
In the Street Smart Approach to Job Search there is a chapter
focusing on asking the right questions during the interview. This
column will address the other side of the interview— how to

answer the questions.
Candidates will often go through at least two (possibly three) inter-

views. The first interview is generally an elaboration or clarification of
the information on your resume and/or application form. Typically
Human Resources conducts this portion. Increasingly, the early stages of
interviewing are conducted over the telephone to save time and money.

HANDLING THE TELEPHONE INTERVIEW

Be adequately prepared for this conversation. Have your resume near
the telephone that you use most often. It is also wise to have a list of
organizations that you have applied with, dates and status of activity.
Don’t be caught off guard. Often you will be contacted by an organi-
zation months after submitting your information. As time goes by, you
can lose track of who you contacted, what position you expressed inter-
est in, and when you expressed interest. Make sure that you know who
is calling and what position they’re talking about.

If they caught you at a bad time (you’re arguing with your spouse,
the kids are screaming in the background, the contractors are tearing
down your kitchen) simply state that you will need to call them right
back and get the phone number. Rectify the situation as quickly as you
can and return the call. Loud or interrupting background noise will only
distract you and may annoy the interviewer. As a technical recruiter,
many of my initial client/candidate contacts were scheduled telephone
interviews. I always made sure that the times were convenient for both
parties and time zones were accounted for.

Whether the call is scheduled or not, have your resume and a copy
of the cover letter that you’ve sent to the company by the telephone
also. You will be able to answer questions more accurately, especially
details with the information in front of you. Be prepared for possible
“knock-out” questions. Again, as a recruiter, many of my clients asked
these questions to eliminate candidates quickly. What if a knock-out
question pertains to salary requirements or expectations? It is not
uncommon for this to happen at this stage of the process. A company
wants to know quickly if they can afford you. They’ll have access to
that information if you included it on the application form, but not in a
cover letter, unless they requested it. Don’t give an exact number at this
time. Refer to the chapter titled “Negotiating a Compensation Package”
in the Street Smart book. I would suggest give a range just to test the
waters. You don’t want to waste your time, either.

As you’re arranging the logistics for the face-to-face interview, ver-
ify all of the details as to location, structure and names/titles of all
involved. If you haven’t already researched the organization, do it now!
If the company is local, conduct a “test run” to make sure you know
how to get there and judge drive time. Being late for an interview or not
knowing how to get there will be the “kiss of death.”

TYPES OF FACE-TO-FACE INTERVIEWS

Most face-to-face interviews involve meeting with more than one
person. It is generally in a “pass the candidate” scenario. However,
panel interviews are becoming more common. Be prepared for the
“getting to know you better” and the technical portion of the interview.

I would recommend arriving 10-15 minutes before your scheduled
time. Check out the area (building and neighborhood). What’s the
“curb appeal” of the setting? When you enter the reception area, what
is your first impression; how are you greeted?

Always state the time that you’re scheduled for. “Good morning, I’m
Ted Jones. I have a 10:00 appointment with Sally Jones in Human
Resources.” “I can wait in the reception area until she’s ready.” You
don’t want the receptionist to feel that you’re expecting the interviewer
to drop everything to start the interview upon your arrival. Besides,
there’s a reason why you’ll want ten minutes before you start.

� You’ll want time to establish your “mindset” for the interview.
� Look around the area for information about the company, their

customer base, community involvement, awards, etc.
� Listen, if possible to any pages, conversations by employees.
� Observe other visitors (customers, vendors) and/or employees.

These observations can tell you much about the organization and
their corporate culture. The main reception area at the corporate head-
quarters at Kohl’s Department Stores in the Milwaukee area is very
conducive for this procedure. You will also be able to intelligently start
the “small talk/ice breaking “ portion of the interview with positive,
personal observations.

DRESS FOR SUCCESS!

Even with the propensity of business casual, wear the “power
suit.” Harley-Davidson Motor Company is a T-shirt and jeans envi-
ronment, but most managers expect the suit for the first interview. A
sport coat and button shirt is as casual as I would recommend. When
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you get to the second interview, if allowed, go the “polo
shirt/Dockers” route. You will have observed typical dress of staff
while waiting for the interviewer.

WHAT TO BRING WITH YOU TO
THE INTERVIEW

Bring 2-3 extra copies of your resume depending on the number of
people that you’re meeting with. Have a career portfolio containing
examples of your abilities and accomplishments. Most IT professionals
will have an electronic version, but hard copy is acceptable. Bring your
list of references, but supply them only if they’re requested. Use the
note pad in the portfolio to take notes (bring an extra pen in case yours
goes dry) and to refer to the notes that you’ve already written for the
interview. Finally, have your personal business cards handy to
exchange with the interviewers.

BE PREPARED TO ANSWER COMMON
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

How would you answer these questions?

� “So tell me about yourself.”
� “What are your strengths/weaknesses?”
� “Tell me about a time when…”
� “How would you…?”
� “What is your (fill in the blank) style?”
� “How do you deal with failure? Please give an example.”

These questions are generally asked by Human Resources. The hir-
ing manager or a peer will probably ask the technical questions.
Practice answering these questions out loud. Find a “support buddy” to
help you. Make sure that they will or can be objective. You want to be
at the level where it all comes out as natural conversation. If a particu-
lar question is difficult, admit it. There’s nothing wrong with stating:
“That’s a tough question, let me think about that.” This is better than
just blurting out the first thing that comes to mind. Most people require
time to organize difficult or multi-level questions.

Be able to convey your technical abilities effectively. The career
portfolio will assist you greatly. All of the students graduating from
Bryant & Stratton College are required to develop one and use it as a
supportive interviewing tool (both are graded Internship projects). Not
only are you telling your potential employer what you can do, you are
showing them your abilities and capabilities.

The interviewing chapter of the Street Smart book contains a section on
developing your T-list. Divide the first page of the note pad within your
portfolio into two sections. On one side write 4-5 items that best reflect
you and on the other side 4-5 critical questions that you have regarding the
job or the company. Examples are detailed in that chapter. Never rely on
memory! The stress of interviewing always causes lapses in the brain. If
it’s written down, the information can be retrieved at a glance.

AFTER THE INTERVIEW

As soon as you get to your car, review your notes and write down any
additional information you’ll need. You’ll need this material for the
hand-written “thank you” note that you’ll be sending that evening or
first thing the next day. Yes, I said hand- written! E-mail is just barely

acceptable, even in IT. Everyone you met in the interviewing process
should receive one. The hiring manager gets the biggest.

State your interest in the opportunity (if you have one), thank them
for their time and consideration, plus reinforce key areas where the best
matches are. You can also use this to clarify any point if necessary.

Salary/compensation issues warrant an entire column and will be
addressed at a later date. Any NaSPA members attending NaSTEC 18.1 at
Chicago in October can ask those questions at the IT careers roundtable.

CONCLUSION

In summary, all professionals must become comfortable with inter-
viewing. It is even necessary when applying for promotions within
your current organization.  

Kathy Bornheimer works with the internship program at Bryant & Stratton
College in Milwaukee and is the author of The Street Smart Approach
to Job Search. She has over 20 years of experience in recruitment and
career coaching.
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