
A GUIDE TO JOB INTERVIEWS
INTRODUCTION

An interview is a conversation with a purpose… the organisation wants to employ the ‘best’ person for the job… you want them to consider you to be that person!

However, getting a job doesn’t just happen. You have to make it happen. Other people, such as your College Careers Advisers can help, but you will still have to do the hard work.

You may have to write numerous letters, wade through lengthy application forms, and compile a detailed CV - all involving hours of work. Some of these applications may not yield any results, others may result in cursory rejections, but a number of them will result in job interviews, and one, or more, in a job offer! (You might get the first you apply for!!)

Be realistic - don’t apply for jobs you are clearly under-qualified or inexperienced for - you will only be wasting both your and the employer’s time. Also, don’t hold out forever for a particular, rare vacancy; instead get yourself some work experience whilst still searching for that specific area of work.

PREPARING FOR AN INTERVIEW

1)
Research the job

See what you can find out about the job/organisation before the interview. Some large companies produce booklets or brochures which describe the organisation and what they do. Check out the ‘employer information’ in Career Centres, reference libraries, or phone the company directly for information.  In many cases you can go to the companies own website.
Try and find out the following:

( The organisation’s full name and who owns the company

( Where it is situated and if there are any other branches/locations

( What exactly the company does/What service they provide

( Exactly what job you are applying for/Where the job is situated in the hierarchy of the company

( How many people are employed

( Whether the company is expanding, or losing business and likely to make people redundant

Check up on any jargon used, i.e.: if the job is ‘Account Executive’ with an advertising agency, do some reading on an advertising agency and their staffing structure.

2)
Prepare some questions

From what you know about the company and the job itself, try and think of some pertinent questions you could ask on the day of the interview.
3) 
Practical Preparations
Check transport routes and times well in advance. Aim to arrive 10-15 minutes early to avoid panicking if you take the wrong exit out of the tube! Make sure you have the firm’s telephone number in case you do get delayed and know you will be late, so you can phone ahead to explain.

Make sure you know the interviewer’s name, office number, position, etc… Arriving early will give you time to find the location of the interview and be able to have a few minutes to get your thoughts together.

Remember to take all requested documentation with you, such as your Birth Certificate or passport, Exam Certificates, photos…

Check the night before the interview that you have a clean, well-pressed outfit and smart, neat shoes. Choose clothes you feel comfortable in which are also appropriate for the company/job you are applying for. Do not wear jeans or trainers.

4) Security

( Do not agree to meet anyone in a private house, pub or park, but strictly in an official work place.

( Do not meet anyone outside regular office hours unless there is a genuine reason for it.

( Always tell a friend/relative where you are going, who you are meeting and at what time, and leave a contact number.

ON THE DAY OF THE INTERVIEW

1)
Arriving for the interview

Be courteous to the receptionist, security guard or secretary. Remember people working in the same organisation talk to one another. Obviously, do not smoke, eat or chew before (or during () the interview, and make sure your mobile phone is switched off.

2)
First contact with the interviewer(s) 

Once you’ve knocked at the door and have been invited to come into the room, politely say hello to the interviewer(s). 

( Shake hands only when offered, using a firm handshake, when introductions are made, and use the name of the person you are greeting.

( Do not sit down until you are offered to. Sit in a relaxed but upright position and do not fold your arms.

( Maintain regular eye contact, firstly with the person asking the question, then with the rest of the panel (if more than one person is conducting the interview).

( Smile occasionally.

3)
Coping with nervousness
Although a job interview may be an intimidating experience, you can appear confident even if you are feeling nervous through interview practice and being aware of your own body language. The fact that you have prepared yourself for the interview will help you feeling more confident and controlled. The early part of the interview is often the hardest.

The most effective way to help you relax is to breathe in and out, deeply and slowly, and several times. Alternatively, while breathing in, tighten the muscles where you are feeling most tension, then hold your breath and relax your muscles as you are breathing out.

Have a look at the table below and consider the following checklist. Tick the boxes you feel relate to you. The right hand side column provides a suggestion to handle each difficulty you may experience.

Signs of nervousness
How to show confidence

( Rushing answers
( Pausing to consider

( Mumbling
( Speaking calmly, giving yourself time to find appropriate answers

( Fidgeting
( Staying still (but not wooden)

( Hand touching face
( Using open gestures

( Avoiding eye contact
( Making friendly eye contact

( Frowning
( Smiling

( Giving only short answers
( Giving precise, comprehensive               responses

( Tugging at collar
( Asking questions

4)
Coping with more than one interviewer

Panel interviews

These are particularly popular in central and local government, education, health services, etc… There may be 3 - 5 interviewers on a panel. Each of the panel members will ask you a few questions before passing you on to the next. In local government and similar interviews, expect to be questioned on your understanding of their Equal Opportunities Policy statement. Make sure you have read up on this, whatever the nature of the job you are going for.

Give your attention to whichever member of the panel you are addressing and maintain eye contact occasionally with the entire panel.

Group interviews

The aim of these is to see how you work, talk and react with others. The group of interviewees may be leaderless, or candidates can be asked to take turns in the Chair. Alternatively, you may be given a hypothetical problem to discuss and all candidates would in turn have to present their own solution to the group.

Interviewers will be assessing your capacities both for teamwork and leadership. The objective is to be outgoing and enthusiastic, hold your own, without browbeating other group members.

5)
Written exercises and tests as part of the interview

Such tests could be spatial, logical, reasoning, numerical, literary, etc…

Don’t get flustered if you are suddenly presented with such a test, but approach it coolly and methodically. These tests often have to be completed with in a specified time period. Some books are available, giving examples of how to prepare and practise for these tests.

6)
Answering the questions

Listen to the questions carefully. If you do not understand something, kindly ask the interviewer to be more precise, or for the question to be rephrased. Below is a list of possible interview questions:

· Why do you want to work with us?

· What can you offer to the job?

· What difficulties do you foresee in this job?

· What are your strengths and weaknesses?

· What relevant experience do you have?

( Do not interrupt the interviewer.
( Always stick to the point when giving your answers, don’t go off at a tangent.

( Be prepared to elaborate on something the interviewer seems interested in, but curtail descriptions of things he/she clearly has no interest for.

( If you’re stuck, ask the interviewer to repeat the question. If you are still stuck, simply say, “I’m sorry, I don’t think I have an answer to that question”. Do not waffle.

( Emphasise your strengths and underplay your weaknesses. Sound positive and enthusiastic. However, do not ever be aggressive, or pompous. Show eagerness and confidence but keep some modesty.

( Interviewers don’t necessarily expect you to always agree with them. If you don’t, make your point clearly, keep your cool and do not argue with them. Conversely, don’t let them lead you into self-contradiction!

( If you are asked what salary you are expecting and haven’t got a definite answer, explain that you regard salary as part of the total picture and would prefer to discuss this when you know more about the job.

( Do not be flippant. It is best not to use humour at all unless you are sure the interviewer shares your sense of humour. An inappropriate joke may backfire.

( Interviewers often ask applicants to detail different sorts of achievements they feel could make the candidate an asset to the company. You could mention:

· A new idea you formed and turned into some sort of reality

· Results you improved as a direct effect of something you accomplished

· Costs you managed to cut

· An activity you managed to simplify or improve with your ideas

· A crisis you averted or dealt with in a beneficial way

· Something you made (a physical object or a project)

· A difficult or newly acquired skill you mastered
· A group you led or organised

( Always have two or three questions ready to ask the person who conducted the interview. You could ask:

· Where you will be working and if you will be travelling around or staying at the same place

· Who you will be working with

· What training you will receive

· What opportunities you could be offered after a few months/years within the company

· Where the job could lead in the future

· Whether or not you will be required to wear a uniform/specific style of clothing

· And if the interviewer has not mentioned them already, you may want to ask about the conditions of employment, i.e. salary, pension scheme, holiday, sick pay, bonuses, etc…(although this should not be your first question!)
7)
Potential barriers


Here are the two major possible obstacles that may jeopardise your chances at an interview:

1. Periods of unemployment
Try to look at the positive aspects of any gap periods, and provide details about constructive use of your time.

For example, how will you answer questions such as:

“You have been unemployed for a long time. How do you think you would be able to cope with this job?”

Suggested approach

There are many ‘occupations’ you might have been involved in which are demanding and/or challenging, and will provide valid experience for the ‘world of work’. For example, you might have been managing your family household, running your own business, been studying or even travelling to learn about different cultures and broaden your horizon.

2. Lack of experience

Try to emphasise on skills you have gained through your course(s) and how a first job/voluntary work experience has helped you developing these.

However, if you have absolutely no experience or relevant qualification, you are likely to experience difficulties entering the work market.

Students with overseas work experience and qualification should consult the Careers Service for students of the College of North East London, or the Advice and Guidance Centre for learners who are not CONEL students. Both Centres can look up the international comparison with British qualifications.

In addition, you may have to contact British professional organisations to ascertain whether they recognise your professional organisation from overseas.
AFTER THE INTERVIEW

1) Assessing the candidates

The interviewer(s) was (were) trying to discover the following and will consider/discuss each of the interviewees in this light:

( Were you confident and assertive without being arrogant or dogmatic?

( How quickly did you understand the point of what was being asked?

( Did you have an awareness of current affairs/Equal Opportunities Policy etc.?

( Although you were nervous, did you attempt to be friendly and open?

( Did you display the potential to do the job well/gain promotion/take responsibility?

( Did you tend to blame everyone else for everything that has gone wrong with your life, or do you take some responsibility for your own actions?

( Had you bothered to research the job/organisation?

( Did you give evidence of original ideas/initiative?

( Did you have a good reference?

2) You are rejected

Keep things in perspective. If you fail to get that coveted job, don’t crumble into a weeping heap and feel an abject of failure! Try and analyse objectively what you said and how you responded. If you know you performed to the best of your ability, then congratulate yourself for that and get on with the next application. There is strong competition for many jobs and even good applicants will still find they are unsuccessful at times.

If you are unsuccessful, the interviewer may volunteer, or you could ask for some feedback concerning the reasons why you were unsuccessful and what you could do to improve your chances for the next time.

If you went wrong somewhere, talk it over with a Careers Adviser, a Tutor, a friend or a parent.

3) You got the job - and you hate it!

First of all, give it a fair trial - at least three months! If you still dislike it, start applying for others. In all probability, you will change job several times, perhaps branching into totally new career areas as you go through your working life.

DISCRIMINATION AT INTERVIEWS

If you encounter a racist or sexist interviewer, tell someone. Don’t ignore it or keep it to yourself. Tell the Human Resources Manager either by phone or letter immediately after the interview. If you do not feel confident enough to do this, contact a Careers Adviser, who will take the necessary action on your behalf. Don’t forget, all employers are subject to the Race Relation and Discrimination Acts.

REMINDER

Be quick
If you are offered the job, confirm your acceptance immediately - if you are genuinely interested in the position and you consider the salary is adequate!

Appearance

Make sure you are smartly and appropriately dressed for your interview. Good grooming has never lost anyone a job, while bad presentation often does!

References

- Ensure your referees are available and willing to provide a reference for you. 

- Keep your referees informed of the kind of jobs you are applying for. Offer to meet them if they have any queries or need more details.

- Consider sending an updated copy of your CV to a referee who is going to write a personal or second reference. This could be someone who knows you very well but needs to be aware of the possible skills you gained since leaving their company such as voluntary/community work, recent experience in a completely different area, etc…
