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PREFACE

I make my living from interviewing candidates. Employers ask me to train their interviewers and design assessment centres for them. In writing this book, I’m a gamekeeper turned poacher. So trust me when I say that I know the kinds of questions that interviewers are going to ask.

You want to succeed at interviews. Perhaps you have a suspicion that you aren’t putting yourself across to the very best of your ability during interviews. Or maybe you haven’t attended an interview in a while and simply want to do some preparation. Whatever your situation, this is the book for you. You know you can do the job – you just need some help in persuading interviewers to give you the chance to prove it.

Well, here’s a secret: Succeeding at interviews is like succeeding in a game. Yes, an interview is a game. And, like any other game, interviewing has rules. Sure, some of the rules are unspoken and an interviewer will never tell you to your face that you have broken a rule. But if you break the rules, you will not get offered the job. Follow the rules, and you will get offered the job. It’s that simple. Because the person who gets the job is not always the best person for the job; more often than not, they simply know the most about how to get hired.

I wrote the first edition of this book because I was seeing too many candidates who were just not doing themselves justice. With this fifth edition, I’ve added further questions that interviewers can ask as well as more sample answers to illustrate how to deal with those tough interview topics. I’ve also added some of my top tips on creating outstanding CVs and covering letters that are sure to get you invited to more interviews.

But I want to stress that getting offered the job isn’t just about what you say – it’s also about how you say it. So even though you must have good answers to the many questions that interviewers may ask you, you also have to think about how you use your voice and body language to help you get your personality and confidence across to wow the interviewers.

To help you get the most from this fifth edition, I’ve laid out some of the most important advice in the book using the following icons:

[image: Illustration] These speech bubbles highlight sample answers that illustrate how to deal with some of the tough interview questions you may be asked. However, remember that to succeed in your own interiews, you must work out your own response rather than simply learning the sample answers off-by-heart!
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	These ticks point to tips and key ideas that will help you to show yourself off in the best possible light and really impress the interviewers.







I’m confident that this book covers just about every interview scenario that you might have to deal with. Filled with just about every question that you might be asked as well as examples of proven answers, it will help you prepare responses that are perfect for you. Never be caught out by an interview question ever again. Perhaps you want to join a big international company or a local firm. Maybe you want to work in the private or public sector. Whether you are a school leaver looking for your first job or a senior executive searching for a better job, I guarantee you will learn something new from this book. Whatever you are looking for, you can be confident of making a great impression and acing that interview. So prepare to stand out from the other candidates, and land the job you want. Your next job is within arm’s reach!


Chapter 1

DOING YOUR HOMEWORK

In this chapter …

■  Understanding what interviewers are looking for

■  Learning to decipher job adverts

■  Researching employers

■  Making contact by telephone

■  Getting invited to more interviews

Anyone can improve their performance at interview. No matter how much you hate interviews, no matter how long it has been since you had an interview, no matter how nervous you might feel, I can guarantee you that doing your homework will boost your confidence and improve your chances of securing a job.

Being invited to an interview is a significant step. Many employers see hundreds of CVs or application forms and only shortlist a handful of candidates to invite to interview. You should pat yourself on the back for getting this far. So don’t mess it up now.

There are a few people who are naturally extroverted and able to excel during interviews. But for most people it doesn’t come naturally. And that’s why success at interviews usually comes down to good preparation and practice. Long before they get in front of any interviewers, the best candidates have spent many hours researching the organisation and the nature of the role, working out answers to likely interview questions, and then rehearsing to make sure they can present themselves as confident, enthusiastic people. In fact, I’d say that as much as 90 percent of what determines success at interview comes down to good preparation and rehearsal.

Candidates who do experience interview nerves get the most out of preparation. Many candidates feel nervous during interviews because they are worried what an interviewer might ask them. But if you have done your preparation, you will be ready to answer any question that an interviewer could ask you. Well-prepared candidates usually find that a large chunk of their anxiety about interviews simply melts away when they feel confident in their preparation.

The more you prepare, the greater your chances will be of coming across as a confident candidate who deserves the job. And this chapter covers exactly what you need to research and prepare before you face any interviewer.
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	Always write up some notes about each organisation that you have an interview with. You can look at your notes again on the morning of your interview to refresh your memory as to key points.







UNDERSTANDING THE SECRETS OF INTERVIEW SUCCESS

It goes without saying that interviewers want to hire good candidates. But what exactly are they looking for? The answer lies in the ‘four Cs’ of interview characteristics:

■  Competence – interviewers want to hire candidates who have the knowledge, skills and qualities to make a difference to their organisations. They are not just looking for any old person to fill the position, but somebody who can learn quickly, go the extra mile, and help the team to achieve its goals. Successful candidates show interviewers that they have a track record of achieving goals on behalf of their employers.

■  Commitment – interviewers want to hire people who will stay in the job for a while. They don’t want to hire someone and train them up only for that person to leave after a few months and for them to have to recruit, interview and train another person all over again. Successful candidates demonstrate their commitment to each different job they interview for.

■  Confidence – employers want to hire people who feel comfortable dealing with a range of situations, such as asserting themselves with colleagues and customers. Successful candidates think about how they use their voice, eye contact and body language to convey that they are poised and self-assured.

■  Chemistry – interviewers don’t want to hire robots. They want to hire candidates that they feel they get on with – candidates they feel they could share a joke with, have a drink with after work, and so on. Successful candidates focus as much on building rapport with the interviewers as on answering the questions themselves.

Bear these key lessons in mind as you read through the rest of the advice in this book.

STUDYING JOB ADVERTS FOR CRUCIAL INFORMATION

Always keep copies of all the job adverts that you have responded to. It can take anywhere from several weeks to a few months before you get invited to interview and you don’t want to have to rely on your memory alone to uncover the questions you may be asked.

Begin your homework by returning to the original advert that alerted you to the vacancy. Read through the job advert and take a look at the key words and phrases in the advert to help you to figure out what the key skills and characteristics required for the job are. Then you will be able to prepare for the questions that the interviewer is most likely to ask you.
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	Use a highlighter pen to pick out key phrases in the job advert. And then brainstorm at least three possible questions that an interviewer could ask you about each of those key phrases.







Consider the following three examples:

Figure 1


EXCITING OPPORTUNITY FOR A PERSONAL ASSISTANT!

Gold Asset Management Limited is looking for a personal assistant to support a busy Managing Director.

You will schedule appointments, deal with travel arrangements for his frequent international trips and use the latest computer software to prepare presentations for him. You will also manage occasional projects in liaison with external clients.

To be successful in this role, you will need to be highly self-motivated. Central London location. £ dependent on experience.

Email: ashley.peterson@gold-assetmanagement.co.uk



So what does the advert in Figure 1 say about the questions that you could be asked? Looking at some of the underlined key words and phrases, we can deduce the following:

■  As the job is looking for a ‘personal assistant’, you would need to be ready to talk about your previous experience in other roles as a personal assistant. The interviewer might ask: ‘What have your previous bosses been like in the past?’ ‘What kind of person do you most enjoy working with?’

■  ‘Deal with travel arrangements’ suggests that you might need to be able to respond to questions such as: ‘Your Managing Director needs to be in Paris on Friday afternoon. It is now Thursday afternoon and the airline has just rung to tell you that they have had to cancel the flights. What would you do now?’

■  Be ready to talk about your experience of the ‘latest computer software’. What packages are you familiar with?

■  The phrase ‘projects in liaison with external clients’ actually throws up two separate areas to cover. What is your experience of having managed projects? And be ready to talk about examples of how you have dealt with the demands of clients.

■  Since the advert is looking for someone who is ‘highly self-motivated’, would you be able to provide examples of how you have motivated yourself at work?

Here is a second job advert:

Figure 2


IT SALES EXECUTIVE

We are looking to appoint two extra sales executives with experience of selling IT hardware and software.

The successful candidate will have:

■  good working knowledge of the ABC and XYZ hardware systems;

■  excellent presentation skills;

■  a proven track record of selling to clients, either face-to-face, through telesales, or a combination of the two.

■  the ability to work independently without supervision.

Please contact Sushma Patel for further details and an application form by calling 020 3458 5681.



Reading the advert in Figure 2, we can deduce that the interviewers may want to discuss topics such as:

■  Your knowledge of the ABC and XYZ systems. For example, if you do not have working knowledge of one of those systems, you might need to come up with good examples of how you learnt quickly about other systems. You need to be able to prove to the interviewers that you could get up to speed about their systems without problems.

■  Your ‘presentation skills’. In order to impress the interviewers, you should be able to talk about how you prepared presentations, perhaps drafted any slides, and then presented them to clients or customers.

■  Your ‘track record of selling’. You must be able to explain how you managed to sell to customers in the past. How did you overcome their objections? What tactics did you use to understand their needs and close the sale? What size orders did those customers place with you? Interviewers can sometimes ask very detailed questions, so make sure you can talk in depth about the situations you dealt with in the past.

■  Your ability to ‘work independently without supervision’. Can you think of situations in which you took the initiative and got on with a job rather than simply sitting around waiting for your boss to tell you what to do?

Here’s a final example for a managerial job:

Reading the job advert opposite, we can make certain deductions about the key skills that may be involved and therefore the questions they might ask:

■  The fact that the company describes itself as working in ‘industrial components’ and ‘manufacturing’ immediately throws up two questions that an interviewer might ask. Firstly, ‘Do you have any relevant experience in this sector?’ Secondly, if you do not have directly relevant experience, ‘Why are you interested in working in this sector?’

Figure 3


GRADUATE MANAGEMENT OPPORTUNITY

Europe’s premier industrial components company Bayern McFadden is seeking a graduate-calibre manager to revitalise its UK manufacturing division.

Successful candidates will have significant experience of leading teams to turn around business performance. You will work alongside continental European managers to deliver results. MBA would be an advantage.

Considerable salary and bonus for the right candidate.

For an application form, please contact Janet Baxendale on 030 7000 8080.



■  ‘Graduate-calibre’ does not mean that you necessarily need to be a graduate. If you managed to get an interview, then obviously you have the right experience. But you may be asked questions about the reasons why you did not go to university and how you have you developed your skills over the years.

■  The words ‘revitalise’ and ‘turn around business performance’ indicate that the division is not doing very well. So be ready to answer questions such as: ‘In your career so far, can you give me an example of how you have improved the performance of a business?’ and ‘If we offered you the job, what steps would you first take to tackle the performance of the division?’

■  ‘Leading teams’ suggests that the interviewer might ask a question such as: ‘When working with a new team, how do you go about building your relationships with the team?’

■  The phrase ‘work alongside continental European managers’ throws up questions about your language skills and previous experience of working across cultural boundaries.

■  The phrase ‘deliver results’ suggests that you are able to set targets, work to deadlines, and achieve measurable benefits.

■  Finally, if you do not have an ‘MBA’, then you must be able to give a credible reason why you should still be considered for the job if you do not possess an MBA or some similar business qualification.

By looking closely at the job advert, you should be able to work out the main topics that the interviewers are likely to want to cover. Chapters 4 to 8 will give you some advice on how to construct good responses.

RESEARCHING YOUR PROSPECTIVE EMPLOYER

Employers like to feel special. They want to hire candidates who want to work for them rather than any other company. And being able to talk about the reasons you want to join this particular organisation is a way of making yourself stand out from most of the crowd.

At a minimum, you should be able to find out answers to the following questions:

■  What sort of business are they in? What services or products does the organisation offer?

■  What are the company’s vision, mission, and values? In other words, what does the organisation aim to achieve and how does it aim to do it?

■  Who are the key people within the organisation? For example, if the chairman, chief executive, or any of the directors are well-known figures in the local or international community, make sure you know their names so that you don’t look confused should an interviewer drop their names into the discussion.

■  What is the organisation’s strategy for the future? What plans or investments do they have lined up going forwards?

■  Approximately how many staff does the organisation employ? Are they a very large or a very small employer?

■  Where does the organisation have offices? Is it concentrated in just one location or many locations around the country or even the world?

■  Who are their competitors? What products and services do those competitors offer? And how do the products and services of your prospective employer differ from those of its competitors?

■  What are the trends across the industry? What are the main challenges and opportunities facing organisations within this sector?
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	Be prepared to invest serious effort in researching each prospective employer. Avoid simply memorising facts about the organisation – try to form your own opinions about it too.







Read and read some more

In your preparation, you should read ravenously. Any snippet you pick up could make the difference in showing that you have invested time and effort to understand the organisation.

Be sure to read any marketing literature that the organisation has. For example, if the company sends information out, you should ring the customer care line and ask for brochures and so on. Most organisations have websites too and, quite frankly, candidates who don’t read up on an organisation on their website really do not deserve to get offered the job!

Of course, search engines such as Google provide easy access to a large volume of information about employers too. One of the best tactics is simply to enter the organisation’s name into the search box at www.google.com and to read all about the company there.

However, some information may only be available in specialist trade publications. So don’t assume that you can do all your research from the comfort of your own home. Putting in a couple of hours to visit a university library or city business library may pay dividends when it comes to telling the interviewer about some insight that you have gleaned that other candidates have not spotted.

Look, listen, and learn

Reading up on an organisation is a great start. But top candidates go further by putting in some legwork to research potential employers too. Make sure to:

■  Visit physical locations of the employer. For example, go to several different branches of a bank, a retailer’s shops on the high street, a car manufacturer’s showrooms, and so on. If you can buy, try, or get a feel for the company’s products or services before an interview, you will give yourself a significant advantage.

■  Talk to people who are associated with the organisation. For example, pop into the company’s shops, branches, or showrooms, and talk to the staff. Tell them that you are thinking about taking a job with the company and ask for a few of their thoughts. You never know what information you might pick up. Someone could even warn you about favourite questions that the interviewers at head office like to ask!

■  Ask friends, family, and acquaintances for information about the organisation. Even if they do not know anything about the organisation, you may find that they know people who have had contact with the organisation. Even talking to someone in the same industry could be helpful. So ask the people you know for introductions to people who may know either about the particular organisation or its general industry.
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	Try to find out something about the organisation that isn’t written on its website or in any literature. Interviewers are always much more impressed by candidates who have taken the time to move beyond desk research.







Telephone ahead

Apart from the time, date, and location of the interview, you will also need to know who you are going to be interviewed by. But there is other information that you should find out before your interview as well. Simply pick up the telephone and politely try to ask the recruitment coordinator, a relevant human resources manager, or the interviewer’s secretary:

■  How many people will be interviewing you?

■  What are their names and job titles?

■  Will there be just one interview or perhaps a series of interviews, or even some tests and an assessment centre?

■  Do they have a job description for the vacancy? And will they let you see it beforehand?

Also try to sort out practical issues such as getting directions, or asking whether you will be able to claim for travel expenses. You do not want to bother the interviewer about such relatively trivial matters.
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	Be sure to be unfailingly polite on the telephone. Any rudeness to a receptionist or secretary could easily get reported back to your interviewer.







GETTING INVITED TO MORE INTERVIEWS

If you find that you’re not getting offered as many interviews as you’d like, I suggest that you take a good look at both your CV and the covering letters or emails that you’ve written to go alongside of them.

Most employers receive many dozens (if not hundreds) of applications for every vacancy. So you really need to put in the time to make sure that you stand out from the crowd.

Remember the basics

I almost hate to mention these, because you probably already know them. But I do see candidates making certain mistakes over and over again. So here are some essential pointers for creating great CVs and covering letters:

■  Print on good quality A4 white paper. Avoid using coloured paper as employers hate such attention-grabbing tactics.

■  Use the same font or typeface on both your CV and covering letter. Use the default font size that comes with your word processing software. Avoid using a smaller font size in an attempt to pack in more information as doing so implies that you can’t prioritise what’s important and what’s not.

■  Use the standard margins, headers and footers for your CV. Avoid shrinking these so you can pack more information onto your CV – this also smacks of an inability to summarise your skills concisely.

■  Check the spelling of both documents and ideally have a friend check them over too to ensure you haven’t missed any mistakes.

In constructing both your CV and covering letter, a great principle is to include only information that is relevant to the job you’re applying for. For example, if you’re applying for a job in computing and have four years’ experience of working with computers and three years of having worked in retail, then by all means emphasise your computing experience by writing about your relevant responsibilities and achievements in depth. You’ll want to write much less about the years you spent working in retail to avoid giving the impression that you should be working in retail.
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	Keep your CV to two pages – or three if you have more than 15 years’ work experience. Your CV should be a concise summary of your top skills and key achievements, not just a list of everything you’ve ever done. Keep your covering letter to one page.







Prune your CV

I interview lots of candidates on behalf of employers so I see quite a few CVs. One of the main faults I see on CVs is that they are often too cluttered. Being cluttered isn’t wrong exactly, but it does mean that an employer finds it more difficult to see what’s important.

Here are my top tips for ensuring that your CV makes a great impact:

■  Write mostly about your last three jobs and/or the last 5 to 7 years. Say you’ve got more than a decade of work experience. Truth is that what you did ten, 12, 15 (or more) years ago isn’t actually that interesting to an employer. An employer wants to focus on what you’re currently doing or what you’ve achieved recently. Skills get outdated and technology moves on so quickly. By all means write a couple of paragraphs about your responsibilities and achievements in your last two or three roles and/or over the last 5 to 7 years. But if you have other jobs from the distant past, you should write just a couple of sentences on each. Certainly, no employer will make a decision whether or not to invite you to interview based on anything you were doing from before the year 1995!

■  Remove your date of birth and nationality from the CV. For a few years now, it’s been illegal for employers to ask candidates to reveal their date of birth (to prevent discrimination on the basis of age). So take your age and birth date off your CV. You also don’t need to include your nationality. An employer will assume that you have the right to work for them anyway.

■  Take off any mention of your references. Not all employers ask to check references. And you certainly don’t want employers contacting your referees for references without you knowing about it. You don’t even need to include a sentence that says ‘References on request’ as employers will simply ask if they want them.

Tailor your CV

A good principle to bear in mind is that you should tailor every CV you send off. Yes, the CV you send to one employer almost certainly needs to be different to the one you send to another employer.

As little as ten years ago, job hunters could get away with having just the one CV to send to every employer. But savvy candidates realise that tailoring their CVs to the needs of different employers gives them a huge advantage.

The traditional CV typically starts with your address and contact details and then follows on with a section about your employment history in reverse chronological order (i.e. most recent job first). Perhaps the easiest way to tailor your CV to each different vacancy is by adding a section headed ‘Skills’ or ‘Skills/Achievements’ on your CV (see next page).

Here are a few pointers to creating a new, more dynamic CV that you can tailor to different employers (and get yourself invited to more interviews):

■  Shorten the part of your current CV in which you write about your employment history. Aim to reduce it enough so that you free up around a half-page to two-thirds of a page.

■  Create a new section with the title ‘Skills’. In this section, write down the key skills that the employer believes are important for the job. Take a look back at the section ‘Studying job adverts for crucial information’ earlier on in this chapter to remind yourself how to do it.

■  For each skill, write down a couple of sentences that explain to the interviewer what you did. You need to show the interviewer that you really do possess that skill.

■  Finally, think of any achievements that you can include as evidence about your skill. For example, do mention it if you exceeded any targets or received any commendations, awards or even compliments.
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	Remember, remember to craft different CVs for different jobs. The clues as to the skills you need to mention on your CV can be found in the job advert for the vacancy.








John Mitchell

Address: 197a Liberty Avenue, London W85 KLP.

Telephone: 050 9031 8234. Mobile: 07011 923 1871.

Email: johnmit1000@email.co.uk

Skills

Results focus. Exceeded my targets last year – sold 3.8 per cent more than my target. I was also within the top 20 per cent of the sales force last year. I do this by being one of the first people into the office every morning as I believe I can achieve so much by getting into work at 8am every day.

Presentation skills. Writing slides and presenting material both internally to colleagues as well as externally to clients. Presenting 3 to 4 times a week, for up to an hour at a time. I always write my presentations by thinking about what the client wants to hear and what will persuade them to work with me. I won new clients Hillman Foods (who generated a six-figure fee for us last year) and Wiltshire Grove Farms (who are likely to generate a six-figure fee for us by the end of this year).

Interpersonal skills. Working internally with both marketing and finance to ensure we offered clients a seamless service. This often involved being assertive, but at the same time knowing when to be flexible in order to get the right result for everybody. For example, I had to put together a business case in order to persuade my boss to let us spend double our usual budget on the pitch to Hillman Foods (which was ultimately successful).

Employment

2012–present. Account Manager at advertising firm HKM Crown Associates. I was first point of contact for clients including Hillman Foods, Goji Products, Tudor Lodge, and Wiltshire Grove Farms.

2009–2012. Account Executive at marketing agency The Ideas Company. Worked closely with clients on campaigns.

2007–2009. Sales person at retailer Sensations. Selling products directly to customers at one of the flagship stores on Oxford Street in London.

Education/qualifications

B.Sc. physical sciences, University of Manchester (2003)
Diploma in marketing strategy, Central Guildhall College (2008)



Tailoring your first CV will take a little bit of time. But tailoring the second will take less time and each one after that will get easier and easier. And you can rest assured that you are making your CV so much more noteworthy and interesting to employers.

Write covering letters that show what you can contribute

To further boost your chances of being picked to attend an interview, make sure you’re writing great covering letters too. Again, you need to tailor your covering letter to the needs of each individual employer. It’s no good simply sending more or less identical covering letters. The kind of achievements that make one employer take notice of you may not be of any interest to another employer.

Again, take a careful look at the job advert. Pick out the two or three key skills or qualities that the advert seems to be asking for. And make sure you write about them.

Here’s an idea of what a covering letter should include:


Your address and telephone number

Name, job title and address of the person you’re writing to

Today’s date

Dear their name,

A single sentence telling the employer which job you’re applying for, and where you read about it. Then another sentence saying that you’re enclosing your CV.

A short paragraph highlighting the skill, quality or achievement of yours that you think will most excite and interest the employer.

A short paragraph highlighting a second skill, quality or achievement of yours that will interest the employer.

Possibly, a third paragraph talking about a third relevant skill, quality or achievement.

Finally, a sentence expressing your enthusiasm/excitement/interest in the job.

Yours sincerely/faithfully,

Your signature




John Mitchell,
197a Liberty Avenue,
London W85 KLP.

Mrs Jeanette Kahn,
Human Resources Coordinator,
Uplift Advertising,
The Millhouse Tower,
192 Burbank Street,
London EC3 95J.

5th January 2015

Dear Mrs Kahn,

I read with great interest the advertisement in Advertising and Marketing Week for an Account Director to join the team at Uplift Advertising. I attach my CV and would like to highlight my continuing career progression and success at delivering results in advertising.

In my career as an Account Manager at top advertising firm HKM Crown Associates, I have a track record of focusing on results. Rather than waiting passively for clients to approach us, I am constantly networking and trying to build relationships with potential clients. For example, I have breakfast meetings with potential clients on 2 or 3 days every week and attend a similar number of evening events too, networking in both formal and informal situations, for example with local chambers of commerce, business associations, and at conferences. As such, I was solely responsible for approaching the managing director and marketing director at Goji Products and turning this into a significant piece of business for us.

Your advert says that you are looking for people with strong presentation skills and I possess these in abundance. I prepare my pitches assiduously and get all of the members of my team to rehearse together so that we are well-prepared and confident. The marketing director at our client Tudor Lodge said in an email that I was “inspirational” and “the single biggest factor” in winning them over during the pitch presentation that ultimately brought in the client.

I’m genuinely excited by the opportunity and look forward to hearing from you soon.

Yours sincerely,

John Mitchell
John Mitchell



Opposite is an example of what a covering letter might look like for John Mitchell:

Notice that the covering letter works together with the CV. So our candidate John Mitchell read the employer’s advert and chose to focus on ‘results focus’ on the CV and ‘a track record of focusing on results’ in the covering letter. He also mentions ‘presentation skills’ in both the covering letter and CV.




	[image: Illustration]

	Mention at least two relevant skills or achievements in your covering letter. Remember that these should be the skills or achievements that are most relevant to the particular employer.







Again, this approach will take a little longer than simply sending the same covering letter out to multiple employers. But you help yourself to boost significantly your chances of actually getting invited to interview.

IN SUMMARY …

■  Bear in mind that employers are not only looking for skills and know-how (i.e. competence) but also confidence, commitment and interpersonal chemistry.

■  Read and re-read the job advert to establish likely topics that may crop up during the interview and possible questions you may be asked.

■  Research the organisation that you are going to be interviewed by. Employers always warm to candidates who can demonstrate they have taken the time to find out about the organisation.

■  Sort out the logistics of the interview well before you have to turn up for the interview.

■  If you’re finding that you’re not getting invited to as many interviews as you’d like, be sure to review your CVs and covering letters from the point of view of the companies you’d like to work for.
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