and doing the same
thing. Before long, everyone was involved in answering the
phone when we had an overload of incoming calls. This
not only improved the efficiency of our order-entry process
but caused all of the workers to take note that the
supervisors truly were involved and interested in the
department. Their efficiency also began to improve.

Emphasize here your ability to rally support and to make people
comfortable with your ideas. Be specific. This question is common in
interviews for sales positions.

——————

Q: How would a former colleague or

subordinate describe your leadership style?

A:  My colleagues would probably say that my leadership
style is the strong, silent type. I don’t make a big deal
about being in charge or making decisions. I try to involve
everyone around me in the decision-making process and in
carrying out a plan of action. My colleagues truly believe
that I bring a lot of positive energy to our group and that
I help motivate others.

The interviewer is trying to determine what the candidate’s references
or colleagues will say if they’re called. Be objective and realistic
without embellishing or being overly modest. Describe candidly your
leadership style, giving specific examples that reflect your personal
approach. Would former colleagues describe your contributions as
generally positive for the department?

——————

Q: Do you believe that your job appraisals have
adequately portrayed your leadership abilities?

A:  Although I had limited opportunity to demonstrate my
leadership abilities in my previous job, I’m certain my



appraisals would mention that I’m extremely thorough and
dependable with my assignments. I take the time to make
sure that all those around me clearly understand what our
objectives are. This quality has enabled me to gain the
confidence and respect of my coworkers and has been
mentioned by my supervisor during performance
appraisals.

This question is especially important if an outcome in your past work
experience wasn’t positive despite your efforts, or if you haven’t had
an opportunity to play a real leadership role.

——————

Q: Describe the situations in which you’re most
comfortable as a leader.

A:  One of my talents is to take complex issues or
problems and break them down into their simplest parts.
I’m also good at teaching other people. As a result,
whenever I’m faced with a complex problem, other people
tend to let me find a solution and instruct them on how to
proceed. As a result, I’ve found that I’m an effective
leader in this kind of situation. I’m not a particularly
effective leader, though, in a highly charged political
environment. My preference is to deal with facts and data.
When there are other issues like political or emotional
factors to consider, I often prefer that someone else take
the lead, and I simply resolve to be a good team player. In
all other situations I normally surface as a leader.

Describe situations in which you’ve had experience as a creative
leader and people have trusted you. Why do people tend to follow your
lead in these situations? This is more an issue of earned authority than
of outright authority. Conversely, if you’re asked to describe situations
in which you’re a better contributor than leader, you can define types
of problems that you’re less comfortable working on or situations in
which you feel you’re too opinionated or biased to lead without



controlling the group unfairly. Then end by describing instances when
you’ve played the leader well.

——————

Q: Describe your comfort level working with people of
higher rank and people of lower rank.

A:  The person that delivers our mail twice a day has
become a good friend. I’ve invited him to my house to
meet my family, and we’ll often go to baseball games
together on the weekends. I can also relate well to my
general manager. We both have common interests, which
include sailing, and elk hunting in the winter.

Be specific here. Tell the interviewer how you’ve developed a style
that’s worked with a variety of people.

6. Compatibility with the Job

Q: What were the most rewarding aspects of your most
recent job?

A:  My favorite aspect of being a recruiter is the feeling of
accomplishment you get when you know you’ve made a
good match. I always make periodic checks on the recent
recruits and their managers. Positive progress reports keep
me motivated.

The interviewer is interested in how well suited the candidate is to
the job. What do you do particularly well and want to do more of in
your next position? Conclude by focusing on the new experiences
you’re seeking in your career. Your response should correspond closely
to the position you’re applying for.

——————

Q: What are the limitations of your current job?

A:  My job now is limited because the industry’s simply not
in a growth mode. Actually, that’s why I became skilled in



defensive marketing—retaining customers through customer-
satisfaction programs that enhance our reputation and give
us an edge over the competition.

Briefly explain one or two reasons why your current position doesn’t
allow for the growth you desire. Think about the question “Why are
you ready to leave your current job?” Above all, remain positive,
focusing on what you do well and want to emphasize in your work.

——————

Q: What do you want to achieve in your next job?

A:  I hope to be able to move into finance in a
manufacturing group, since I started at the home office. I
think that’s important to my overall understanding of the
company’s core business.

Your answer should describe your ideal job. Focus on what you seek
in your next job, taking care that your response closely matches the
position you’re applying for. Wherever you’re unsure, ask questions of
the interviewer—for example, “In this job would there be an
opportunity to... ?”

——————

Q: Describe your ideal job.

A:  My ideal job would combine a sales territory that I
managed and additional responsibility for sales training, so
I could use my teaching background.

This question is similar to the previous one. Whatever response you
prepare, make sure that it closely matches the position you’re applying
for.

——————

Q: What interests you most about this job?

A:  I was excited to watch your successful acquisitions in
South America. Because of my exchange-program



experience there, I believe I could help in your Latin
American marketing effort.

Describe your qualifications for the job and how well the job fits
your natural skills and abilities. Give evidence that you’ve performed
well in similar work. What proof can you offer that you’ll excel in this
job?

——————

Q: What interests you least about this job?

A:  One of the things I hope not to do is prospect
extensively by meeting one on one with small-account
representatives. I found in my last sales territory that I
gave superior service to my major accounts by focusing
my on-site time with them. I was able to grow my key
account business 20 percent.

You might want to ask the interviewer, “What did the last person in
the job find difficult about the position?” Whatever the answer, respond
appropriately, then describe what interests you most about the job.

——————

Q: What aspects of this job do you feel most confident
about?

A:  I believe that I can engage an audience really
effectively. When I get up in front of a room to present  a
new idea, I can usually get people on my side rather
quickly.

Sell what you do best, and try to match it to the tasks you know are
part of the job. Ask the interviewer if your skills might have been
helpful in some recent project. Try to convince the interviewer that
what you have to offer is truly in demand at the company, in this job,
in the industry.

——————

Q: What concerns you most about performing this job?



A:  My clinical experience gives me confidence that I can
perform the job. Other than the fact that I’ve not formally
managed an outpatient clinic, I’m worried about whether
the support staff is readily available to answer the phones.
To get the results you want with your hot line, staff will
have to be available at all times to answer questions about
our services.

You may want to turn the question around; ask the interviewer if he
or she has any concerns about your qualifications. Then address those
concerns and affirm your confidence that your skills are the right ones
and your interests are compatible with the position. Offer proof that
will dispel any doubts the interviewer may have.

——————

Q: What skills do you offer that are most relevant to
this job?

A:  My engineering background gives me  a logical
problem-solving ability that I know will be useful in
assessing client needs. That background will also help your
consulting firm sell business to manufacturers who
themselves employ many engineers.

Your answer should be similar to your prepared response to the
question “What interests you most about this job?” Use examples to
back up the most relevant information from your resume.

——————

Q: Considering your own resume, what are your
weaknesses in relation to this job?

A:  What are you most concerned about? If you’re worried
about my sincerity in working for a nonprofit organization,
I hope that my discussion about my family’s philanthropic
efforts has made you more comfortable with my motives.

The best approach here is to turn the question around and get the
interviewer to disclose what he or she believes are your weaknesses.



Then use the opportunity to change the interviewer’s mind. As always,
give specific examples of your suitability for the position.

——————

Q: How did the realities differ from your expectations
in your last job?

A:  The hardest thing to foresee was how other
departments within the company would view my market-
research department’s work. Unfortunately, I found that
many groups prefer to go outside for specialized research
services, and that’s really the reason I decided to contact
your firm.

The interviewer is trying to determine if, in the past, the candidate
was realistic about judging his or her suitability for a job. If, for the
most part, you’ve been a pretty good judge of such things, you’ve
probably screened yourself carefully for this job. The recruiter also
wants to ensure that any past disenchantment won’t be repeated in this
job.

——————

Q: How would you enrich your current (or most
recent) job?

A:  If I decide to stay with my current job, I’m going to
volunteer to be on the communications task force, which is
trying to get all of our offices linked to the Internet and
other resources.

Without dwelling on the negatives, describe how you’ve improved the
quality of your job so that you’ve continued to develop your skills and
enjoy your work. Don’t give the interviewer the impression that, if
dissatisfied, you’re unable to work on a solution or a plan for
improvement. Conclude by focusing on the qualities you seek in your
next job. Your response should correspond closely to the description of
the position you’re applying for.

——————



Q: Would you be able to travel as necessary to perform
the job?

A:  If I have adequate notice, I can arrange to be
available for travel at almost any time of the year. As it
is, I usually travel about once a month for my current job.

Your response should be consistent with the demands of the position
you’re currently applying for, reflecting a realistic understanding of the
work and time required. Inquire about seasonality of work, if you’re
unsure, and show a willingness to spend extended hours periodically.

——————

Q: Why is this a particularly good job for someone
with your qualifications?

A:  Based on what you’ve told me about the last person
who excelled in this job, I’m confident that I’ve the same
skills in spreadsheet analysis and statistics. I’d also work
well with your audit team, because I come from that kind
of environment and know what a client can do to make the
consulting relationship more productive.

The best answer here will describe positive experiences and results of
recent jobs that were comparable to this one.

——————

Q: What’s your most productive or ideal work setting?

A:  I like having at least one hour of uninterrupted time in the early
morning to plan my day. I usually start around 7 A.M. Otherwise, I
enjoy an office with open doors, constant feedback, and lots of energy
and activity. It helps me work more productively when I sense how
busy everyone else is, too.

The interviewer wants to know the impact that the candidate’s
working environment has on his or her job performance. How well
would you fit the position, physical layout of the department, and
attitudes of the particular work group? Emphasize your ability to work



in a variety of settings and how you’ve managed to be productive in
less-than-ideal work environments.

——————

Q: Do you prefer continuity in structure or frequent
change in your daily work?

A:  I enjoy change and challenge, which is why I

frequently ask for the tough assignments. The last two
projects we discussed were ones that I asked for. I don’t
allow myself to get bored.

Your answer should be consistent with the job description. Describe
environments that have allowed you to remain interested and learn new
things without getting bored.

7. Personality and Cultural Compatibility

Q: What would your friends tell me about you?

A:  My friends would tell you that I move faster than most
people, eat more than most people, work later than most
people, and still manage to spend time with friends despite
my schedule. I believe in doing lots of things with gusto.

Talk about parts of your personality that will naturally be revealed on
the job.

——————

Q: Tell me about your relationship with your previous
bosses.

A:  My bosses would tell you that I’ve often acted as a
sounding board for them. With all three of my bosses,
we’ve mentored each other, although the obvious balance
of wisdom and expertise was theirs. I was always helpful
to them in their decisions about customer problems.



The interviewer is interested in whether the candidate and the
supervisor for the position will work well together. As you describe
each previous boss, the interviewer will most likely be making mental
comparisons to the supervisor. The interviewer must feel confident that
he or she has uncovered any surprises about your working relationships,
and that you won’t end up clashing with your new boss. Try to be
honest without being negative. Emphasize the type of boss you work
well with.

——————

Q: Describe your working relationship with your
colleagues.

A:  They’d probably tell you that nothing ever shocks me
or sets me back too much, and that I’m really an asset as
an adviser when they suffer a roadblock, as in the case we
discussed about the contractor. I’m constant and
dependable.

What types of people do you enjoy working with? How would the
company’s customers or clients react to you? From your answer the
interviewer must feel confident that any surprises about your work
personality have been uncovered. Give examples of how you pitched
in, how you know to ask for help when you need it, and your concern
for the group’s accomplishments.

——————

Q: Describe your personality beneath the professional
image.

A:  I laugh a lot at my own shortcomings. I see irony in
most things and I’m outspoken, but I bring a sense of
humor to any office. I think it provides a nice balance of
warmth in a work setting.

This is similar to the question “What would your friends tell me
about you?” Concentrate on how your personality reflects your job
skills or interests.



——————

Q: What environments allow you to be especially
effective?

A:  Although I can work effectively in most environments, I
prefer environments where people are their own bosses,
within reason. I like to have a goal but be able to draw
my own map to get there. To accomplish goals, I rely on
asking questions and finding people receptive, so
cooperation and access are important to me in a work
group.

Emphasize your flexibility and your ability to work in many different
types of environments. Your answer should not consist of a laundry list
of requirements (private office, few interruptions, and so on) or the
interviewer may conclude that you will be difficult to satisfy.

——————

Q: Describe an environment that is ineffective for you.

A:  I don’t do terribly well when someone has an exact
idea of how one of my goals should be accomplished. That
doesn’t allow me any latitude to make adjustments to suit
my own style. I do well when I can draw my own map.

This is the negative side of “What environments allow you to be
especially effective?” Focus on environments you prefer or that increase
your effectiveness.

——————

Q: What situations excite and motivate you?

A:  I really enjoy working on any re-engineering project
where a true improvement results—for example, the JIT
project in which we saved more than ten thousand dollars
per month in inventory costs.

The interviewer wants a clearer perspective as to what kind of work
inspires you. There is no one right answer to this question, but your



answer should be at least somewhat compatible with the position you’re
applying for. For example, you should not say that highly creative work
motivates you if you’re applying for a position that involves somewhat
monotonous, repetitive work, such as data entry or assembly-line work.

——————

Q: How would your last employer describe your work
habits and ethics?

A:  Let me put it this way: I received an MVP award from
my division for the extra efforts I put into one of our
customer relationships. The customer had threatened to
pull the account, so I stepped in and debugged the system,
even though it required me to work through a holiday
weekend.

Do you think your current or last employer would hire you again?
Are you reliable, thorough, dependable? Give examples of your
reliability, dedication, and corporate loyalty.

——————

Q: How do you feel your company treats its employees?

A:  In recent years, management has really been dedicated
to having a satisfied workforce. Their efforts, however,
often rekindle past upheavals, when employees made
sacrifices for the company and received little in return. In
human resources we spend a lot of money trying to break
down the walls between exempt and nonexempt employees.
If “the company” is management, I would have to say
management is making a conscious effort to mend fences
and to do right by our employees.

The interviewer wants to see if you can walk the fine line between
loyalty to management and concern for the employees. Although there’s
no right answer to this question, you should try to avoid bias and to
comment as objectively as possible on your company’s attitude and



approach toward employees. Be prepared to give examples that reflect
your company’s view toward its employees.

——————

Q: Did your customers or clients enjoy working with
you?

A:  My client base changed very little, except that billings
increased, so I think that’s evidence the clients were
satisfied enough to stay with me for more than three years.
That’s particularly unusual in the ad-agency business, too.
They simply knew they could count on me to treat their
business as if it were my own.

How would the company’s customers or clients react to you? Can
you give specific feedback from a client? How many of your clients
were repeat customers? Why do you believe you kept their business?

——————

Q: How will you complement this department?

A:  I enjoy an environment in which people bounce ideas
off each other and have the flexibility to ask for help when
they need it. I’m usually a great troubleshooter for PC
problems in my office, and I’m often going to ask for help
proofreading important memos. I believe in give-and-take.

Describe how your personality and/or skills would help round out the
department. What types of people enjoy working with you for hours at
a time? How would the company’s customers or clients react? Assure
the interviewer that there will be no surprises about your work
personality.

——————

Q: Whom did you choose as your references, and why?

A:  I selected a former boss, a peer, and a customer as
references, to demonstrate that I’m a pretty well-rounded



person and get along with all the important work
associates in my life.

The interviewer is looking for a logical mix of people without any
obvious omissions. For example, a former salesperson would do well to
include a former salesperson as a reference. Describe what you’d
expect each of your references to say. Include a diverse group—senior
to junior, an associate from work, an old professor from college.

——————

Q: Can we call all of your references?

A:  I’d prefer that you call my current boss only after
you’ve made me a firm offer of employment and I’ve had
a chance to tell her myself that I’m changing jobs. Then,
of course, I understand your need to verify that my
application was accurate.

This is a question designed to protect you. If your current employer
doesn’t know you’re looking for a new job (as is most often the case),
you can request that the interviewer contact your current employer only
after you’ve accepted a position and given your notice to your current
employer.

——————

Q: Tell me what you learned from a recent book.

A: I enjoy reading biographies, especially of people who
lived in a different era. I recently read Churchill’s
biography, which taught me a lot about the value of
leadership and good PR under times of stress.

The interviewer wants to know if the candidate has interests in
common with others at the company. Do you use your spare time as a
productive, yet relaxing, way to learn new things? What are you
naturally inquisitive about?

——————

Q: Tell me about a work group you really enjoyed.



A:  My group in our new-product-launch department really
meshed. When one of us was approaching the final day
before a launch, we all rolled up our sleeves and helped
put press packets together or whatever else was the last
item to be shipped to the sales force. Although it was an
administrative task, it had to be done, and it was a good
time for us all to speculate on the success of the product
and any major concerns.

This question is a combination of “Describe your working relationship
with your colleagues,” and “Did your customers or clients enjoy
working with you?” Demonstrate your ability to work well with others
and to establish solid, ongoing working relationships.

——————

Q: Describe a time when you had to assist a coworker.

A:  I once helped an associate understand survey

methodology in order to write a report. He had never
taken a research course and didn’t know how to structure
questions.

Demonstrate a willingness to pitch in. Discuss a time when your
objective advice or special expertise produced a positive outcome for a
coworker and for the department.

——————

Q: Are you most productive working alone or in a
group?

A:  I need some private time for planning, but otherwise I
like the activity and noise of people around me and the
ability to share ideas. I think most writers need
reinforcement, because we all get writer’s block
occasionally.

The interviewer is looking for someone who can work in an
environment without the environment disrupting the candidate’s



preferred way of getting work done. Be honest but communicate that
you’re a flexible and reasonably adaptable employee.

——————

Q: Tell me about a situation in which it was difficult to
remain objective.

A:  I’d researched a new on-line source for our library,
and my manager decided to pull funding at the last
minute. It was frustrating for me because I’d gotten
excited about the product, liked the vendor, and had even
told some people to count on having the resource. But I
understand the need to revise budgets, and the matter was
out of my control at the time.

The obvious example here is a time when you’ve worked long hours
on a project only to have the project canceled. Or perhaps you found
that the project was less strategically sound than you’d hoped. Were
you able to readjust your thinking and do what was best in the long
run?

8. Management Style and Interpersonal Skills

Q: Tell me about an effective manager, supervisor, or
other person in a leading role you’ve known.

A:  The best professor I ever had always reviewed the most
important points from our last class before he moved on to
new material. He also watched our faces carefully and
repeated information whenever he saw a blank stare.
Sometimes he would just ask for feedback by saying,
“What are you having difficulty with?” He never assumed
too much or made us feel dumb for not grasping a
concept quickly.

Talk about a supervisor’s management style and interpersonal skills.
Focus on the positive—how the person worked rather than what type of
work he or she did. How was the person able to accomplish so much
and get your support?



——————

Q: What type of management style do you think is
effective?

A:  I’ve always learned well from people who act as
coaches rather than experts. When someone comes to me
with a problem, I try to act as if I’m reasoning through
the problem with the person, learning as I go. I never just
give an answer. I want employees to develop confidence in
creating answers for themselves.

This is similar to the question “Tell me about an effective manager or
supervisor you’ve known.” Give a personal or popular example of a
leader you believe is effective. Why is this person able to accomplish
so much? Talk about your management style and interpersonal skills
with peer groups and leaders, and describe how you’ve incorporated
habits from leaders you admire.

——————

Q: Describe your personal management style.

A:  I repeat what someone has told me, but I reorganize
the information in a way that helps them see the problem
or answer themselves. Sometimes I just ask questions until
they see a clear solution. I learned this from watching a
friend who’s a successful trial lawyer.

Talk about your management style and interpersonal skills with peer
groups and leaders, and describe how you’ve incorporated a habit from
a leader you admire.

——————

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

A:  I tend to work well with people who are confident and
straightforward. It’s more difficult for me to be around
timid people, because I move quickly and am decisive.



Focus on the positive here. What type of boss, employee, and
colleague would you be? Keep in mind that the interviewer wants to
find out how well you would fit in with the other personalities in the
company—not how well the other personalities in the company would
suit you.

——————

Q: What things impress you in colleagues?

A:  I admire and work best with people who are of good
character and have integrity. I also think confidence and
enthusiasm is positive in any business environment.

The recruiter will want to see how developed your interpersonal skills
are. More than likely, you’ll be interacting not only with your own
department, but with other people in the company, and possibly
colleagues. Show the recruiter that you will shine in this area.

——————

Q: What are some of the things your supervisor did
that you disliked?

A:  The only thing I really don’t like is to get feedback in
front of others. I want to hear good or bad feedback in
private, so that I have time to think and react to the issue
without other distractions. I believe that’s the fair way to
improve learning or to change future behavior.

Try to describe a positive learning experience from a difficult
situation, avoiding personal criticism of an ex-boss or manager, if
possible.

——————

Q: How do you organize and plan for major projects?

A:  I love to brainstorm a best, worst, and most likely
scenario. Then I set a timetable that’s realistic. What I
usually find is that some combination of my best and worst
cases evolves; I can adjust my schedule easily as these



things unfold because I’ve already visualized what could
happen and how I’d react.

Give the interviewer a good idea of your general approach to
mastering complex tasks. You may wish to include here how you
decide on time frames, set deadlines, determine priorities, delegate
tasks, and decide what to do for yourself.

——————

Q: Describe a time when you’ve worked under intense
pressure.

A:  I had to complete an end-of-quarter report once while I
was on the road for two consecutive weeks. The amount of
telephoning back and forth was incredible, because I
couldn’t bring my office files with me. Luckily 1 had a
great secretary and a logical filing system, so we located
everything we needed.

A  good idea when answering a question like this is to
concentrate on your time-management skills. Give a
specific example, with enough detail to communicate both
the intensity of the situation and the ease with which you
handled it.

——————

Q: How do you manage your time on a typical day?

A:  I’ve always given priority to work with established
clients, because they offer a better risk/return value. The
last thing I do is general correspondence, especially
internal correspondence, which I take care of at the end of
the day or week.

Here the interviewer wants evidence that the candidate can juggle
priorities as necessary based on the work team, departmental
adjustments, and nature of the tasks. He or she will also want to be



sure that you don’t give priority to fun work and avoid dull, necessary
routines that are important in the long run.

——————

Q: Describe a time when you acted on someone’s
suggestion.

A:  I changed my open office hours because several of my
employees found it difficult to visit me except in the early
mornings.

Be specific here in demonstrating your flexibility and your
interpersonal skills. Do people feel comfortable offering you
suggestions? Do they believe you’ll listen fairly and objectively? When
you do take their advice, do you give credit where credit is due?
Reassure the interviewer that your approach to management is
reasonable and fair, and that you respect other people’s good ideas.

——————

Q: Tell me about a time when you had to defend an
idea to your boss.

A:  Once I had to convince my boss to change PR firms. I
really believed that our interests on the West Coast weren’t
being met by our Chicago-based firm. I was able to
convince him after showing him the demographic shift in
our customer base.

This is the flip side of “Describe a time when you acted on
someone’s suggestion.” Can you give advice constructively and get
someone to understand your side? Give a specific example.

——————

Q: What aspect of your management style would you
like to change?

A:  I’ve been working on holding back the urge to tell
people the answers when they ask for advice. I think it’s
more important to teach people how to solve their own



problems. I’ve gotten better at coaching and presenting
questions and feedback without telling people what to do.

Talk about one aspect of your management style that you’re working
to improve. Tell the interviewer the steps you’re taking and give
evidence that you’re making progress.

——————

Q: Have you ever felt defensive around your boss or
peers?

A:  I had to explain once why I thought a black-and-white
brochure was more suitable for the content of an
insurance-product brochure. No one in my office liked the
idea initially, because we were all used to color brochures,
and everybody felt that black and white looked cheap.
Eventually I convinced them that a more subtle approach
would work better to present information about a difficult
topic—death benefits.

Pick a specific example of a time when you had to defend an idea.
Avoid any discussion of personality clashes, feelings of resentment, or
heated exchanges. How did you get others to see your view of things?
What was the outcome? Be sure to end on a positive note.

——————

Q: Tell me about a learning experience that affected
your management style.

A:  Early in my job at the bank, I wrote a letter to an
EVP but failed to make copies for the two AVPs who
worked for him. One of them was impacted by the content
of the memo and concluded that I’d circumvented him on
purpose. I’ve really been careful about chain of command
ever since.

Use a variation of your answer to the question “Tell me about your
least-favorite manager or supervisor,” in which you describe an
experience, either positive or negative, that taught you a lesson about



effective management. Or describe the tactics of a manager who got
you to perform more than you thought was possible. How did he or
she motivate you?

——————

Q: Have you patterned your management style after
someone in particular?

A:  I’ve emulated my first boss in many ways. I keep a file
for each member of my staff on my desk. They can throw
notes, ideas, work they want me to review, or anything else
in there, and I do the same with material I have for them.
It’s an extra form of communication whenever one of us
gets an idea. Then, when we sit down to talk, the issues
we need to cover are in one place, at our fingertips.

Your answer should describe someone you’ve known personally—a
boss who motivated you in a positive way to achieve beyond your own
goals. Be specific about how he or she accomplished this.

——————

Q: Describe a leader you admire.

A:  I’ve always admired the president of my company. He’s
visible, he doesn’t want a special parking place or table in
the cafeteria, and he gives you the feeling that he’s just
another member of the team.

Give personal or popular examples of leaders you believe are
effective. Why do you believe those people are able to accomplish so
much? What tricks have you learned from the leaders you admire?

——————

Q: What personal characteristics add to your
effectiveness?

A:  I always stay in touch with my network. If I see an
article that might be of interest to someone I know, I clip
it and send it to that person. Then, when I need help and



make a phone call to that person, the phone call gets
returned promptly.

Talk about what makes your personal style unique and effective. For
example, how are you able to get cooperation from others? What
specific skills and traits help you get results, and why?

9. Problem-Solving Ability

Q: How have your technical skills been an asset?

A:  Although I never planned on a career as a writer or
publisher, much of my job in marketing has depended on
good writing and creative layout skills. My part-time
college job with a newspaper taught me a lot about
desktop publishing, how to position something on a page
effectively, and how to write short sentences with maximum
impact. In all of my marketing jobs, I’ve been able to
explain my goals clearly to graphic designers, which has
helped me avoid costly design revisions.

Describe how you’ve used technical skills to solve a problem. Tell a
specific story. Demonstrate how these same skills have been useful in
other situations or in most of the jobs you’ve held. If you’re hired,
what situations will you handle particularly well?

——————

Q: Describe a situation in which you’ve applied
technical skills to solve a problem.

A:  One of our components kept arriving at distribution
points with stress cracks. My materials-science background
helped me to diagnose the problem as one of storage
temperature during shipping. Although our equipment was
safely stored at both end points, it had been sitting in un-
air-conditioned cargo space for up to thirty hours before
reaching its destination. We’re now using a different
shipping company, and we’ve improved our labeling on



large shipments to reflect the user’s warning about
temperature extremes.

Quickly define the problem for the interviewer, then focus on how
your skills enabled you to tackle it. What actions did you take, and
what was the outcome?

——————

Q: How do your technical skills, combined with other
skills, add to your effectiveness on the job?

A:  My strong economics background, along with my
computer-sales experience, provide a balanced set of skills
to perform financial research on the computer industry.
Most of my contacts and hobbies are also related to high
tech, so I offer a natural curiosity that helps me stay
abreast of changes in the industry.

This question gives you a chance to sell the package deal— why is
the unique combination of your skills effective? Give one or two
specific examples of projects you’re frequently asked to handle.

——————

Q: Describe how you’ve used a problem-solving process.

A:  We once had several customers who’d arranged
numerous free hotel stays around the country using our
100 percent satisfaction guarantee. I suggested leading a
PC task force to set up a warning system that flags any
guest name corresponding to a previous reported complaint
or free service. Now when a guest checks in and we type
in a name, we know immediately that the person has had
an unpleasant experience at one of our hotels. We
proactively approach the guest, acknowledge we’re aware
of the problem, and offer our commitment to do everything
possible to provide them with impeccable service. This
practice warns the potentially fraudulent guest; at the
same time, it warns our staff to be especially careful with



any guest who’s giving our hotel a second chance. Our
satisfaction rate has improved, and fraudulent cases have
decreased.

Describe for the interviewer, step by step, how a problem-solving
process you initiated came to a successful conclusion. What measures
or benchmarks did you use to control or manage the process? What
were the results?

——————

Q: How do you usually go about solving a problem?

A:  When I need to solve a problem, I generally start by
writing down as many ideas as I can think of about
possible causes. Next I look for relationships among causes
so I can group together symptoms of bigger problems.
Usually, after I study these groups of problems, the real
cause becomes readily apparent.

The interviewer will want to hear the logic you use to solve
problems as well as the outcomes you’re able to achieve. Are you
decisive? How do you narrow the options and make decisions? What
do people say about your reasoning skills? What examples would they
cite of your effective decision making?

——————

Q: How do you measure the success of your work?

A:  I measure reactions of customers. When my customers
call me with a referral, I know they’re happy. And I have
to say that repeat business to me is more satisfying than
winning a new account. People have a tendency to try a
new company because of that company’s reputation or
product, but they come back because of the relationship
they’ve learned to trust.

What results or evidence do you need to evaluate the success of your
work? What type of feedback or reward system is important to you?



The reviewer will want to establish that these needs can be satisfied in
the job.

——————

Q: How practical or pragmatic are you?

A:  I can usually pick up on an underlying problem, even
if it’s not too obvious. I recall an investment banker who
visited our real-estate-finance class and asked us what
might cause the Tokyo investment community a problem in
attracting local investment dollars. A number of finance
M.B.A.’s in the class started trying to think of some
complicated set of reasons. I decided it would have to do
with getting out of a bad market quickly, and that a non
liquid investment would create problems. I said investors
would be unsettled if the primary investment is local real
estate and inflation has caused the paper value to
exaggerate the real street value. As it ended up, that was
the answer he wanted.

Give the interviewer an example of some practical or sensible
approach you’ve used to solve a problem. When was a simple solution
the best solution? Had others overlooked the obvious? In this example,
you’ll want to show off your commonsense skills rather than your
academic skills.

——————

Q: How do you balance your reliance on facts with
your reliance on intuition?

A:  Facts are important but often neglect point-in-time
influences, especially with market research. One survey
that I was uncomfortable with involved pricing data that
was collected just after a major presidential election. The
timing caused me to doubt that consumers would really
spend as much as the survey indicated they would for new
cars. So we ended up holding on to the last quarter’s
pricing structure. We sold more cars while, as interest



rates climbed, some of our competitors had expensive
inventory carryover.

Describe a specific time when your intuition helped you solve a
problem that might have been handled badly if you’d followed the facts
or standard procedure. Demonstrate an ability to “think outside of the
box.”

——————

Q: What was your greatest problem in your last job?

A:  I had to get longtime employees with few or no
computer skills to embrace a new e-mail system. I started
by explaining the need for less paper in everyone’s job.
Then I decided to create a temporary e-mail account with
one daily riddle on the system; everyone who responded
correctly got their name put in a weekly drawing. Each
week for one month a person from the drawing got dinner
for four at a nice local restaurant. This approach went
over well as a device to get people to use the system.

The interviewer wants to hear about a problem area the candidate
improved in his or her last job. If you’re asked this question, don’t
complain without showing solutions. Demonstrate an ability to offer
solutions, not merely to point out problems.

——————

Q: Tell me about a problem that you failed to
anticipate.

A:  My boss asked me to solve an ongoing scheduling
problem. I failed to realize that the person who had lived
with the problem would see me as an antagonist. By the
time I realized it, I’d already done some of the
groundwork. If I’d started by asking for the person’s
opinion, I would have been able to get him on my side
early on.



This question forces you to be humble but gives you an opportunity
to relate an incident from which you learned an important lesson. What
warning signs should you have seen? How has your judgment improved
as a result of this experience?

——————

Q: Have you ever resolved a long-standing problem?

A:  We used to batch our guests’ personal faxes  —
sometimes as many as ten outgoing fax requests per hour
—to put less strain on our administrative staff. We had
guests who weren’t happy about that. I arranged a lease
deal on an outgoing fax machine for guest self-serve
access. This freed up more time for staff, and they were
able to maintain control of incoming faxes, protecting
incoming information until they could locate the
appropriate guest in person.

Tell the interviewer about a problem you championed within a work
setting or other organization. How did you overcome or circumvent the
obstacles? What were the results? What motivated you to tackle the
problem to begin with?

——————

Q: Describe a time you found it necessary to make an
unpopular decision.

A:  I had to start a policy of no food in work areas,
including private offices, because the production workers
were unhappy with the inequity. For safety reasons workers
couldn’t have food anywhere near expensive equipment.
Now it’s forgotten, but at the time a number of supervisors
were angry at me. I thought the matter was important and
that the solution was consistent with other new policies,
like doing away with assigned parking spaces for high-
level employees. So far we’ve been progressive enough to
keep unions out of our company.



Sometimes an important long-term result is achieved only with short-
term sacrifices. This question measures the candidate’s ability to make
important value judgments with long-term results. Be sure to give a
specific example if you’re asked a question like this.

——————

Q: Tell me about the most difficult problem you’ve ever
dealt with.

A:  I was promoted to manage a new department. A
coworker in that group resented me from the beginning. I
soon learned that her best friend had been turned down
for the position. I actually confronted her about it; I
explained that I had once put a friendship to the test
because I’d worked too closely with someone and we
found that we spent our leisure time talking about work. A
few weeks after our talk, she admitted that she’d never
thought about the potential results of working too closely
with a personal friend. Our working relationship was fine
after that.

Discuss the problem here briefly, then focus on what actions you took
and what results you obtained. Be candid— why was this problem
personally hard for you? How did you remain objective and
professional?

——————

Q: Describe a time when a problem wasn’t resolved to
your satisfaction.

A:  I thought once that we’d let a customer down by not
responding quickly enough to resolve a problem; our
production capacity wasn’t sufficient to deliver the
customer’s complete order during the holiday season. That
customer ended up asking for a discount, and I thought we
should have offered the discount first, without waiting to
be asked. The sense of goodwill would have been stronger.



This question focuses on the candidate’s standards of quality. Describe
a situation in which you foresaw long-term complications from a
problem that was poorly handled. Did you do anything to try to resolve
the issue?

——————

Q: Tell me about a time when there was no rule or
precedent to help you attack a problem.

A:  I was the first employee in a newly created position. I
spent the first week developing an understanding of the
history that had led to creation of the position. Only then
did a method for setting priorities on the job become clear.

Can you operate without structure? Describe your problem-solving
process, especially the steps you took and measures you established in
a particularly trying situation. Demonstrate confidence and the
willingness to take on new challenges.

——————

Q: When do you have difficulty making choices?

A:  I’m not particularly good at interpreting survey data.
I’ve really worked to get to know our research staff and
librarians. I rely on them and am careful to thank them
formally in front of my vice president. We’re definitely a
team, and I’m careful not to take credit for our industry
reports, which we publish for the Pacific region of our
firm.

Be honest. What situations are difficult for you to resolve? What
people, or other resources, do you gather in these instances to help you
make decisions?

——————

Q: Describe an opportunity in which you felt the risks
far outweighed the rewards.



A:  At one point we had an opportunity to purchase
conveyor equipment at thirty cents on the dollar from a
company that had dissolved. Although we anticipated an
overhaul of our distribution facility five years down the
road, I felt it was too far into the future to spend money
only to have idle capacity for a five-year period. If market
conditions had shown more promise for new sales in the
initial two-year period, I would have gone ahead with it.

The interviewer wants to see that the candidate has an interest in
taking reasonable risks without inclining toward foolishness.
Demonstrate with an example your logic for deciding against some
plan. How was the outcome preferable to what might have happened?

10. Accomplishments

Q: Tell me about a major accomplishment.

A:  I’m really proud of the business I obtained with XYZ
Wholesale Club. I believe that these types of companies
will continue to thrive in the next few years.

Offer proof of your accomplishments using real examples. Don’t give
long descriptions of situations. Focus your answer on the actions you
took and the positive results you obtained. The interviewer will want to
know what you can contribute to the company.

——————

Q: Talk about a contribution you’ve made to a team.

A:  I helped my last team put together more cohesive
presentations for a client. I think our practice and
preparation made a statement about how committed we
would be to the details of the system installation. In the
end, we landed the account.

Tell the interviewer about your initiative within a team. Offer proof,
using specific examples, that you delivered more than the team



expected and that the team would compliment your contributions to the
group’s efforts. What special role did you play?

——————

Q: Talk about a special contribution you’ve made to an
employer.

A:  In my last job I ran the United Way campaign for
three consecutive years. I believe it’s an important cause,
and I know it’s difficult for the company to find volunteers,
so I stepped in.

Let the interviewer know that you deliver more than your employer
expects. If you were hired, what situations would you handle especially
well? What unique contributions can you make to the organization?
How would you go the extra mile?

——————

Q: Tell me about an organization outside of work that’s
benefited from your participation.

A:  I’ve been involved in Junior Achievement. I was an
economics undergrad, and I liked seeing the high-school
kids get excited about what they read in the paper and
about how economics affects their lives.

Discuss in some detail your initiative with something you volunteered
for—such as working for a charitable organization. In other words,
what things are important motivators for you? Could your employer
benefit from these interests in some way? What kind of corporate
citizen are you?

——————

Q: Give me an example of a time you delivered more
than was expected.

A: In my last job my boss asked me to take over all the
uncollected accounts. I was able to recover 20 percent
more than his goal. I convinced people that I was willing



to work out an affordable schedule based on their needs,
and I did this by asking about their problems. Once they
vented, they would usually listen to me.

Give an example of a time when you truly excelled at a given task.
Chances are you’re likely to repeat similar results in your new position.
In other words, give the interviewer an indication of the situations you
might handle especially well if you were hired.

——————

Q: What accomplishment is your greatest source of
pride?

A:  I’m proud of how we turned a profit at our hospital in
the first year under private management. Now that goal’s
been accomplished, and I’m ready to do the same for
another hospital; that’s why consulting within the industry
appeals to me so much.

Your answer will hint at the kinds of projects you’d like to do in the
future. Focus on goals related specifically to the job you’re applying
for. The interviewer will want to know how your past initiative and
accomplishments can translate to success for his or her company.

——————

Q: If I hired you today, what would you accomplish
first?

A:  I could help you increase your business within the
OEM market. As an OEM contractor for four years, I
understand how to structure deals that will be profitable.

Give the interviewer clear, tangible evidence that the company will
benefit immediately upon hiring you. Focus your answer on the action
you would take, and make sure your goals are realistic. Can you
demonstrate specific knowledge about the company and industry and
how it relates to the role of your department and job?

——————



Q: What accomplishment was the most difficult for you
to achieve?

A:  I found it intimidating to work with the marketing-
research staff when I started my job, mostly because I
hadn’t done well in statistics or market research during
college. What I decided to do was enroll in an executive
seminar on market research, which really boosted my
confidence. Now I don’t feel at a disadvantage when I
meet with the research group, and I know what questions
to ask to get information that’s meaningful to me.

Describe something you’ve accomplished despite obstacles, lack of
training, or inadequate experience. This question allows you to talk
about overcoming a weakness.

——————

Q: Tell me about a time you saved money for an
employer or an organization.

A:  I was able to eliminate a middleman we’d worked with
for years in getting our employee magazine printed. We
planned the issues, collected research, wrote the articles,
did most of the editing, and then handed the information
to him, which he took to a designer and printer. After I
managed this process twice, J decided to do the
coordinating work myself. The additional time it cost me
was eight hours, but we saved a 10 percent markup, and
even better, the issues now get completed faster and with
greater accuracy.

Be specific and quantify your results when answering your question,
but don’t give long descriptions of situations. Offer proof using a clear,
convincing example.

——————

Q: What’s your greatest achievement to date?



A:  I’m proud of the fact that I graduated on time with a
solid GPA while I played varsity basketball for four years.
A lot of the women on my team either took a reduced
course load or let their grades suffer. I believe the reason
I got through it all was sheer determination; I never even
let myself visualize anything but finishing on time and with
good grades. So I firmly believe, as a professional
counselor, in the importance of a positive outlook.

Be sure that the achievement you describe here is relevant to the job
you’re interviewing for. Also, be careful that your answer doesn’t sound
as if the best is behind you. Mention something great that you’ve
achieved, but clearly communicate your belief that the best is yet to
come.

——————

Q: Dell me about a person or group you had to work
with to achieve something important.

A:  My law-school class really worked hard to improve the
image of our school with employers. We put together our
own promotional book, which we sent to law firms and
alumni. The book presented a mock courtroom case in
which other law schools filed a class-action suit arguing
that the quality of the student body and teaching at our
school had caused an erosion of interest in other law
programs; they proved to the court that both teaching and
student statistics clearly had led to positive placements for
our graduates, which in turn killed the chances for
students from other programs. The format of our brochure
was so unusual that it got the attention of the major press,
which served our purpose nicely.

Give an example that demonstrates your use of teamwork to produce
a better result than you could have achieved by yourself. Acknowledge
your contributions and those of your team members.

——————



Q: Tell me about something you accomplished that
required discipline.

A:  I had to work two jobs to put myself through graduate
school. I interned at the newspaper while I studied
journalism during the week. Then on weekends, I sold real
estate. Juggling those three schedules was a challenge, but
I did it because it was important to me to graduate
without school loans.

This is your opportunity to discuss a skill you worked to develop, or
a time when the quantity of your work required solid time-management
skills. How did you remain focused?

——————

Q: What situations do your colleagues rely on you to
handle?

A:  People often rely on me to handle client confrontations.
I’m known as a person who never loses my temper in
front of customers.

This question provides a good opportunity for the candidate to
showcase his or her dependability, strength of character, and
professionalism. The interviewer will be impressed if you can also
demonstrate that you work well with others and clearly enjoy your
colleagues’ respect.

——————

Q: Tell me about a need you fulfilled within a group or
a committee.

A:  I worked on the committee to review our company’s
policy on sick leave. One of our employees was abusing
the system in order to gain vacation time. I served as the
objective member of the group, having used virtually no
sick leave in five years of employment. I ended up
presenting an idea that the company’s now considering,



which is to allow up to one week of sick time to be
voluntarily allocated to extra family-leave time.

Tell the interviewer about your initiative in group projects. In teams,
what roles do you usually play?

——————

Q: Tell me how you’ve supported and helped attain a
corporate goal.

A:  I helped meet our goal of value to stockholders by
holding afire sale of goods to clean out our warehouse.
The public was invited, with a preview for customers,
suppliers, vendors, and stockholders. Attendees bought new
but visually imperfect electronics components at 70 percent
reductions. We cleared twenty thousand dollars from sales
of equipment we’d written off.

Here the interviewer asks for evidence that the candidate completes
projects with the corporation’s goals in mind. What other groups,
departments, or customers benefited from a similar effort on your part?
Give specific examples, not generalizations. Focus on how you’ve
enriched your job by expanding the benefits of your action beyond
your own group or department.

——————

Q: Tell me about a quantifiable outcome of one of your
efforts.

A:  I reorganized inventory planning and was able to
automate the inventory-reorder function, which used to be
a forty-hour process and now takes only three hours.

Describe a specific accomplishment, the outcome of which produced
a clear benefit. Offer proof, using real examples, that you deliver more
than what’s expected. Did you exceed your expected outcome? How?

——————



Q: Describe an ongoing problem you were able to
overcome.

A:  We had three groups with different homegrown
schedules, even though each group relied on the others’
work and timing. I got us all connected via  a computer
network and held a training session to brainstorm our
communications plan. We now talk regularly via e-mail
and a network scheduler, and we all have the information
we need.

This question is similar to “Tell me about a time you tackled an
unpopular assignment.” Focus on how you achieved good results
through the use of a creative technique or through greater diligence
than others had previously devoted to the project.

——————

Q: Tell me about a project you completed ahead of
schedule.

A:  I was in charge of a new product rollout. In general
we completed each phase without a major setback—which
was partially luck—but I also systematically called two
days ahead of every deadline to check the status with all
groups involved. I believe that made the difference. The
launch took place two weeks ahead of plan  —a significant
period of time in our industry, where shelf life for products
is generally less than one year.

Focus here on how you set goals and schedules, measured results,
and championed the outcome of a project. This question is aimed at
your diligence in accomplishing tasks and, assuming the project
required group effort, at your leadership skills.

11. Career Aspirations

Q: Where do you hope that your career will have
progressed to in the next few years?



A:  Over the next few years I’d like to have progressed to
the point where I have bottom-line budget responsibility,
and I’m also in charge of  a production unit where I have
labor-relations, quality-control, design, and manufacturing
responsibilities. I believe this job will go a long way to
helping me meet my career goals.

Avoid the temptation to suggest job titles; this makes you seem
unbending and unrealistic, since you don’t know or control the system
of promotion. Likewise, you don’t know how long it might have taken
your interviewer to reach certain levels, and you wouldn’t want to
insult. Describe new experiences or responsibilities you’d like to add
that build on the job you’re applying for.

——————

Q: What are your long-term career plans?

A:  My long-term career goals are to become known as an
industry expert and to have earned a respectable
management position with responsibility for a major piece
of the business. I’d like to think I’ll have experience in
many parts of the business over time.

It’s reasonable to see ahead about five years but probably no more,
given the changing nature of businesses. Especially in high-tech fields,
which change dramatically in a short time, it’s impossible to project
accurately how you might fit into a specific job. Therefore, focus on
types of experiences (not job titles) you hope to gain over time.

——————

Q: Since this will be your first job, how do you know
you’ll like the career path?

A:  Although it’s true that I’ve never worked a job in your
industry, I’ve talked to many friends and alums at my
school who’ve been successful in your company. I always
ask them the questions, “What’s the most frustrating thing
about your job?” and “What’s the most rewarding thing



about your job?” From the information I’ve gained, I’m
confident that I’ll be able to adapt quickly to your culture
and will find the next few years rewarding, based on my
goals and values.

This can be a difficult question to answer convincingly, unless you’ve
done a little bit of preparation. Discuss, for example, an internship or a
conversation that’s allowed you to assess the culture of the organization
or to preview the work involved. Describe other people in the
profession who have been mentors or who have taught you about the
field. Also, point out why you’re interested, how you learned more
about the industry, and how you stay current with industry trends.

——————

Q: Why is this job right for you at this time in your
career?

A:  This job would build on my extensive technical
background both as a navy communications officer and in
the two software companies where I’ve worked. I believe
I’m now ready to assume broader responsibilities as a
project manager. I’ve demonstrated my ability to handle
the responsibility for both a diverse team of programmers
and engineers and for major capital budgets.

Describe the experiences you want to pursue that build on your
current skills and interests. Be as specific as you can, based on what
you know about the current or future direction of the position and the
department. Demonstrate why this position fits with your personal
career goals. How can you create job growth for yourself?

——————

Q: What are your aspirations beyond this job?

A:  Beyond this job as a marketing assistant, I see myself
moving up through marketing analysis into brand
management and eventually running a category. I’m aware
that there are several skills I need to develop in the



interval, and I believe with your continuing-education
program and my own motivation for self-improvement, I’ll
have those skills when the opportunities arise for greater
responsibility. That’s why I’m determined to learn from the
ground up, starting as a marketing assistant.

Again, don’t fall into the trap of specifying job titles. Stick to a
natural progression you see as plausible. How should this job grow for
the good of the organization? Then turn your attention once again to
the job at hand. If you seem too interested in what lies beyond this
job, the interviewer will fear that you won’t stick around for long.

——————

Q: What new challenges would you enjoy?

A:  I’ve worked in the hospitality industry for over eight
years and have progressively worked in larger, more
prestigious hotels. I’ve learned the food-and-beverage side
of the business and the hotel-management side, and now I
believe I’m ready to be a convention- or conference-sales
manager.

Describe the natural next step in your skill development based on
what you’ve learned and enjoyed in your last job. What do you feel
ready to tackle next? Be as specific as you can, considering what you
know about the current or future direction of the position and
department.

——————

Q: If you could start all over again, what direction
would your career take?

A:  I’ve always enjoyed consumer sales as I’ve moved up
in my career. Looking back, I wish I’d gotten a bit more
experience in market research earlier in my career,
because it’s important to understand the types of
quantitative models and technical-research techniques that
are now important for a regional sales manager to know.



The interviewer will want to see if your career path (including this
job interview) is less than ideal for you. Be careful to show that your
heart lies in this field, but offer some insights so that someone else
following in your footsteps might quicken the learning curve, time
frame, and so on.

——————

Q: What achievements have eluded you?

A:  I’ve achieved considerable success at the finance
department of my company, a large corporation. I’ve
worked in two different plants as the director of finance.
I’ve worked in capital budgets at the corporate office and
in the business-planning area. Unfortunately, I’ve never
had the opportunity to work in the treasury department.
Based on my graduate finance education and my several
years’ finance experience, I’m now convinced that I’m
ready to handle this responsibility and that it’ll be the next
step in my learning curve toward a top finance-executive
position.

Describe a responsibility you’d like but haven’t yet earned. What do
you feel ready to tackle next? Explain why you haven’t yet had the
opportunity to assume such a responsibility, but take care not to sound
passive. Describe some continuing efforts to reach your goals. Ask
yourself, Would your current employer agree that you’re ready?

——————

Q: How long do you think you’d continue to grow in
this job?

A:  My own personal measure of growth in a job is
acquiring new skills, new knowledge, and new insights into
the industry. As long as I can measure this type of growth,
I consider myself successful. I’m a believer in stretching a
job by reaching out to learn more about other areas that
are peripheral to the job I’m in.



This is a variation on the question “Where do you want to be in five
years?” Be as specific as you can, considering what you know about
the position. Don’t mention a job title you’d want next, or the
interviewer will wonder if you’re already preoccupied with moving on.

——————

Q: What career path interests you within the company?

A:  I’d like to work toward becoming a senior project

manager within your commercial real-estate firm. My
background includes several areas within commercial real
estate, including working in architectural design, working
with governmental departments and agencies, working with
banks in the finance area, and, finally, working in sales
and leasing. I’d like to pull all this background together in
the next few years and eventually have project-management
responsibility.

Demonstrate your knowledge of the typical career path, if you’re
familiar with it. If not, turn this answer into a question: “What’s the
typical career path for someone with my skills?” Focus principally on
businesses or divisions of the company that interest you, as well as
skills and challenges you hope to master in the next few years.

——————

Q: Compare this job to others you’re pursuing.

A:  I’ve narrowed my job search to only those large
securities firms within the finance industry. The basic skills
necessary with all of these firms are similar: strong
quantitative and analytical abilities, the ability to make
decisions quickly, and good interpersonal skills to react to
a customer’s needs.

Some consistency or thread of commonality among your other
prospects is important here. Your choices must reflect your career
aspirations. What common skills are clearly needed in all the jobs
you’re pursuing?



——————

Q: Have you progressed in your career as you
expected?

A:  My six years with a major gas company have included
solid experience in price analysis, capital budgets, and
financial planning. I now believe I’m ready to take on
departmental responsibility for the entire finance function
within a finance company.

Review the positive learning experiences from your past jobs and the
next steps you’re ready to take as a result, but also be realistic in
admitting the areas where you need more experience. Honesty—without
demonstrating either pessimism or unrealistic expectations—is important
here.

——————

Q: Tell me about your salary expectations.

A:  I’ve become a little frustrated in the past year because
the downturn in our industry has caused limited
promotional opportunities. Based upon salary information
published by our national association, the market price for
someone with my experience and educational background
is in the broad range of thirty to forty thousand dollars
per year. Although I’m not certain how your salaries
compare to the national norms, my feeling is that my value
would certainly be in the upper half of this national range.
I hope you’ll share with me some of your salary ranges
relative to the national norms.

A well-prepared candidate can effectively turn this question around.
Ask first for the company’s salary range, then answer in general terms
based on your qualifications in relation to the job requirements.

——————

Q: What do you reasonably expect to earn within five
years?



A:  My expectation for the next five years is that my
contributions will be recognized and appropriately
rewarded. I realize that salary levels are based on  a
number of factors, including the company’s profitability
and the general business cycle that affects our industry,
but I expect to take on greater responsibility each year
and to be appropriately compensated for my efforts and
contributions.

Again, turn this question around and ask what’s typical for the career
path. Then consider, based on your skills and performance, the areas
you’ll excel in. Leave it to the interviewer to determine the appropriate
time frames for promotions. Don’t speculate, or you’ll risk sounding
arrogant, unrealistic, or the opposite—too reserved or too tentative.

——————

Q: Have you ever taken a position that didn’t fit into
your long-term plan?

A:  Back in the late eighties, when Wall Street was
booming, I was lured away with a high-paying offer in a
firm that was trading commodities on the Asian market.
Even though I had success in the job, I quickly realized
that the work wasn’t fulfilling or challenging enough to
keep me happy. So, after two years, I jumped back into the
corporate world as a controller for one of the metal plants
of my corporation. I’ve since moved up in the finance
area, and my long-term plans include staying in this
industry and assuming greater responsibility in the area of
financial planning and control.

The interviewer is trying to determine here how wisely the candidate
can pick jobs to match his or her interests and aspirations. If you’ve
been sidetracked by some job, you’ll probably have to convince the
recruiter that you’re on the right track pursuing this position.

12. Personal interests and Hobbies



Q: Other than work, tell me about an activity you’ve
remained interested in over several years.

A:  I’ve been involved in Cancer Society fundraising ever
since my grandmother died from the disease. In the back
of my mind I guess I’m hoping that the research can lead
to findings in time to save the life of someone else in my
family.

The interviewer is looking here for a history of commitment over
time, and consistency of interests. Do you sustain your hobbies over a
period of time, or do you have a different hobby every year? Are your
interests compatible with the job you’re applying for? Would they be of
value in any way to the company?

——————

Q: What do you do in your spare time?

A:  I really enjoy getting outside—I often go camping and
hiking. I’ve learned a lot about different fabrics that are
good for various weather conditions. That’s why I’m so
interested in your textile operations.

The interviewer wants evidence that you’re well rounded, not just
one-dimensional. He or she is also looking for shared interests or
common ground. You should always, in some way, relate your answer
to the job description.

——————

Q: Do you have a balanced lifestyle?

A:  I make an effort to get out of the office at a
reasonable hour twice a week. I go home and walk my
dog. That’s one of the most relaxing things I do, but it
often helps me think of solutions for problems at work,
even though I’m not consciously trying to solve those
problems.



Do you have an outlet, a way to get a break from work, so that you
show up each day refreshed and ready to perform at your highest
level? Describe something specific that allows you to relax. Are your
personal and career interests compatible in terms of their logic or
thought processes?

——————

Q: What outside activities complement your work
interests?

A:  I’ve always enjoyed tennis. In many ways it’s a game
of strategy and pacing. When something isn’t working in
the first set, you have to change your strategy for the
second set. You also have to pace your energy in case you
go to a third set, and constantly watch and read your
opponent’s reactions. I’m a gutsy tennis player  —/ go for
the big points sometimes—but I’m careful with timing.
That’s the way I am at work, too.

The interviewer is interested to see if the candidate’s personality is
reflected in both work and outside activities. Your answer to this
question will shed light on your personality and thus possibly on your
compatibility with the job.

——————

Q: Tell me about a time you were in a recreational
setting and got an idea that helped in your work.

A:  I was on vacation in Mexico and saw a woman with a
homemade seesaw she was using to lift her laundry basket
when she needed something out of it. It gave me an idea
for a new type of scaffolding, which I designed when I got
back to work. Now our brick masons have a rotating
bench that keeps their materials at waist level, which
reduces back fatigue.

The interviewer will want to know if you have the ability to
synthesize information and apply what you see to your profession.



Show that your work is something you’re naturally inquisitive about,
rather than something you have to do. Are you able to “think outside
of the box” to come up with fresh ideas? Be sure to give specific
examples.

——————

Q: How is your personality reflected in the kinds of
activities you enjoy?

A:  I love to cook and entertain. That’s the salesman
coming out in me. I love sharing experiences with people,
and I’m very outgoing. I don’t particularly enjoy being
alone. I always feel as if I should be doing something.

Describe how your natural skills and values are reflected in various
things you do, from work to leisure. What are your comfortable
patterns of operating? For example, a detailed, precise hobby reflects
something different from a risk-oriented, aggressive sport.

——————

Q: What kinds of leisure activities help you perform
your work better?

A:  I enjoy sitting outside during lunch and talking with
students. It gives me a chance to get fresh air, but it also
helps the students get comfortable with me, so they’re
more likely to seek my help when they need it.

The recruiter will want to know that you have an outlet to relax. Just
about any hobby or leisure activity will help you perform more
efficiently at work, but if you can tie the activity directly to job
performance, so much the better.

——————

Q: What do you do to relax?

A:  I have a great family. Weekends are like a vacation for
me. When I’m at work, I focus on work, but when I’m
home on weekends, work really is far from my mind. One



of the smartest things I did was to move twenty miles
outside of town; even the drive home  is relaxing.

An admission that work is far from your mind when you’re relaxing
is not necessarily a bad thing. This candidate attractively reveals
additional information about his or her character and, at the same time,
lets the interviewer know that there is plenty of psychic energy stored
for the work day.

——————

Q: If you found yourself getting burned out, what
would you do to revitalize your energy?

A:  I don’t allow myself to get involved in  a routine to the
point that I get burned out. I’ve always been the type of
person who asks for new assignments so that I stay
motivated and interested.

Are you disciplined enough to avoid burnout? When you’re not being
productive, do you recognize it? What do you do to cope with stress?

——————

Q: Our company believes that employees should give
time back to the community. How do you feel about it?

A:  I believe that, too. In my last job as manager I told
each of my employees that they could spend one Friday
afternoon a month at a charity of their choice on company
time as long as they weren’t all gone on the same Fridays.
Ironically, productivity didn’t decrease at all; they got more
done in the morning—and I guess Friday afternoons
weren’t that productive to begin with. I’ve spent my
afternoons with an adult reading program.

Describe a time you gave something to a community or organization
as a volunteer. Do you go above and beyond what’s expected of you?
Do you use your skills productively? Are you unselfish—a team
player? Demonstrate how your personal interests make you productive



even when you aren’t being paid. What incentives other than a
paycheck inspire you?

——————

Q: What community projects that can use your
professional skills are particularly interesting to you?

A:  As a marketing person, I’ve offered free advice to our
local high school for its fund-raisers, as well as to a local
real-estate office whose success could help my rural
community’s real-estate values.

This interviewer wants to know if the candidate will be a good
corporate citizen. The question also gives the interviewer a sense of the
job seeker’s values. Try to focus your answer on productive
applications of your work-related skills. Don’t get sidetracked
describing a cause that doesn’t demonstrate job-related skills. Avoid
discussing any charity or organization that may be considered
controversial.

——————

Q: If you had unlimited leisure time, how would you
spend that time?

A:  I don’t think I could ever be happy with lots of spare
time. I’d probably travel, learn another language, and
spend more time with my two charities. I’d also take more
courses in accounting.

In answering this question, demonstrate that you’d use your time to
increase your skills, or to give something back to the community or a
good cause. When possible, choose an activity that’s career- or job-
oriented; for example, if you’re in marketing, say you’d get involved
with Junior Achievement and teach young people about careers in
business. Your answer should reflect your energy and capacity for
work, as well as your natural curiosity. Don’t  say something like “I
don’t know; I’d just like to relax.”

——————



Q: Describe how a sport or hobby taught you a lesson
in teamwork or discipline.

A:  My football coach from high school taught me always
to watch out for the other guy. If you do, he’ll cover you
when you need him to. I’ve applied that principle in all
my work groups, especially on the trading floor.

Tell about a time you had to use teamwork to get a desired result.
Tell a specific story then explain how the same skill or lesson has been
used in your work.

——————

Q: When you aren’t at work, do you prefer to stick to
a schedule, or do you prefer to be spontaneous? Why?

A:  My workday is very structured because I’m generally in
four or five meetings a day. On the weekends, I like to
have a plan, but not necessarily a set schedule. That in
itself is a relaxing change of pace for me, but I feel I’d be
wasting time with no plan at all.

Be careful that, whichever answer you choose, it’s consistent with the
job you’re interviewing for. For example, since accounting is a
profession that requires discipline and precision, your answer should
reflect your natural inclination toward agendas, schedules, and precision.
However, for a sales job, you’d probably want to show that you’re
prepared to wing it. This question is essentially about your personality
but is also about your compatibility with the job.

——————

Q: Tell me about an interest that you outgrew.

A:  Early on, I wanted to be a research physician. Then I
spent time in a chemistry lab and realized I wasn’t looking
forward to the next two years of lab work. That’s why I’ve
chosen marketing for medical equipment instead. It
combines my respect for the medical profession with a job
that’s more suited to my personality.



Describe a former interest or hobby that you no longer pursue,
making sure that the interest isn’t related in some way to the job
you’re interviewing for. Talk about why you outgrew the interest and
how it’s not compatible with your current interests. Be sure to discuss
how your current interests are related to your career.

——————

Q: Describe a movie you’ve seen that really inspired
you.

A:  I loved one part of an otherwise depressing movie,  One
Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest. In one scene the nurse
refuses to turn on the TV for the World Series, so Jack
Nicholson looks at the blank screen and starts narrating as
though the game were actually on. The other patients
gather around him and follow the game. I thought that
scene was an example of the power of visualization in
making things happen.

Demonstrate that you can assimilate knowledge from a wide variety
of sources, including books and movies. Tell the interviewer about a
specific book or movie that taught you something. Discuss how and
where you’ve applied that knowledge.



CHAPTER  5

50 Zingers!

One of the biggest fears that job candidates harbor about interviews is
the unanticipated question for which they have no answer. To make
matters worse, some recruiters may ask a question knowing full well
that you can’t possibly answer it. These types of questions are known
as stress questions and are designed for their shock effect. Sometimes
recruiters ask stress questions not because they enjoy seeing you squirm
in your seat, but because they want to judge how well you might react
to pressure or tension on the job.

If you encounter a stress question, your best bet is to stay calm,
diplomatic, and positive in your response. Don’t get defensive or allow
your confidence to be shaken, and try to answer the question to the
best of your ability. If you simply can’t answer the question, think
about it for a few seconds. Then, with a confident smile and without
apology, simply say, “I can’t answer that question.”

Following are fifty of the most challenging questions you’ll ever face.
If you’re able to answer these questions, you’ll be prepared to handle
just about anything the recruiter comes up with.

——————

Q: Tell me about a project in which you were
disappointed with your personal performance.



A:  In my last job for a manufacturing company, I had to
analyze all of the supplier bids and present
recommendations to the vice president of logistics. Because
the supplier bids weren’t in a uniform format, my analysis
often consisted of comparing dissimilar items. This caused
some confusion in my final report, and by the time I’d
reworked it and presented it to the vice president, we’d
lost the critical time we needed to improve our approval
process for these bids. In hindsight I should have taken a
simpler approach to the problem and not tried to make it
so complex or all inclusive. Ever since, I’ve paid more
attention to making recommendations in a timely manner.

Describe roadblocks and what you’ve done to try to get around them.
How have your skills come into play? In hindsight, what could you
have done differently? What lessons have you learned?

——————

Q: What would you do if I told you that I thought you
were giving a very poor interview today?

A:  Well, the first thing I’d do is ask you if there was any
specific part of the interview that you thought I might have
mishandled. After that I’d think back and try to remember
if there had been any faulty communication on my part.
Then I’d try to review possible problems I had
understanding your questions, and I’d ask for clarification
if I needed it. Finally, if we had time, I’d try to respond
more fully and appropriately to the problem areas you
identified for me.

Interviewers like to ask stress questions like these to see how well
you hold up under pressure. Your best bet is to stay calm and relaxed;
don’t allow your confidence to be shaken.

——————

Q: Tell me about your most difficult work or personal
experience.



A:  One time my coworker went through rehab for six
months after a wreck, and I picked up a lot of additional
work to help him out. I know he would’ve done the same
for me, and it’s important for me to have that kind of trust
among the members of my work group.

The interviewer will want to know how you hold up under pressure.
Describe a situation, either personal or professional, that involved a
great deal of conflict and challenge and placed you under an unusual
amount of stress. What, specifically, were the problems, and what did
you do to resolve them?

——————

Q: If this were your first annual review with our
company, what would I be telling you right now?

A:  You’d be thanking me for a job well done and would
be explaining how you look forward to continuing to see
good work from me. Furthermore, I would anticipate your
explaining how you really appreciated my putting in extra
time on some key projects and how my creative thinking
helped come up with some innovative solutions to existing
problems.

For this question you obviously want to present a positive impression.
“I wish you would show up on time more,” is definitely not a good
answer. Remember to focus on one or two of your key strengths based
on the personal themes you’ve developed.

——————

Q: Give an example of a time when you were asked to
accomplish a task but weren’t given enough
information. How did you resolve this problem.

A:  At my last internship, my supervisor, an account
executive, asked me to assemble five hundred press kits for
a mailing. I wasn’t sure in what order the pages and press
releases should go, but my supervisor had already left for



a client meeting. Afraid of putting the information together
in the wrong order, I managed to track down her cell-
phone number and called her in her car. She explained the
order of the materials over the phone, and in the end I
managed to prevent a mistake that would have cost hours
of work and a delay in the mailing—not to mention a few
headaches.

Although this example may seem trivial, the candidate demonstrates
maturity and an ability to approach work conceptually. The interviewer
will want to know that you understand that just getting the job done
isn’t enough. Your response should show resourcefulness and initiative.

——————

Q: Describe a time when you failed to resolve a
conflict.

A:  I wasn’t able to keep a good employee once who’d
been in our manufacturing facility for ten years. His job
description was rewritten to require computer skills. I
offered to send him to night classes, but he refused the
help. I had no option but to replace him. In retrospect, if
I’d encouraged him and other employees to acquire new
training periodically, he might not have been overwhelmed
by the time his position was reworked. Now I’m vigilant
about encouraging my group to attend seminars and
courses to enhance their job skills and to avoid becoming
outdated.

The ideal solution here is to discuss a conflict that wasn’t yours to
solve in the first place. If you must discuss a personal conflict, focus
on the positive steps you’d take if you could go back and do it over
again. What have you learned as a result of this experience?

——————

Q: How have you handled criticism of your work?



A:  The first time I had a complaint from a client, I found
it difficult to keep the complaint separate from my
professional service of the account. The client was upset
about the downtime on ATM machines. I learned that
showing empathy usually calms an unpleasant situation; I
also learned that no client is going to be happy with
everything, even if that client’s overall experience is
positive.

The interviewer is looking for an indication of the candidate’s
accountability and professional character. Describe a specific project or
work habit that caused you a problem until you faced up to it and
overcame it. Alternatively, you might describe a time you responded
objectively and professionally to particularly harsh or unreasonable
criticism of your work.

——————

Q: What aspects of your work are most often
criticized?

A:  I remember in my first job as marketing assistant I
spent endless hours analyzing a particular problem. I came
up with a revised marketing plan that was extremely well
received. Unfortunately, when it came time to present the
plan to top management, I hadn’t prepared the fine points
of the presentation—overheads and slides—and the
proposal was turned down. I’d failed to make clear the
savings that would result from the plan. I spent the next
two weeks working on my presentation, and on my second
try management approved it, and my recommendations
were carried out to everyone’s satisfaction.

This question is similar to the question on weaknesses. Try to give
an example from an early job. Discuss what you did to overcome the
situation and to improve your work. You could also discuss how the
failure has inspired you to pay more careful attention to detail in all
your work.



——————

Q: Tell me about the last time you put your foot in
your mouth.

A:  I told my friend Lisa that I’d no longer be attending
yearbook-club meetings because I thought the editor was a
complete idiot. I later found out that the editor was her
cousin. As soon as I found out, I apologized and asked her
why she didn’t say anything when I made that foolish
comment. Luckily, she and I are still friends today.

Everyone makes mistakes, and it’s important for you to be cognizant
of yours. The interviewer will want to find out if you have a sense of
right and wrong, and what steps you’re willing to take to provide
restitution for your mistakes. Leaving someone with a bad impression
of you, your company, or your client can be very detrimental to your
firm.

——————

Q: What might your current boss want to change about
your work habits?

A:  I’m a morning person and she’s a night owl. I like to
come into the office at least an hour early, usually by
seven, to get a jump start on my work. My boss likes to
come in after nine and work late into the evening. So I
think if she could change one thing about me, she’d
probably make me into a night owl, too, so that I’d be
available during many of the same hours she likes to
work.

The interviewer will want to know how you’ll fit in with your future
boss and coworkers, and will also want to feel confident that he or she
has uncovered any surprises about your corporate style. One good way
to answer this question is to point out minor differences of preference.
Alternatively, you might describe a weakness that you and your boss
have worked on and improved.



——————

Q: Tell me about two or three aspects of your last job
you’d never want to repeat.

A:  I’m glad that I have experience in credit collections
because it’s enabled me to make better risk assessments. I
really didn’t enjoy the work, though, and it isn’t something
I want to do again.

In a constructive way, describe two or three things you’ve done that
you didn’t especially enjoy or that didn’t play upon your strengths.
Then describe your strengths and their relevance to the job you’re
applying for.

——————

Q: Tell me about a situation that frustrated you at
work.

A: I was frustrated once when one of my clients, who’d
insisted on a high-growth stock, called in a panic because
the stock price had dropped more than twenty points in
one day. I had a hard time convincing him to ride it out
rather than cut his losses. This happened despite my
attempts from the beginning to explain the short-term
volatility of that stock.

This is another question designed to probe the candidate’s
professional personality. The interviewer will want reassurance that you
are able to hold up under pressure. Describe how you’ve remained
diplomatic, objective, or professional in a difficult situation.

——————

Q: Tell me about one of your projects that failed.

A:  I’ve always had the tendency to be a workaholic, and
have the attitude that I can tackle anything and achieve
good results. During the hurricane of 1992, my insurance
company was inundated with claims. I immediately thought



I could handle all the claims in my area and jumped in
with both feet to work eighteen-hour days. I quickly
realized, though, that there was no way I could complete
all of the claims on time, and I had to start to delegate
some of the responsibility to my investigators. This
experience showed me that no matter how efficient and
competent you are, there are times when you must either
delegate responsibility or ask for help.

Demonstrate the ability here to be humble and to learn from your
mistakes. In hindsight, what could you have done differently? How has
your leadership style changed because of the experience?

——————

Q: Tell me about a time when your employer wasn’t
happy with your job performance.

A:  That would be during my first week on the job as a
paralegal. I gave her two letters that had typos in them.
Frankly, I’d simply been a little sloppy—but that’s the only
example that comes to mind. Ms. Heilman did tell me
regularly that she was very happy with my work.

Again, be sure to discuss a relatively minor incident here. Also, show
a willingness to accept responsibility for the problem—don’t blame
others or make excuses. Simply describe what happened and how you
successfully resolved the situation.

——————

Q: Have you ever been passed up for a promotion that
you felt you deserved?

A:  A couple of times in my early career I thought that I
was unfairly passed up for a promotion. However, in
retrospect I now realize that in all likelihood I wasn’t
ready to perform in those jobs—and, in fact, the additional
training experience I gained remaining where I was proved
invaluable in the last few years, as I’ve made significant



progress moving up the corporate ladder. I’ve also learned
to appreciate that being ready for a promotion doesn’t
necessarily mean it’ll happen. There are many external
factors that influence the nature and timing of promotions,
aside from a person’s performance and capabilities.

The interviewer wants to gauge the candidate’s self-confidence, as
well as his or her objectivity about personal or professional limitations.
Give evidence here that you have enough patience to learn what’s
important before you get bored or frustrated. After you’ve mastered
your own job, would you stay motivated long enough to be productive?

——————

Q: Have you ever been fired?

A: During one of my summer internships while in college,
I worked for a software consulting company. Midway
through the summer a new president was appointed
because of some financial difficulties, and he requested the
resignation of my entire group. I was swept out with
everyone else, even though my work performance had
never been criticized.

If you’ve never been fired, of course, this is a simple question to
answer. But if you have been fired, you’ll need to be prepared to
discuss the situation in detail and possibly answer a series of very
specific follow-up questions. If the termination was a result of a
situation beyond your control, such as corporate downsizing, most
interviewers will be very understanding. But if you were fired due to
poor performance or some other problem, you’ll need to admit your
fault and convince the interviewer that you’ve corrected the problem.

Although this may be a difficult question to answer, you should be
completely honest. If you aren’t, and the recruiter finds out as much
from your references, you may be subject to immediate dismissal, or
your job offer may be revoked.

——————

Q: Why have you changed jobs so frequently?



A:  My frequent job changes over the last five years have
been due to the rapid changes in my profession. My jobs
have been based on government contracts, and over the
last several years congressional appropriations have been
up and down, causing some companies’ contracts to be
canceled, while other companies land huge, unexpected
contracts. This volatility creates some good opportunities,
but it also creates a lot of uncertainty. Because your
business is based mostly on consumer products, and not on
government products, I welcome the opportunity to work in
an environment where the business cycle is more stable
and predictable.

Be candid here. Personal growth, a larger budget, or other career-
enhancing experiences are all valid reasons for moving on. Convince
the interviewer that you’re interested in his or her company for the
long haul.

——————

Q: Why did you stay in your last job so long?

A:  I was in my last job over seven years. During that
time, I completed an advanced technical degree and also
had two six-month assignments in which I was loaned out
to different departments. As a result, I acquired some
additional skills that normally aren’t associated with that
particular job. Therefore, I think I’ve made good progress
and am ready to accept the next challenge.

The interviewer may be curious about your interest in personal
improvement, tackling new assignments, and so on. He or she may also
be concerned about whether you have a tendency to get too
comfortable with the status quo. Demonstrate how you’ve developed
job responsibilities in meaningful new ways.

——————

Q: Tell me about a problem you’ve had getting along
with a work associate.



A:  I’m pretty easygoing and tend to get along with most
people. But I remember one time when we brought in a
new associate who was very bossy—to the point where he
offended one of our interns with his attitude. I actually
pulled him aside and told him that I found it more
productive to ask people for help than to give orders.
Unfortunately, my advice didn’t seem to help much, but we
were more careful when we hired new staff after that.

Avoid discussing a personality clash; focus instead on a difference in
work ethic between you and an associate, or something else with which
the interviewer is likely to empathize. For example, you might describe
someone whose standards of excellence were perhaps less stringent than
yours.

——————

Q: Tell me about your least-favorite manager or
professor.

A:  Well, I’ve been pretty fortunate as far as managers go,
and I didn’t have any problems with my professors. In my
first job out of college I worked with a manager who was
pretty inaccessible. If you walked into his office to ask a
question, you got the sense that you were bothering him,
so we just learned to get help from each other instead. I
wouldn’t say he was my least-favorite manager, because he
was a good manager in a lot of ways, but I would have
preferred that he’d made himself more available to us and
given us more direction.

Answering this question will be a little bit like walking across a
loaded minefield, so beware! Keep in mind that the interviewer doesn’t
want to learn about your former supervisors; he or she does  want to
learn about the way you speak about them. Though the interviewer
may bait you to make a negative statement about your former
employer, doing so can create a host of problems. Even if your claim
is completely true and entirely justified, the recruiter may conclude



either that you don’t get along well with people or that you shift blame
to others. The best way around this dilemma is to choose an example
that’s not too negative, touch upon it briefly, then focus the rest of
your answer on what you learned from the experience.

——————

Q: Who’s the toughest employer you’ve ever had, and
why?

A:  That would be Ms. Henson at Franklin Associates.
She’d push people to their limits when things got busy,
and she was a stickler for detail. But she was always fair,
and she rewarded good, hard work. I’d call her a tough
boss, but a good boss.

Again, you should avoid making negative statements about your
previous employers, at all costs. Turn the question around with a
positive, upbeat response, as this candidate does.

——————

Q: Have you ever had to work with a manager who
was unfair to you, or who was just plain hard to get
along with?

A:  Actually, I’ve never run into that. Of course, my
current boss has to work under time constraints—just like
everyone else—and she sometimes has to phrase things
succinctly if our department is going to meet its goals. But
I’ve never considered that unfair or hard to handle. It’s
just part of the job. My supervisors and I have always
gotten along quite well.

Never, under any circumstances, criticize a current or former
employer, no matter how many times the interviewer gives you the
opportunity to do so. What the interviewer is trying to find out here is
not whether the candidate has worked for difficult people, but if he or
she is willing to bad-mouth them.

——————



Q: Time management has become a necessary factor in
productivity. Give an example of a time-management
skill you’ve learned and applied at work.

A:  I regularly use scheduling software, which helps me
effectively plan for the day, week, month, or year. It also
has a to-do-list feature and an alarm option, which is
helpful for meeting timely deadlines. In general, though,
I’m very goal oriented and self-disciplined. I like to focus
clearly on one project at a time for a set amount of hours.
In the past I’ve found that this has helped me save time,
which in turn has given me the opportunity to implement
new procedures that have ultimately saved the department
time and money.

When answering this question, describe a time-management technique
you’ve applied at work that’s allowed you to save time and resources.
In such areas as public relations time is precious, and the interviewer
will want to see that you have an idea of how valuable your time is.
Try to give an example that demonstrates how you’ve managed to
increase productivity because of effective time management.

——————

Q: How do you handle tension with your boss?

A:  The only tension I’ve ever felt was once when we both
got too busy to keep each other informed. My boss
overcommitted me with a short deadline, not knowing that
I was bogged down with another client problem. I believe
firmly in the importance of staff meetings so that
coworkers can respect the demands on each other’s time.

The safest ground here is to describe an example of a
miscommunication in your early relationship with a boss and how you
resolved it. The interviewer will want to know how you avoided a
recurrence of the problem.

——————



Q: What would you say are the broad

responsibilities of an editorial assistant?

A:  Though I’m sure it varies from company to company, I
think it would be safe to say that being an editorial
assistant involves a lot of typing, filing, and general
administrative work. I would probably be expected to read
and evaluate book proposals, write manuscript-rejection
letters, have some limited correspondence with authors,
and generally assist the editor in whatever needed to be
done.

You will probably be asked this question in some form or another.
This question is similar to “How did the realities differ from your
expectations in your last job?” but a little more subtle. Although both
questions are basically trying to determine the same thing, this version
is a little trickier. Many entry-level applicants have a “glamorized”
view of their industry and are unhappily surprised to find themselves
performing mundane, clerical tasks. The employer wants to make sure
that you have a realistic view of the job and will be likely to be happy
in that position for several years.

——————

Q: What is your current salary?

A:  I currently earn an annual salary of thirty-five
thousand dollars with full benefits.

By all means, if you’re asked about your salary history, don’t
embellish. More and more companies are starting to verify applicants’
pay history, some even demanding to see W-2 forms from job seekers.
If you get the job, a falsehood discovered even years later may be
grounds for immediate dismissal. Don’t leave yourself open to this kind
of trouble.

——————

Q: Would you be willing to relocate to another city?



A:  I’d prefer to be based here, but it’s certainly a
possibility I’d be willing to consider.

You may, even in some first interviews, be asked questions that seem
to elicit a tremendous commitment on your behalf, such as this one.
Although such questions may be unfair during an initial job interview,
you may well conclude that you have nothing to gain and everything to
lose with a negative response. If you’re asked such a question
unexpectedly during an initial job interview, simply say something like
“That’s certainly a possibility” or “I’m willing to consider that.”

Later, if you receive an offer, you can find out the specific work
conditions and then decide if you wish to accept the position.
Remember, at the job-offer stage you have the most negotiating power,
and the employer may be willing to accommodate your needs. If that
isn’t the case, you might wish to explain that upon reflection, you’ve
decided you can’t (for instance) relocate but you’d like to be
considered for other positions that might open up in the future.

——————

Q: Does the frequent travel required for this work fit
into your lifestyle?

A:  The frequent travel in this consulting position is no
problem for me or my family. My wife is an airline flight
attendant, so neither of us follows the typical nine-to-five
routine.

If you’re comfortable divulging information about your family
situation, now is the time to do so. The interviewer is concerned here
that the candidate may not be able to travel as much as the job
requires. Emphasize your flexibility, or explain why travel wouldn’t be
a problem, in order to alleviate these concerns.

——————

Q: Would you be able to work extended hours as
necessary to perform the job?



A:  I’m accustomed to working long hours during the week.
I usually work until at least six-thirty, because I get a lot
done after the business office closes at five. I can make
arrangements to be available on weekends, if necessary,
though I do prefer to have at least twenty-four hours’
notice.

Your response should match closely the position you’re applying for
and should reflect a realistic understanding of the work and time
required. Ask about seasonality of work, if you’re unsure, and show a
willingness to work occasional extended hours.

——————

Q: Sell me this stapler.

A:  This is a professional-quality stapler, designed to be
functional as well as attractive. It will help you reduce
clutter on your desk by enabling you to fasten pages
together. And since papers relating to the same subject will
now be attached, you’ll be more efficient and will save
time searching for papers. Finally, its sleek shape and
black color are coordinated to match the rest of your
office furniture.

With this kind of question the interviewer will want to determine how
quickly you think on your feet, as well as your ability to communicate
effectively and succinctly. Be prepared to give a thirty-second speech
on the benefits and advantages of virtually any common office object,
from a paper clip to a telephone, particularly if you’re interviewing for
a sales position.

——————

Q: How do you feel when things go wrong with a
project? How do you handle it?

A:  Well, of course I would prefer that my projects run
smoothly at all times. However, the very nature of the
biotechnology industry means that many changes can and



probably will happen to any plan at any time. I try to
realize this from the outset and cross each bridge when I
come to it. Often I try to have alternate plans ready to go
in case of such an event. But sometimes you can’t prepare
for a problem until it’s right there in front of you.
Basically I just take it in stride.

This question is tricky. Yet the candidate understands this and has
convinced the recruiter that he or she can deal with project setbacks
without losing professional composure. The recruiter probably will not
ask directly “Can you work under pressure?” although this is what he
or she is after. Responding “I crack under the pressure” to this question
is not the way to go.

——————

Q: Prove to me that your interest is sincere.

A:  I know that a lot of people want to get into television
because of the money or because they just want to be on
camera. But to me, communicating well is an art, and the
television industry is the ultimate test of how well one
communicates. Working in television isn’t like working for
a newspaper, where if a reader misses a fact, he or she
can just go back and reread it. A television news story can
go by in a flash, and the challenge is to make sure the
audience understands it, learns from it, and, in a broader
sense, can use the information to better their lives or their
situations. It’s the way television can evoke action that’s
always made me want to be  a part of the industry.

I’m particularly interested in this station because I like
your focus on the community. Though the on-air products
have a great nineties look, it’s to your credit that the
station seems to remain focused on the tradition of local
news and what matters to its audience. The special reports
that emphasize town politics, that go on location each
week to a different town for a live shot, that explain the



big issues facing a community, make the viewer feel that
the station is a part of the community. In my opinion this
is a great way to maintain  a loyal audience.

Being unprepared to answer this question can eliminate you from
further consideration. On the other hand, if you’re able to demonstrate
a strong interest in the company and in the position, you’ll have an
advantage over the competition.

——————

Q: Tell me about yourself.

A:  I’m a production assistant with a B.A. in
communications and three years of solid broadcasting and
public-relations experience. I have extensive experience
developing and researching topics, preinterviewing guests,
and producing on-location videotapings. I have a
tremendous amount of energy and love to be challenged.
I’m constantly trying to take on additional responsibilities
and learn new things.

I’ve been watching your station for some time now, and
I’ve been impressed with your innovative approach and
your fast growth. I’d like to be a part of that winning
team.

This is a perfect opportunity to sell your qualifications to the
interviewer. Using the sixty-second pitch you developed in chapter 1 as
a guideline, briefly describe your experience, skills, accomplishments,
goals, and personal qualities. Explain your interest in the company
you’re interviewing with and how you plan on making a contribution
there. If you’re a recent college graduate, be sure to discuss your
educational qualifications as well, emphasizing the specific classes you
took that are relevant to the position.

——————

Q: What is your biggest weakness?



A:  I admit to being  a bit of a perfectionist. I take a great
deal of pride in my work and am committed to producing
the highest-quality work I can. Sometimes if I’m not
careful, though, I can go a bit overboard. I’ve learned that
it’s not always possible or even practical to try to perfect
your work—sometimes you have to decide what’s important
and ignore the rest in order to be productive. It’s a
question of trade-offs. I also pay a lot of attention to
pacing my work, so that I don’t get too caught up in
perfecting every last detail.

This is a great example of what’s known as a negative question.
Negative questions are a favorite among interviewers, because they’re
effective for uncovering problems or weaknesses. The key to answering
negative questions is to give them a positive spin. For this particular
question your best bet is to admit to a weakness that isn’t catastrophic,
inconsistent, or currently disruptive to your chosen professional field,
and to emphasize how you’ve overcome or minimized the problem.
Whatever you do, don’t answer this question with a cop-out like “I
can’t think of any,” or even worse, “I don’t really have any major
weaknesses.” This kind of response is likely to eliminate you from
contention.

——————

Q: You have seven minutes to convince me why you’re
the best candidate for this position. Go.

Instead of following a traditional question-and-answer format for a
job interview, some recruiters have been known to ask no more than
this one question. Only the most prepared candidates will survive this
type of interview. If you run into this question, your best bet is to
discuss the various sales themes you developed in chapter 1,
emphasizing one or two of your strongest qualifications for the
position.

——————



Q: How would you respond to a defaulted form Z-65
counterderivative renewal request if your manager
ordered you to do so, and if the policy under which the
executive board resolves such issues were currently
under review?

Sometimes recruiters ask seemingly impossible questions just to see
how you’ll respond. It’s not so much that they want to see you squirm
in your seat as that they want to judge how you might respond to
pressure or tension on the job. No matter how you may feel at the
time, being subjected to a ridiculous question like this one is probably
a very good sign. If you’re asked a tough question that you simply
can’t answer, think about it for a few seconds. Then, with a confident
smile and without apology, simply say something like “I don’t know,
but if you hire me, I’ll sure find out for you.”

Special Situations
Interviewing can be even more stressful when you find yourself in

what we call a special situation. Perhaps you lack paid job experience,
have been out of the workplace to raise children, are concerned about
possible discrimination because of age or disability, or are trying to
enter a field in which you have no practical experience. Not to worry!
The key to improving your chances in an interview is to emphasize
your strengths. Focus on your marketable skills (whether they were
acquired in the workplace or elsewhere), and highlight impressive
achievements, relevant education and training, and/or related interests.
And, of course, you should take care to downplay or eliminate any
information that may be construed as a weakness.

For example, if you are a “displaced homemaker” (a home-maker
entering the job market for the first time), you can highlight the special
skills you’ve acquired over the years while downplaying your lack of
paid job experience.

  
Questions for Students and Recent Graduates

Whether you’re graduating from high school or college, those of you
with little or no work history face the same dilemma it’s tough to get a



job without experience, and it seems impossible to gain experience
without getting hired. But, as you’ll see, there are ways to get around
this problem by emphasizing your strengths and educational
achievements.

——————

Q: Why weren’t your grades better?

A:  School was a wonderful experience for me. I really
enjoyed learning new ideas, I studied consistently, and I
was attentive in class. But I never believed in cramming
before the night of an exam just to get a higher grade or
staying up all night to finish a term paper. I really believe
I learned just as much as many students who went for the
grades.

It’s likely that if you’ve made it to the interview stage, you fulfill the
basic criteria for the position, including the education requirements. The
recruiter is probably trying to judge here how well the candidate
handles adversity. It’s important not to get defensive or to place blame.
Instead, try to put a positive spin on the question—for example, by
concentrating on what you learned and the extra effort you put in,
rather than on the grades you received.

——————

Q: Why did you decide to major in history?

A:  It was a difficult choice because I was also attracted to
government, international relations, and economics. But the
study of history allowed me to combine all three,
especially by focusing on economic history. What’s more, I
found several of the professors in the department to be
exceptionally knowledgeable and stimulating.

Show that you have solid, logical reasons for choosing your major. If
you can’t defend your choice of major, the interviewer will wonder
how much thought you’ve put into choosing a career. You should also
be sure that your reasons for choosing your major are compatible with



your career choice. For instance, don’t say you were an English major
because you love literature and writing if you’re applying for a position
as a banker.

——————

Q: Was there a course that you found particularly
challenging?

A:  Initially I was completely overwhelmed by the
introductory chemistry course that I took last year. No
matter how hard I studied, I seemed to be getting nowhere.
I failed the first three quizzes. So I tried a new approach.
Instead of just studying by myself, I asked a friend who’s a
chemistry major to help me with my studies. I also began
seeking help from the professor after class. And 1 found
that more time spent in the lab was critical. I ended up
with a B-plus in the course and thought I achieved a solid
understanding of the material. More than that, I learned
that tackling a new field of study sometimes requires a
new approach, not just hard work, and that the help of
others can be crucial!

The interviewer will want to see how well you respond to difficult
situations. Demonstrate that you won’t fold in the face of difficulty, and
that you’re willing to put in the extra effort to meet a challenge.

——————

Q: Why didn’t you participate more in extracurricular
activities?

A:  I wanted to give as much effort as possible to my
studies. I came from a high school in a very small town,
where I received a lot of As, but this didn’t prepare me
very well for college. So I studied very hard. I have,
however, found time to explore the city and make new
friends, and I do socialize informally on weekends.



The interviewer may be worried that if you don’t have many outside
interests, you may eventually suffer from burnout. Employers like
candidates who are well rounded and have interests outside of work. If
you didn’t participate in formal extracurricular activities in college, you
still may want to talk about some of your interests, such as reading or
exercising, that you participated in on a more informal level. For
instance, you may have a passion for running even if you weren’t on
the college track team.

  
Questions for Career Changers

For those of you who’ve devoted your careers exclusively to one
profession or industry, work experience really isn’t an issue. You have
lots of experience—but none of it relates to your current job objective.
No problem! Instead of emphasizing your job history, you’ll just have
to emphasize the skills you’ve acquired that apply to the job you’re
seeking. For example, let’s say your career has been in real estate and,
in your spare time, you like to run in marathons. Recently you heard
about an opening in the sales-and-marketing department at an athletic-
shoe manufacturer. What you need to do is emphasize the skills you
have that the employer is looking for. Not only do you have strong
sales experience, you’re familiar with the needs of the company’s
market, and that’s a powerful combination!

——————

Q: Why do you want to leave your current position?

A:  I’ve learned quite a bit about the plastics industry in
my current position and am very glad to have had the
opportunities I’ve had at Fiske, Inc. However, I’ve found
that my interests really lie in research and development,
which Fiske has recently decided to phase out over the
next two years. And that’s why I’m so interested in this
organization, because, as I understand, Randy Corporation
places a great deal of emphasis on R&D, and is also a
highly respected leader in the industry.



The interviewer’s foremost concern with career changers will always
be why they want to switch careers. Show the interviewer that your
decision has been based on careful consideration. Explain why you
decided upon this particular position, as well as how the position will
allow you to further your natural skills and interests.

——————

Q: Why would you want to leave an established career
at an employment agency for an essentially entry-level
position in marketing?

A:  I’ve enjoyed my work at the agency and have gained
many valuable skills from it. At the same time, however, I
feel as if I’ve stopped growing. I’m no longer challenged
by my work. I’ve thought about this for a long time, and
I’m confident that it’s time for a change.

As for my interest in marketing, last year my teenage
children and some of the other neighborhood kids decided
to design and sell T-shirts to benefit a local family who’d
lost their home to a fire. I pitched in by designing and
distributing posters, placing advertisements in local
newspapers) and selling shirts outside grocery stores and
shopping malls. At first I really didn’t give the project a
lot of thought, but when I saw the fruits of my labor, I
began to get very excited about it. I learned that you can
have  a great product and a great cause, but if nobody
knows about it, you’re dead in the water. I finally felt as if
I was making a difference—and I was good at it, too.
Since then I’ve taken two introductory marketing courses
and am planning to enroll in a part-time degree program
this fall.

Furthermore, I’ll be able to use many of the skills and
abilities I’ve gained at the employment agency in the
marketing field. After all, working for an employment
agency  is marketing—marketing the agency to corporate



clients and job seekers, and marketing job seekers to
corporate clients.

The interviewer is trying to determine two things: the candidate’s
motivation for choosing a new career, and the likelihood that the
candidate will be comfortable in a position where he or she will
probably have less power and responsibility than in previous jobs. To
dispel the interviewer’s fears, discuss your reasons for switching
careers, and be sure to show that you have a solid understanding of the
position and the industry in general. Many candidates expect to start
their new careers in a job comparable to the one they held previously.
But the truth is that most career changers must start in lower—if not
entry-level—positions in their new company to gain basic experience
and knowledge of the field.

  
Questions for Candidates Re-entering the Job Market

There’s no doubt about it, if you’ve been out of the workforce for a
while, you’re facing some troubling issues. You may be feeling
anxious, wondering if you’ve still got what it takes to make it out
there. The key element for you is to make sure all of your skills are
up-to-date. If they aren’t, you should consider retraining, which might
mean learning a new computer program or taking a class at the local
college. If your skills are current, not to worry. What you’ll need to
emphasize is your previous job experience and skills, ways you’ve kept
up-to-date during your leave (reading trade journals, doing freelance
work, attending seminars), and the skills you’ve learned at home that
can be transferred to the workplace.

——————

Q: Your resume doesn’t list any job experience in the
past few years. Why not?

A:  I took five years off to raise my son, Jason, who’s now
in kindergarten. It was a difficult decision for me, but at
the time, I decided I wouldn’t be able to commit myself
100 percent to my career with such tremendous
responsibilities at home. And I didn’t think it would be fair



to my employer to give any less than my complete and
total commitment. I believe it was the right decision for
me at the time, but now I feel refreshed and ready to
devote myself full-time to my career.

Whatever the reason for your hiatus, be honest. Discuss the decisions
behind your absence, whether they were to stay home and raise a
family or to recuperate from a debilitating injury. Tell the interviewer
why you’re now ready to return to work. Most important, emphasize
your eagerness to resume your career.

——————

Q: I see you’ve been out of work for a while. What
difficulties have you had in finding a job that’s
compatible with your interests?

A:  It’s true that I’ve been out of my field for the last four
years, but I’ve had a number of tempting offers to jump
back in. However, I thought it was important to stay home
with my new baby and also continue a part-time family
business, which I ran out of our home while my husband
was completing law school. Now that that’s behind us, I’m
ready to return to my career in the entertainment industry.

The real question behind the interviewer’s curiosity here is why
someone else hasn’t taken this candidate off the market. Why isn’t the
candidate in greater demand? Is he or she being too unrealistic or
perhaps going after random positions? Is there something in the job
seeker’s past that others have discovered? You’ll need to alleviate such
concerns by frankly discussing your situation. Be sure to emphasize
how you’ve remained involved in your career during your sabbatical, as
well as your eagerness to rejoin the workforce.

——————

Q: Your resume indicates that you’ve been

working for the past two years as a part-time clerk at
Reliable Insurance Brokers. How will this experience



help you in your banking career?

A:  Reliable was in the process of computerizing its files,
and I was hired primarily to check the computerized files
for accuracy  vis-a-vis the manual files. I recorded premium
payments, prepared bank deposits, and sorted payables.
Not only did this work help me keep my accounting skills
current, I also learned valuable computer skills that will
certainly help me become even more efficient and
productive in my next position in banking.

The interviewer may be concerned here that the candidate is simply
applying for any available job, rather than for a specific position in a
specific field. Explain how your experience relates to the position
you’re applying for, and discuss any skills you’ve gained that are
transferable to the position and company.

Illegal Interview Questions
Illegal interview questions probe into your private life or personal

background. Federal law forbids employers from discriminating against
any person on the basis of sex, age, race, national origin, or religion.
For instance, an interviewer may not ask you about your age or your
date of birth. However, she or he may ask you if you’re over eighteen
years of age.

If you’re asked an illegal question at a job interview, keep in mind
that many employers simply don’t know what’s legal and illegal. One
strategy is to try to discover the concerns behind the question and then
address them. For instance, if the employer asks you about your plans
to have children, he or she may be concerned that you won’t be able
to fulfill the travel requirements of the position. Sexist? You bet. But
it’s to your advantage to try to alleviate those concerns.

Try to get to the heart of the issue behind the question by saying
something like “I’m not quite sure I understand what you’re getting at.
Would you please explain to me how this issue is relevant to the
position?” Once the interviewer’s real concerns are on the table, you
can allay those concerns by saying something like “I’m very interested
in developing my career. Travel is definitely not a problem for me—in



fact, I enjoy it tremendously. Now, let me direct your attention to my
experience and expertise in ...”

Alternatively, you may choose to answer the question or to gracefully
point out that the question is illegal and decline to respond. Avoid
reacting in a hostile fashion—remember that you can always decide
later to decline a job offer.

Any of the following responses are acceptable ways to handle these
tricky situations without blowing your chances for a job offer. Choose
the response that’s most comfortable for you.

——————

Q: What religion do you practice?

Answer 1: I make it a point not to mix my personal
beliefs with my work, if that’s what you mean. I assure you
that I value my career too much for that.

Answer 2: I’m not quite sure I understand what you’re
getting at. Would you please explain to me how this issue
is relevant to the position?

Answer 3: That question makes me uncomfortable. I’d
really rather not answer it.

——————

Q: How old are you?

Answer 1: I’m in my fifties and have over thirty years of
experience in this industry. My area of expertise is in ...

Answer 2: I’m too young to retire, but I’m old enough to
know better than to answer a question like that.

Answer 3: I’m not quite sure I understand what you’re
getting at. Would you please explain to me how this issue
is relevant to the position?

Answer 4: That question makes me uncomfortable. I’d
really rather not answer it.



——————

Q: Are you married?

Answer 1: No.

Answer 2: Yes, I am. But I keep my family life separate
from my work life so that I can put all my effort into my
job. I’m flexible when it comes to travel and late hours, as
my references can confirm.

Answer 3: I’m not quite sure I understand what you’re
getting at. Would you please explain to me how this issue
is relevant to the position?

Answer 4: That question makes me uncomfortable. I’d
really rather not answer it.

——————

Q: Do you have children?

Answer 1: No.

Answer 2: Yes, I do. But I keep my family life separate
from my work life so that I can put all my effort into my
job. I’m flexible when it comes to travel and late hours, as
my references can confirm.

Answer 3: I’m not quite sure I understand what you’re
getting at. Would you please explain to me how this issue
is relevant to the position?

Answer 4: That question makes me uncomfortable. I’d
really rather not answer it.

——————

Q: Do you plan to have children?

Answer 1: No.



Answer 2: It’s certainly a consideration, but if I do, it
won’t be for some time. I want to do the best job I can
for this company and have no plans to leave just as 1
begin to make meaningful contributions.

Answer 3: / can’t answer that right now. But if I ever do
decide to have children, I wouldn’t let it detract from my
work. Becoming  a parent is important, but my career is
certainly very important to me, too. I plan on putting all
of my efforts into this job and this company.

Answer 4: I’m not quite sure I understand what you’re
getting at. Would you please explain to me how this issue
is relevant to the position?

Answer 5: That question makes me uncomfortable. I’d
really rather not answer it.



PART THREE

After the Interview



CHAPTER  6

Clinching the Deal

You’ve made it through the toughest part—but now what? First,
breathe a sigh of relief! Then, as soon as you’ve left the interview site,
write down your thoughts about the interview while they’re still fresh
in your mind. Ask yourself these key questions:

• What does the position entail?

• What do you like and dislike about the position and the
company?

• Did you make any mistakes or have trouble answering any of
the questions?

• Did you feel you were well prepared?

• If not, what could you do to improve your performance in the
future?

Carefully consider all of these questions; if you find that your
performance was lacking, work to improve it.

Be sure to record the name and title of the person you interviewed
with, as well as the names and titles of anyone else you may have
met. Ideally, you’ll have collected their business cards. Don’t forget to



write down what the next agreed-upon step will be. Will the recruiter
contact you? How soon?

Writing Your Follow-up Letter
It’s fair to say that follow-up letters won’t necessarily help you secure
the job, but not sending one will most certainly hurt your chances. You
should write a follow-up letter immediately after each interview you
have, ideally within twenty-four hours. The letter should be brief (no
more than a page) and personalized. In your letter, you should be sure
to:

• Express your appreciation for the opportunity to interview with
the recruiter.

• Express your continued enthusiasm about the position and the
company.

• Recap your strengths, being careful to relate them to the
requirements of the job and the company.

• Request to meet again.

The following is an example of a good follow-up letter:
  

Sample Follow-up Letter
  

178 N. Green Street
Chicago, IL 60657

(312) 555-5555
(312) 555-5050

  
October 2, 1999

  
Pat Cummings
Personnel Manager
Any Corporation
1140 State Street



Chicago, IL 60601
  

Dear Ms. Cummings:
  

It was a pleasure meeting with you yesterday regarding the research-
assistant position. I enjoyed learning more about the opportunity and
about Any Corporation.

The position is exciting and seems to encompass a diversity of
responsibilities. I believe that with my experience and skills, I’m
qualified to make a valuable contribution to your organization.

Should you require additional information, please don’t hesitate to
contact me at either telephone number listed above or at (312) 555-
1212.

I look forward to hearing from you.
  

Sincerely,
  

  
Chris Smith

  
Allow the interviewer five to ten business days to contact you after

receiving your letter. If you still haven’t heard anything after that time,
you should follow up with a phone call. Express your continued
interest in the firm and the position, and inquire as to whether or not a
decision has been made or when you’ll be notified.

In the meantime, it’s important to keep your candidacy fresh in the
interviewer’s mind. Send work that intrigued the interviewer (for
example, brochures or writing samples). If the conversation during the
interview provided any possibilities for follow-up, such as reading an
article or book, drop a note to the interviewer, mentioning how much
you learned from the piece. Or if you discovered during the interview
that you share common interests with the interviewer, such as sailing or
rock climbing, consider sending the person a great article you just
found on the topic. Not only will this ensure that you don’t get lost in



the shuffle, it will help you establish a sense of camaraderie with the
interviewer. Though this technique won’t guarantee you the position, it
certainly can’t hurt if it gets the interviewer in your corner!

Taking the Next Step
Don’t be discouraged if you don’t receive an immediate response from
an employer—most companies interview many applicants before making
a final decision. Take advantage of this time to contact other firms, and
to schedule more interviews, so that if a rejection does come, you have
other options open. Continuing to job-hunt and to interview will have
been a good idea even if you end up receiving the job offer.
Ultimately, you may have a number of opportunities to choose from,
and you’ll be in a better position to negotiate terms.

If you place too much importance on a single interview, not only are
you bound to be unduly disappointed if the offer doesn’t come through,
you’ll be wasting valuable time and energy. So keep plugging away!

Handling Rejection
Rejection is inevitable, and it’s bound to happen to you just as it
happens to all other job hunters. The key is to be prepared for it and
not to take it personally.

One way you can turn rejection around is by contacting each person
who sends you a rejection letter. Thank your contact for considering
you for the position and request that he or she keep you in mind for
future openings. If you feel comfortable, you may want to ask the
person for suggestions to help you improve your chances of getting a
job in that industry or for the names of people who might be looking
for someone with your skills. You may want to say something like
“What would you do in my situation? Whom would you call?”

Two cautions are in order: First, don’t ask employers to tell you why
they didn’t hire you. Not only will this place a recruiter in a very
awkward position, you’ll probably get a very negative reaction. Second,
keep in mind that if you contact employers solely for impartial
feedback, not everyone will be willing to talk to you.

A well-written thank-you note, mailed within one or two days of
receiving notice of rejection, makes a positive statement. When Danny



P was turned down for a position as a publicity director, he quickly
wrote his interviewer a letter that expressed his disappointment at not
being offered the job, but also his thanks for the company’s
consideration of his qualifications. The interviewer was so impressed by
Danny’s initiative, she provided him several contact names to assist in
his continued search.

In your letter, emphasize an ongoing interest in being considered for
future openings. Also, be very careful to use an upbeat tone. Although
you may be disappointed, you don’t want to put the employer on the
defensive or imply that you don’t respect his or her decision. Above
all, don’t give up! Stay positive and motivated, and learn from the
process. Success could be right around the corner!



CHAPTER  7

The Art of Negotiation

In today’s tough economy, one of the most nerve-racking steps on the
trail to a new job is near the end of the path: deciding whether or not
to accept an offer. On the one hand, if you’ve been in the job market
for some time, your instincts may scream, “I’ll take it! I’ll take it!”
before the last syllables of the offer are out of the recruiter’s mouth.
On the other, you may also be worrying that the salary won’t even
cover the cost of all those stamps you’ve used to send out resumes and
cover letters over the past few months.

Faced with these conflicting emotions, many job seekers can make
unnecessary, costly mistakes during this final, vitally important stage.
Far too many people sell themselves short without even exploring their
options. Others have wildly unrealistic expectations of the level of
compensation they should expect. Still others get so wrapped up in
money questions they forget to consider other issues—a big mistake.

Important Factors to Consider
If you’re going to consider a job offer seriously, be confident that this
is a job you really want. If you’re just graduating, is the job in the
field you’d like to pursue? Are you willing to live and work in the
area in question? Would you enjoy the work schedule? The way of
life?



Whether or not a job will help your career progress is ultimately a
much more important question than what your starting salary will be.
In some organizations, you may be given a lot of responsibility right
away but then find your upward progress blocked. Make sure you
know if there are opportunities for advancement. Ask about
performance reviews: how often are they conducted?

Other information you should have in order to make a sound decision
includes:

• Start date

• Job title and associated responsibilities

• Salary, overtime, and compensation

• Bonus structure

• Tuition reimbursement

• Vacation and parental-leave policy

• Life-, medical-, and dental-insurance coverage

• Pension plan

• Travel requirements

Ideally, these issues will have been covered during the course of the
interview process or at the time the job offer is made. But if you’re
unsure of any of this information, don’t assume that the specifics will
be to your satisfaction. Contact the personnel representative or recruiter
and confirm all important details.

  
Work Environment

Another important factor to consider is the kind of environment
you’ll be working in. Is the company’s atmosphere comfortable,
challenging, and exciting? Consider specifics, including office or
workstation setting, privacy, proximity to other staff, amount of space,
noise level, and lighting. How much interaction occurs between
coworkers? Some organizations strongly encourage teamwork and



dialogue among staff, whereas others prefer to emphasize individual
accomplishment. Which approach works better for you? Remember: If
you don’t like the work environment before you accept the job, you
probably won’t like it as an employee.

  
Salary and Benefits

Money may seem like the biggest criterion in accepting a job, but it
can often cloud the decision-making process. Don’t accept a job that
you’re not enthusiastic about simply because the starting salary is a few
thousand dollars higher than what you’re currently making. It’s
probably more important to find a job that lets you do something you
enjoy. Ask yourself whether the position presents a career path with
upward movement and long-range income potential.

Benefits can make a big difference in your compensation package, so
don’t overlook them! Perhaps the most important benefit to consider is
health insurance. With health-insurance costs skyrocketing, you should
be sure to find out if the company covers these costs in full. If the
company, like many others, pays only a percentage of these costs,
make certain that you can afford to pay the difference out of your own
pocket.

And what about life, dental, and disability insurance? Does the
company have a bonus structure or profit-sharing plan? These things
can contribute significantly to your salary. Is there a pension plan?
How many vacation days or sick days will you get? You should
consider all of these factors carefully.

If you plan to continue your education, it’s important to find out if
the organization will pay for your tuition and if the employer will give
you time to attend classes. Some organizations offer tuition incentives
but require so much overtime that it’s very difficult to take advantage
of the benefit.

Do Your Homework
Supplement the information that the organization provides by searching
journals and newspapers for articles about the company and, if possible,
by talking to current employees. Try to get objective comments—not,
for instance, information from someone who was recently fired by the



company. Alumni of your college or university who hold similar
positions or are employed by the same organization may be an
excellent source of information.

Negotiating the Offer
The prospect of negotiating salary and benefits strikes fear into the
hearts of many job seekers young and old. But handling the inevitable
money questions doesn’t have to be difficult. And the more you think
about them in advance, the easier they’ll be for you to answer. Let’s go
through the process step by step.

First, the basics. Never try to negotiate salary or benefits until after
you’ve gotten an offer. Try it, and you’ll look as if you care more
about money than about putting your skills to work for the company.
Your goals at an interview are simple: (1) prove to the recruiter that
you’re well-suited to the job as you understand it, and (2) make sure
that you feel comfortable with the prospect of performing the job and
working in the environment the company offers.

If you’ve been offered a position, congratulations! The hard part is
over. If you feel uncomfortable about negotiating for a salary, relax.
The tables are now turned in your favor. Think about it—you’ve
already gotten what you want. Until you say yes to the offer, the
burden is on the recruiter. He or she has put a lot of time and effort
into finding the right candidate and has decided that you are that
person. If you say no, the recruiter will have wasted a lot of energy
and may have to go back to square one to find another candidate.

So don’t worry about the recruiter’s withdrawing his or her
handshake and showing you the door if you dare to ask if the
company’s offer is flexible. The worst case might be that the employer
tells you your salary is set by company policy and there’s really no
room to negotiate. But the recruiter may just as likely tell you he or
she can’t give you an immediate answer and will have to get back to
you.

The most important thing to remember about salary negotiations is
that most salaries are  negotiable. That doesn’t mean that you name a
figure and the employer either matches it or doesn’t. It means that
you’re ready to listen to what the recruiter has to offer, and give it



consideration. To succeed in negotiation, both parties have to reach an
agreement with which both are happy. If you somehow succeed at
winning yourself a bigger paycheck but antagonize your future boss in
doing so, trouble lies ahead. If, on the other hand, you set realistic
expectations and realize that you may not get everything you want,
you’ll probably do just fine.

Just how do you know how much you should expect? The answer is
the same as in every other step of your job search: Do your
homework. Contact your professional association or read the trade
journals for your industry. Call employment agencies to find out
salaries of jobs listed with them; read the newspaper help-wanted ads.
Alumni of your college or university in similar positions (or employed
by the same organization) may also be an excellent source of
information. Doing this research will give you an idea of the general
salary level you can realistically expect.

Setting realistic expectations is especially important for the entry-level
job seeker or recent graduate. If you don’t have a lot of professional
experience, you don’t leave the recruiter with much hard evidence on
which to base a decision. Instead, you’re asking him or her to take a
leap of faith based on potential that you’ve demonstrated in classes,
internships, volunteer work, or extracurricular activities. Without a track
record of professional experience, your arsenal is missing a powerful
weapon. This is why entry-level salaries are often determined by the
marketplace. That leaves you very little leverage with which to
negotiate. Even so, that doesn’t mean you can’t give it a try.

On the other hand, if you have some experience under your belt and
are looking for a midlevel or executive-level position, your negotiating
power might be much greater. For a lucky (or unlucky) few at the top
of the heap, salary and benefit negotiations can be as complex and
painstakingly slow as a bill passing through Congress. If you’re like
most people, you’re not in that group. Whatever your level of
experience, your task is to try to figure out just how high the employer
is likely to go.

If, after listening politely to the specifics of the offer, you’re left
hoping for a higher salary, greater health coverage, or something else,
it’s okay to say so (calmly). Find out if the offer is firm. If it seems



there may be some room to negotiate, make sure you have a specific
figure in mind, because if the recruiter does have the freedom to barter,
he or she will probably ask you point-blank to supply a figure that
would satisfy you.

When you’re asked that question, rule number one is as follows:
Don’t tip your hand by giving the interviewer a concrete number for
which you’re willing to settle.  You don’t want to take yourself out of
the running by naming a figure that’s absurdly optimistic, and you
certainly don’t want to risk naming a figure that’s lower than what the
employer is ready to offer. Instead of naming your price, say something
like, “Based on my experience and skills, and the demands of the
position, I’d expect to earn an appropriate figure. Can you give me
some idea what kind of range you have in mind?”

If you’re pressed about salary requirements during an interview and
you feel you must name a figure, give a salary range instead of your
most recent salary. And don’t forget to add in the value of your
insurance, pension, or any other benefits you had.

Naming a salary range gives you a chance to hook on to a figure
that’s also in the range the company has in mind. In fact, many
companies base their offers on sliding salary scales. Therefore, if you
name a range of, say, twenty-five to thirty thousand dollars, it just may
be that the company was considering a range of twenty-two to twenty-
eight thousand dollars. In this case, you’ll be more likely to receive an
offer in the mid-to-upper end of your range. Of course, your experience
and qualifications also play a part here. If you’re just starting out and
have little experience, the recruiter may be more likely to stick toward
the lower end of the scale.

A few words about projecting the right attitude when discussing
money—try not to reveal what you’re thinking. Even if the salary offer
seems barely above poverty level, it wouldn’t be wise to inform the
recruiter of that fact. Similarly, if the offer is much higher than you
expected, doing cartwheels around the room probably wouldn’t be
appropriate, either.

In all seriousness, though your appearance and demeanor are
important throughout your career, they are especially important at the



interview and offer stages. If you want to be a professional, start right
away by acting like one.

Some final notes. The point of your job search isn’t salary
negotiation; it’s finding a job that you’ll be happy with, that you’ll
grow with, and that will allow you to be yourself. If your starting
salary isn’t the one you dreamed about, but the job presents the right
opportunity, think about the possibility of commanding a higher salary
once you’ve had a chance to make yourself invaluable to the
organization.

On the other hand, if the salary or benefits fall far short of your
realistic expectations, despite all your efforts to negotiate, nothing says
you have to take the job. Don’t make the mistake of accepting a
position with which you’re fundamentally unhappy. Trust your instincts
—if you’re dissatisfied with the employer before your start date, don’t
bet that the situation will improve after you start.
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