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PART 1

Your Job Interviews Masterclass


Introduction

Have you ever wondered why some people seem to succeed almost effortlessly whenever they go for an interview? Perhaps they are just ‘lucky’. We think not! Their performance, and ultimately their success, is the result of thorough personal preparation.

You, too, can improve your ability and success through a combination of thought, training, practice and experience.

You are now making the first significant investment in improving your interview performance to increase your chances of getting the job you want – congratulations! Now read on … and good luck!


CHAPTER 1

What to expect from the interview process



You opened the post this morning to find you have been invited to an interview – great news! You feel good. You are high, elated and you congratulate yourself. You imagine yourself in the role; it’s exciting, an ideal job for you. You read the letter again and, as the reality of the interview becomes your focus, you are bombarded with less positive feelings and thoughts, such as:

•  I hate interviews

•  I can’t remember the last time I was interviewed

•  I really want this job – I hope I don’t let myself down.

It is not uncommon to feel a degree of trepidation in anticipation of an interview. The trick is not to let this weigh you down.

After all, we suspect you’ve experienced being interviewed, not just once but many times in your career. Most career transitions – such as selection, promotion or other forms of career development – will have been punctuated by interviews. You are therefore likely to be familiar with the process. As interviews follow a relatively common format, you will already have some of the skills and knowledge required to make you successful. In this chapter we look at how to use this experience in your next interview.



Learning from past interviews

Think back over past interviews and answer the following question honestly: Did I present myself in the best possible light?

While we would hope that your answer is ‘yes’, it is more likely to be ‘no’ or ‘not quite’. Even if, as a manager, you are an experienced interviewer, having undergone training on skills, techniques and questioning, you may not be so skilled at being interviewed.

Take some time now to think about some of your previous experiences as an interviewee. Think firstly about those where you have been less successful; what happened and what can you learn from them? What would you do differently if you encountered a similar situation? Note or record your findings. Now think about your successful interviews. What did you do that led to a positive outcome and what can you repeat when you go along to your next interview?

The following comments from interviewers reflect common problems:

•  I know a lot about his employer, but very little about him

•  She seemed very nervous and aggressive

•  He stumbled over all the questions related to his personality

•  I’m not sure how long he would stay

•  She seemed too good to be true

•  There was no substance in what he said

•  It was difficult to get a word in edgeways.

We will help you focus on the known rather than the unpredictable factors, exploring questions such as why, in what way and by whom:

•  Why: interview objectives

•  In what way: types of questions

•  By whom: the interviewer or interviewers.

Interview objectives

If you have been invited to an interview – well done! Your invitation is based on the limited knowledge the interviewer has of you from your application, a previous telephone interview, personal recommendation or your past achievements. They already believe that you could be the person they are looking for. The interview is therefore an opportunity for interviewers to extend their knowledge and complete their picture of you.

You will have your own agenda. The interview is an opportunity for you to discover further information about the job and the organization. Based on that information, you can reach decisions about match and suitability.

The interview is a two-way process: treat it as such. The interviewee’s objectives are to:

•  progress to the next stage and the final shortlist

•  gain the initiative – an offer or a commitment

•  present yourself in the best possible light

•  make known your talents and expertise

•  fill gaps in your knowledge about the job and the organization

•  meet future colleagues/managers

•  be clear about whether or not you would accept the post.

The interviewer’s objectives are to:

•  find the most suitable person

•  encourage you to express yourself fully

•  look for specific skills and achievements

•  sell the job and the organization

•  assess your initial impact and social fit

•  appoint the right person.

You will both have independent objectives with a degree of overlap. Spend time before the interview clarifying your objectives. You may even want to rank them; having gone through this process, you can be much clearer about whether the interview matches your objectives and, if not, for what reason.

Interview structure

The whole of the recruitment process requires careful planning. It involves drawing up a job description and person specification, designing the advertisement, compiling the information pack, and then selecting who to interview and shortlist. The interview itself must also be carefully planned.

Be aware that interviewers will have clarified their objectives in general and decided on a format and a set of questions for each interviewee. No two interviews are the same. Your personality, application, CV, and experience will be different from others’, as will the areas that require further exploration because they are of particular interest or concern. While interviews are not the same, there are similarities, and there is a process which is common and accepted.

The process can be likened to a sandwich. It is built on some ‘warm-up’ questions to help you both settle down and feel as comfortable as you can.

The middle and main section of the interview will constitute the filling in the sandwich, the most important ingredients, where you will be asked a variety of questions, checking and clarifying match and suitability.

In the final stage there will be time for your questions, closing with a summary of the interview and an indication of what will happen next: a second interview, a meeting with other staff members, or a letter telling you the result of the interview.

Some organizations provide their interviewers with a standard form to assess certain aspects of the interviewee and their performance. They will have a rating scale for each competence and make direct comparisons between candidates. Depending on the post available, these may cover the following:

•  skills

•  knowledge

•  behaviour

•  motivation

•  fit with team

•  fit with culture

•  career aspirations.

Types of question

During your interview you will encounter a number of different types of question. If you can recognize these and the reasons they are being asked, you can concentrate on your replies. We will give you further guidance on responding to questions in Chapter 5.

The better the questions, the better the interview. Questions can be categorized as follows:

•  open

•  probing

•  closed

•  hypothetical

•  leading

•  difficult

•  negative

•  discriminatory.

Open questions

These are where interviewers give you the chance to talk. They want to hear your ideas and see how you develop an answer. Open questions usually start with:


 ‘Who’, ‘What’, ‘Where’, ‘When’, ‘Which’, ‘Why‘ or ‘How’.



For example:

•  ‘What levels of budget responsibility have you had throughout your career?’

•  ‘How did you implement your people strategy?’

Questions such as these allow you the opportunity to sell yourself. They require a level of preparation on your part. Think about the key themes that are likely to be covered in the interview, focusing on those which you consider will be of interest to the interviewer and most relevant to the job.

Probing questions

When interviewers are particularly interested in your reply and want further information, they will use probing questions to focus in on the subject.

For example:

•  ‘Tell me about your research to date.’

•  ‘How did you manage the change?’

•  ‘What made you respond in that way?’

It’s rather like a funnelling process where the interviewer moves from general questions to specific examples.

Closed questions

These are direct questions that tend to pin you down to a factual reply or to a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer.

For example:

•  ‘Were you responsible for managing a budget in your last job?’

•  ‘Are you familiar with Investors in People?’

Questions such as these can inhibit you and restrict your freedom in presenting information. For example, you may not have been responsible for the budget in your last post, but you may have had budget responsibilities in the past. If you are not able to communicate this information, it may reduce your chances of being successful. Always try to highlight relevant previous experience. Just because an interviewer asks a closed question, it doesn’t mean they only want a one-word answer. Use your initiative and be prepared to provide a fuller answer.

Hypothetical questions

Hypothetical questions are just that, encouraging you to imagine how you might handle the unknown. They also provide an opportunity for you to demonstrate how well you think and the quality of your judgement. The interviewer will suggest a hypothetical situation and ask how you would deal with it.

For example:

•  ‘What would you do if … ?’

•  ‘How would you deal with … ?’

•  ‘What would you expect from a perfect manager?’

These can tend to be difficult questions to answer, especially if complex scenarios are being presented. If you are not careful, you can end up tying yourself in knots, especially if you concentrate too much on trying to work out what kind of answer you think they might want. Try to relate these questions to your own experience and, if you are not clear about the complete details of the situation, ask for more information.

Leading questions

These are the opposite of hypothetical questions, as the interviewer steers you to the kind of answer they expect.

Leading questions do not give interviewers much of an idea about you, though you will have an insight into their thinking. Generally it is best not to rock the boat; go where the questions are leading and check if you are unclear.

For example:

•  ‘As you have had experience of budgeting, I’m sure you wouldn’t …’

•  ‘With regard to Investors in People, you are obviously aware of the problems with …’

Difficult questions

These take many shapes and forms. Give yourself a moment to think, rather than trying to start answering immediately. Don’t be evasive; you may have some ideas about areas of questioning that are likely to cause you difficulty.

Anticipate what areas interviewers might cover and be ready for them. It is important to have some kind of answer ready rather than clamming up and leaving interviewers to jump to their own, possibly incorrect, conclusions.

For example:

•  ‘I see you have a gap of three years in your employment. What did you do during that time?’

•  ‘This job requires a professional diploma. How are you going to make up the shortfall in your qualifications?’

You don’t know which questions will take you by surprise. Whatever they are, take your time over them. And remember that, in most cases, the interviewer is trying to give you the opportunity to put yourself forward in the best possible light, not trying to trip you up.

Negative questions

Don’t let negative questions unnerve you; they may be the interviewer’s way of making comparisons between the best candidates.

For example:

•  ‘What are your weaknesses?’

•  ‘Why is it that you have changed jobs so often?’

•  ‘You stayed in your last job for ten years. Why so long?’

Don’t fall into the trap of defending yourself, as though this were a direct attack. Be constructive and turn the question around to show yourself in a positive light.

Discriminatory questions

These sorts of questions are still asked at interview, particularly of women and minority groups.

Women applying for senior jobs may be confronted with a whole battery of questions about their private lives, which male colleagues might not be asked.

These all need to be handled very carefully. You need to clarify the interviewer’s intention and the relevance of the question. Ask yourself and maybe even the interviewer:

•  ‘Is this question ever put to other candidates?’

•  ‘How would this affect my performance in the role?’

It could be that the interviewer is just clumsy rather than malicious.


If you feel that you have been discriminated against in your interview, in the UK you can contact the Equality Advisory & Support Service (EASS).

FREEPOST Equality Advisory & Support Service

FPN4431

Telephone: (+44) (0)808 800 0082

www.equalityadvisoryservice.com

In the USA you should contact:

US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC)

131 M Street, NE

Washington DC 20507-0100

Telephone: (+1) 800 669 4000

www.eeoc.gov

In Commonwealth countries you should contact:

Commonwealth Secretariat

Marlborough House

Pall Mall

London SW1Y 5HX

UK

Telephone: (+44) (0)20 7747 6500

www.thecommonwealth.org



As well as recognizing the different types of question, it is worth considering the order in which the questions are asked. The use of supplementary and probing questions will often suggest what is in the interviewer’s mind; you should notice this and react accordingly.

Good interviewers will be watching your reactions and body language: posture, gestures and facial expressions. You should do the same; some interviewers present an unresponsive, wooden mask. This can be because they are inexperienced or are not comfortable with the role. With practice, you should be able to read and assess intentions and reactions reasonably well. You will undoubtedly also meet some ineffective interviewers.

Interviewers

Simply by putting yourself in the shoes of the interviewer you can begin to see things from their perspective. You can appreciate the investment they’ve made in the process, the importance of making the right decision or, conversely, the cost of making a wrong decision. Of course, you will have your own objectives and we are assuming you want to get the job, but we suggest that the interview is your final exploration of the role, the expectations and the organization.

Bear in mind, though, that good interviewers are trained, not born. Be prepared for an interviewer who:

•  has not read your CV

•  gets aggressive, to see how you react under stress

•  is constantly distracted

•  responds to texts or emails during the interview

•  makes remarks about your previous employer or boss

•  asks questions but doesn’t listen to your answers.

Even the best training can fall on deaf ears and even the best interviewers can have a bad day. If you happen to be on the receiving end of poor interviewing, you can sometimes turn it to your advantage. You may meet interviewers who fall into the following categories.

The disorganized interviewer

Allow them time to settle down and find the papers or notes they need. Establish your preparedness early on and, if necessary, subtly suggest an interview structure.

The unprepared interviewer

Sometimes very experienced interviewers think they can sail in on the day and don’t need to prepare. You have to keep calm and be patient. It won’t do your cause any good if you try to catch them out or show them up. If interviewers have a position of authority over the post, you may want to consider how you would feel working with them.

The nervous interviewer

You sense that the interviewer would rather be anywhere else than in an interview room and may even be more nervous than you are. This sometimes happens when specialist functional managers are taken out of their familiar work setting and expected to be at ease in a more social setting. They will be grateful if you offer relevant information and loosely control the interview. Be careful not to patronize.

The aggressive interviewer

Don’t allow aggressive interviewers to provoke you. Rather than apologizing for the weaknesses, failings or gaps in your CV that they point out to you, give positive explanations and put over what you have prepared.

Being familiar with the process of the interview will enable you to understand the direction it is taking. If you are unclear about a question, try to assess what the reasons are for asking it and answer it accordingly.

The well-informed interviewer

It is now common practice for interviewers to gather information from a variety of sources. You should be prepared for questions on what you have posted on social networking sites, as recruiters may have done their research well.

[image: image]

Be cautious about what you post and the privacy levels you set, as these could trip you up at interview. The last thing you need at interview are probing questions about a recent party you attended.

[image: image]


Summary

We have begun with a general overview of the process of interviews, preparing you for what you should expect.

Interviews come in a variety of forms – so you have to enter the process with an open mind. In recent years, practice in many organizations has become more sophisticated. Interviewers are more extensively trained; they are given a set of developed questions for different roles or a battery of questions that can be used throughout company interviews. This doesn’t mean that your experience will always be good, but remember that the process is designed simply to find the right person for the role.

Many of the questions you’ll be asked are predictable – so by thinking about your responses to these you should be well prepared and taking the first step to success. Remember that you have had interviews before. Learn from the past to prepare yourself for the future.


Fact-check (answers at the back)

There is more than one possible answer to some of the following questions.

1.   What should your first thought be when you are invited to an interview?



	a)   I hate interviews.
	[image: image]



	b)   I hope I don’t let myself down.
	[image: image]



	c)   Great – they think I can do the job.
	[image: image]



	d)   What will I wear?
	[image: image]




2.   Interview experience is most like what?



	a)   Performance appraisal
	[image: image]



	b)   Office outings
	[image: image]



	c)   Team meetings
	[image: image]



	d)   Internal promotion
	[image: image]




3.   What does an interviewer aim to find out?



	a)   Whether you live up to your CV
	[image: image]



	b)   Information about your employer
	[image: image]



	c)   Whether you seem nervous
	[image: image]



	d)   If you are too good to be true
	[image: image]




4.   What is the purpose of an interview?



	a)   An opportunity to show off
	[image: image]



	b)   An opportunity to learn about the organization
	[image: image]



	c)   To be a two-way process
	[image: image]



	d)   To trip you up
	[image: image]




5.   What should your interview objective be?



	a)   To present yourself well
	[image: image]



	b)   To explore the benefits package
	[image: image]



	c)   To meet your prospective colleagues and boss
	[image: image]



	d)   To be clear about whether ornot to accept the role
	[image: image]




6.   How should you respond to a closed question?



	a)   With a simple yes or no
	[image: image]



	b)   By giving an example
	[image: image]



	c)   With another question
	[image: image]



	d)   With a nod and a smile
	[image: image]




7.   What is the most important part of an interview?



	a)   Warm-up questions
	[image: image]



	b)   Questions about match and suitability
	[image: image]



	c)   The end of the interview
	[image: image]



	d)   Your questions
	[image: image]




8.   What characterizes probing questions:



	a)   They require detailed answers
	[image: image]



	b)   They are unfair
	[image: image]



	c)   They make you sweat
	[image: image]



	d)   They indicate the interviewer’s interest
	[image: image]




9.   How should you respond to a discriminatory question?



	a)   Get up and walk out
	[image: image]



	b)   Clarify the interviewer’s intention
	[image: image]



	c)   Ask how it’s relevant
	[image: image]



	d)   Make a formal complaint
	[image: image]




10.   How should you respond to an interviewer who hasn’t read your CV?



	a)   Allow them time to do so
	[image: image]



	b)   Tell them all about it
	[image: image]



	c)   Keep calm and be patient
	[image: image]



	d)   Show irritation
	[image: image]





CHAPTER 2

Doing your research



It is a natural human reaction to feel nervous and apprehensive going into an unfamiliar situation. Although elements of the interview will be unknown, there are, as we suggested in the previous chapter, many features that interviews have in common. Interviewers will want to know about your previous experience, your personality and what makes you the ideal person for the post, or not. There are, however, aspects that are unique and unpredictable. No two experiences of being interviewed are likely to be the same. It is important, therefore, to gather as much information as you can at the earliest possible opportunity. This is easy to do and has the following benefits:

•  You will demonstrate to the interviewer that you have considered the organization’s requirements

•  You will show your interest in the job

•  You will feel more confident knowing that you are well prepared.

We suggest that you research three areas:

1  The interview

2  The job

3  The organization.

By researching, you lessen the risk of feeling that you could have made a better impression or that you haven’t done yourself justice. The more you research, the greater knowledge and understanding you will gain. You will be better able to put yourself into the interviewer’s shoes and have a sense of what it might be like to work with and for them. You will understand the company’s acronyms and operating principles. In addition, you place yourself ahead of the competition.



The interview

If you have been invited for interview, you need to know some basic facts and, if this information isn’t supplied, you need to start your investigations to find out:

•  how to get there

•  who will interview you

•  the format of the interview.

How to get there

Finding out how you get to the interview is essential before you start your journey. Once you know the location, you can decide how you will travel. Always aim to arrive early – calculate the journey time and add an hour. Whatever method of transport you choose, delays may happen that are out of your control. Also check what security arrangements there are, as these may add time to your journey. On larger sites, leave yourself plenty of time to get from the reception to the interview building.

[image: image]

If possible, go on a practice journey as it gives you the opportunity to view the site at close quarters without the interview looming.

[image: image]

On the day

If you are delayed, be sure to contact the interviewers and let them know why you will be late and when you expect to arrive. Make sure you have the relevant phone number handy. They will appreciate your call as they may need to make other plans or reschedule.

On arrival

Having arrived early, you will have the opportunity to make last-minute preparations:

•  Think through your replies and questions

•  Get a feel for the organization

•  Complete any further application forms

•  Read through the company literature

•  Take advantage of other information

•  Go on a site tour

•  Read your CV again

•  Relax.

Who will interview you?

The key information you need here is: name(s), position in the organization and job title.

There may be a number of interviews, particularly for a senior post. The first, in-depth interview is often held on a one-to-one basis with a recruitment consultant, line manager or member of the human resources department. It could take the form of a thorough exploration of your CV or a structured interview.

Candidates shortlisted from the first interview can expect second and third interviews, which are likely to be conducted by one or more senior staff, who may have responsibility for the post or an interest in it. The objectives for these interviews are to explore any aspects still outstanding from the first interview and to assess how well your personality will blend with the team. You may meet the same interviewer more than once – so learn to pace yourself and aim to remember names.

Knowing who is going to interview you will help you prepare your responses. Interviewers’ interests may fit into the categories described in the following table.




	Organizational role
	What they are looking for



	Functional head
	Qualifications/experience

Ability to perform tasks

Understanding of the job/technical jargon

Transferable skills

Match with management style, expectations and culture




	Managing director
	Ability to meet targets

Contribution to growth and profitability

Adaptability and aspirations




	Peers
	Teamworking, personality and style

Shared experiences

Work experience




	Junior staff
	Management style, openness

Approachability




	Human resources
	Your background and career to date

Training/development needs

Salary and benefits

Start date







Organizations employing recruitment consultants often use them to shortlist candidates to ensure that only the most qualified candidates progress. They will be seeking the person who most closely matches the employer’s specification, not solely in terms of experience but also in personality and aspirations.

The format of the interview

Interviews can take many forms. The two most common are one-to-one and panel interviews. Some organizations combine different types by shortlisting candidates with a telephone interview, inviting them to a panel and then asking them to return for further one-to-one interviews. Once you have found out the format, you can gear your preparation specifically to suit.

Interview formats include:

•  telephone

•  one-to-one

•  panel

•  tests

•  presentations

•  socials.

Telephone

The informal pre-interview chat is often over the telephone. This may occur when the interviewer is uncertain whether to shortlist you. For you, this call could be very important, making the difference between winning a face-to-face meeting or not. Anticipate this by keeping a checklist by the phone.

One-to-one

This type of interview consists simply of one interviewer talking to one applicant. It is the easiest interview to arrange and conduct and, in consequence, is the type most commonly used.

However, decisions are rarely the result of one person’s perceptions. It is common to hold a series of one-to-one interviews, which may be on the same day or extend over months.

Panel

The panel (or ‘selection board’) may number from two members upwards. It can take many different forms, from a free-for-all, where all interviewers chip in with a variety of questions, to a more formal and structured approach where interviewers will take it in turn to ask questions reflecting their particular interests. At first, this style of interview may feel more threatening, but it tends to be fairer and more equitable.

Panel interviews can be very formal. Responses and further exploratory questions are not always forthcoming because of the limitations of time. It is also more difficult to establish the same feeling of rapport as you can in a one-to-one interview.

The chair of the panel is usually the one who makes the initial introductions and the final remarks. Do not assume that they have the greatest influence in making final decisions.

Do not be unnerved by the panel; treat it as if it is a one-to-one interview, concentrating your attention on the person asking the question at all times. Only include the other members when you are ready to continue with the next question.

•  Always look at the person asking the question

•  Direct your answer to the questioner

•  Glance around to show you are ready for the next question.

[image: image]

Do not be put off by signals between members of the panel. These probably have little to do with you personally but are more to do with matters such as time.

[image: image]

Tests

Tests are now commonly used to help assess candidates’ abilities, aptitudes and personality. They are not an examination of your ability to remember facts but an extra way of gathering information. All applicants will be given the same questions, tasks and parameters. In an assessment centre format these may be carried out in groups.




	Test type
	Measures



	Aptitude
	Specific skills for the job: verbal, numerical, spatial, mechanical, clerical



	Psychometric
	Personality traits and preferences which may be needed to fit into team/project, temperament, disposition



	Attainment
	Knowledge of procedures, skills: driving, typing, technical terminology



	Intelligence
	General intellectual potential, problem-solving skills



	Physical
	Health, eyesight, colour perception, hearing acuity



	Group discussions
	Communication, judgement, reasoning, problem solving, persuasiveness, listening skills, respect



	Presentations
	Ability to stand up and speak, arranging information, quick thinking, flexibility



	Written exercises
	Clarity, legibility, summarizing






If you know there will be some form of test, remember to complete it within the time allowed, read the questions and answer them honestly.

Presentations

It is increasingly common for interviews to require you to give a formal presentation as part of the process. You may get advance warning of this and the particular subject area you are required to present. Be sure to check what equipment will be available to you on the day (projector, laptop, software, flipchart, etc.) and who will constitute your audience. You may want copies of your presentation or a summary to hand out. Be creative and remember that you want your presentation to be memorable.

Occasionally you will receive a topic to present or a project to plan on arrival at the interview and have to prepare there and then. Think through an outline of a presentation – how and in what ways you would address the issues of the day. Then all you need to do if you are faced with this scenario is to adapt it to the specific requirements of the topic.

Your presentation should:

•  convince the audience that you are qualified and experienced

•  demonstrate successes

•  outline your contributions on a strategic and detailed level

•  establish good relationships.

Be sure to inject:

•  professionalism

•  a degree of formality

•  controlled enthusiasm

•  pace and drive

•  humour, as long as it’s natural.

Think how to make your presentation unique and interesting. Limit the number of PowerPoint slides you use to five per 20 minutes. Is there something you could take along as a prop that represents you or the organization in a memorable way? One candidate we know took a hat from a Christmas cracker and used it to demonstrate that they considered the interviewing company to be the king of kings in the sector. Corny, perhaps, but she was remembered with a smile and called back for the next interview.

A presentation is an ideal opportunity for you, but only if you can control your nerves and are clear about the messages you want to communicate. It is likely that this presentation will be related in some way to the job in question and most particularly to the main area of responsibility. Presentations can also be used to establish a relationship with the interviewer.

You should also consider whether it is appropriate to take a portfolio with you containing samples of your work. To be helpful, such things must be clearly relevant and easy to handle and look at during an interview.

Socials

Part of your interview day could include meeting the team or taking a tour of the organization. Some organizations arrange social gatherings where you, the other candidates and sometimes partners meet together with your future employers. These may be labelled informal events, but always be on your guard; they are a part of the interview process. Use this as another opportunity to gather information. Be sure to talk to all those representing the organization and limit your consumption of alcohol.
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Investigating what will happen before the interview – who will interview you and the format of the interview – will help you to show your understanding of the role, the organization and current challenges, and also creates a more complete impression of whether the role fits with your career plan.

[image: image]

The job

The essential starting point for success is to know as much as you can about the job for which you have applied. There are several potential sources of information; you should use as many as possible. These include:

•  preliminary discussions

•  personal contacts – your network

•  the Internet.

Preliminary discussions

You will already have received some information about the job, which attracted you enough to make the initial contact. You may now want to know more about:

•  the extent of your duties and responsibilities

•  the desirable and essential qualities required

•  skill levels and academic qualifications needed

•  reporting relationships

•  opportunities for training and development

•  location

•  hours of work

•  salary and benefits.

Personal contacts

You may decide to collect information about the job by talking to someone involved in the recruitment process. If you remain unsure about any particular aspects of the job or the organization, you can save everyone’s time by doing some research. This is your opportunity to check fit and suitability – yours and theirs.

•  Does your network extend into the organization?

•  Who do you know who works, or has worked, for them?

By talking to insiders, you can get an ‘inside’ view. Remember that you will be hearing a subjective perception. Their views may be affected by personal circumstances or prejudices. So concentrate on facts rather than opinions.

The Internet

You should be able to find plenty of information via the Internet, depending on the size and type of the organization. The challenge here is to avoid information overload and target your searches to particular areas of interest around the organization and to those relating to the post.

The organization

The interviewer will expect you to have some knowledge of the organization. It is unlikely that it will be either comprehensive or complete. You need to show your interest not only in what you know but in filling in the gaps.

If sufficient information is not already supplied, you should try to find out:

•  what the organization does

•  product details

•  ownership (public, private, group, independent, UK)

•  size

•  history

•  structure (site, area or department)

•  management style

•  culture

•  staff turnover

•  outlets/factories/offices

•  turnover and profit

•  market position

•  stability

•  reputation

•  strengths

•  weaknesses

•  threats

•  markets

•  competitors.

The organization itself and, if it is large enough, its public relations or customer services departments, are excellent starting points.

Other potential sources of information include its website, the Internet, directories and databases.


Directories

Key British Enterprises – basic corporate data on Britain’s top 50,000 companies. Includes full contact details, names and titles of executives, financial details and industry

Who Owns Whom includes parent companies, subsidiaries and associates

Kompass produces Regional, Product and Service Directories on over 40,000 leading companies. Includes contact names of directors, executives and department heads, nature of business, annual turnover

www.kompass.com

More detailed information is available from Companies House.

Companies House

Crown Way

Cardiff CF14 3UZ

www.gov.uk/government/organisations/companies-house

Outside the UK, https://www.companyinformation.com/ is a good source of data.



Use your networks, arrange to talk to your contacts and, if possible, borrow literature not normally given out to the public. Recruitment consultants are another good source of information; they should be able to help you access the formal information in the form of annual reports, sales literature and in-house magazines. They can also provide you with an insight into informal information: personalities, problems and opportunities. Use everything that is to hand.

It is more than likely that you will use the telephone for some of your enquiries. Be sure to have thought through and have listed in front of you the questions you propose to ask.

For example, you may want more details about:

•  the job for which you are being interviewed

•  who will interview you – their name and job title

•  the format of the interview

•  how long you will be there

•  the name, address and phone number of the organization

•  the name, address and phone number of the interview location

•  the date, day and time of the interview

•  the availability of parking facilities

•  security arrangements

•  the name and title of the person arranging the interview

•  the job location

•  annual reports.

You may also want to ask about salary and benefits. It can save you time if you decide at this stage that you are no longer interested because the salary is too low. Proceed on this basis with caution, though, because salaries are often negotiable within parameters, but the person on the telephone may not be aware of these parameters and the level of flexibility.

These days you may be greeted by a message rather than a person. Consider and write down what you want to say before making the call. The key information you need to leave is:

•  your name

•  your contact telephone number

•  your address

•  a brief message, requesting information

•  your deadline if you have one

•  your availability.

Repeat your name and phone number at the end of your message.

You may be asked to put all questions into an email for a specific person’s attention. Use the guidelines above and frame your email in a way that is not too formal and shows a degree of professionalism. Put yourself in the shoes of the email recipient, be clear which your most pressing questions are and be selective. If you haven’t had a response within a week, you might try a reminder email or phone call – you are probably not as high a priority for them as they are for you!
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All preparation is valuable, so invest time and energy into gathering as much information as you can at this stage.
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