The Interview

“They’re ready for you now.”

This is the moment you’ve been dreading. You’re being taken to see the Overlords, to be judged. How can a mere mortal such as yourself hope to impress these dark and ancient gods of business? Every question is a trap. Every smile is a test. They can already smell your fear...

Okay, that’s pretty ridiculous. But while that isn’t what literally goes through your head, there’s a grain of truth to it. We have a habit of seeing our interviewers as mysterious authority figures, and the interview as an interrogation.  Maybe this goes back to our school days, being taken to see the headmaster. Then again, maybe it’s just because they know everything about us and they have the power to give us the job – while we know nothing about them, and we can’t even read what they’re writing about us. Are they impressed or disappointed? We don’t know. They won’t tell us until the whole ordeal is over, and that lack of feedback is difficult.

I’m going to tell you something completely obvious. These people are human beings, the same as you and me. They make mistakes. They watch television. They eat the same foods as us. They’ve been through interviews themselves (at least once!) and they remember what you’re going through. They can’t read your mind or predict the future; despite being on the other side of the desk, they’re most likely as nervous as you are. And they could have a dozen interviews to get through this week, not just yours. So don’t be frightened of them – if anything, they’ve got it worse than you.

The Panel

It’s not very common to be interviewed by a single person these days (if you’re applying to a very small company, perhaps, but even a lone entrepreneur may be tempted to ask some friends to help out). Most of the time you’ll be met by a panel of interviewers. This often seems to consist of three people.

A panel has a number of advantages. For a start, it’s a lot less pressure to be one of three interviewers than entirely responsible for the decision. If there were three of you, perhaps you’d be less nervous too! Mostly, however, it’s just more reliable. We are all affected by our own preferences and knowledge – having three different people in the interview room means you get three different views of each candidate.

Ordinarily, two of your panel will be your potential boss (in larger organisations, this will be your line manager, not the actual boss) and one will be someone either already doing or connected with the job you’re applying for. However, it may not always work out that way – occasionally the relevant staff will not be available (for instance, due to illness) and others may stand in.

What are they looking for?

What follows is a series of open questions. These are very different to closed questions, which have definite answers (“What did you have for dinner?” is a closed question). They’ll ask these same questions to all their candidates, and write down notes on yours answers (a set for each panel member, so they can discuss them later).

If you’re regularly failing at interviews, it may well be that you’re simply answering these questions in the wrong way. You could give perfect answers to every question and still fail the interview – because knowledge alone is not what they’re looking for. In fact, it’s often less important than the other qualities they are looking for – many a candidate has been hired despite a lack of skills because they have those very qualities.

They are:

ENTHUSIASM

INTERPERSONAL SKILLS

RESPONSIBILITY

Seriously. If you can turn up to the interview in a timely fashion, dress the part and demonstrate these three qualities, the job is pretty much yours unless you’re up against some stiff opposition. They already know from your application that you can do the job (or at least most of it). Now they just want to find out whether you’ll work well with them or not.

