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Interviewing Skills

What to Prepare Before an Interview

Introduction

Knowing that you have an interview coming up can be stressful. However, if you use the
time before your interview to prepare yourself, you will likely look and feel more
confident during the interview.

This lesson will guide you through different ways to prepare for an interview. It will
explain how to research the company beforehand. It will help you identify appropriate
interview attire and will provide you with a checklist of items to bring along with you.
And it will help you both prepare to ask the right questions and practice answering
the questions you are likely to be asked.

Research the company

During an interview, you will need to show an employer that you know about and understand the needs of the
company. One way to prepare for this is to research the company.

In general, you want to find out:
e what products or services the company sells

e who its customers and competitors are
e how the company is doing within the industry
o what the company culture is like

Researching tools

Use our Company Research Guide to gather essential information.

Don't worry if you can't find every answer to every question. You'll likely use only part of this information in your
interview, but it is better to go in with a good understanding of the company. Print it out, take notes on it as you
research, and take it with you to your interview.

If you can't find information on the company's website, consider using Linkedin or another networking site to
find someone who can tell you about the company.

If you are a student or recent graduate, you can visit your college's career services office.

If you are willing to pay for the service, websites like Hoovers, OneSource, and LexisNexis offer various types
of information about a vast number of companies. If you don't want to pay, you may be able to access these
websites for free through your local public library.

Other researching tips

Drive to the interview location beforehand—preferably at the same time of day as your interview—so you can
get a good estimate of how long the travel time will be on the actual day of your interview. You don't want to be

late for an interview!

The actual job description or job posting will likely contain information about the company.

Decide what to wear to an interview
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Like most people, interviewers are susceptible to first impressions, and one of the first
things an interviewer will see of you is how you're dressed. Because you want to make
sure your first impression is a good one, here are some things to keep in mind when
choosing an outfit for an interview.

e Agood interview outfit should be relatively formal, so don't wear jeans, T-shirts, or
sneakers unless you've specifically been asked to wear them. A business suit is usually
a safe bet for either a man or a woman. If you don't have a business suit, a long-
sleeved, solid-colored shirt (button-down for men) or sweater and a pair of dark-
colored cotton or wool pants will usually work.

e When you choose your clothes, make sure they fit well, are not visibly worn out, and
are comfortable to sit down in. Both men and women should avoid wearing clothing
that's too tight because provocative clothing isn't seen as professional attire. Women
should avoid low necklines and short skirts for the same reason.

o Keep accessories to a minimum. Wearing too much jewelry, makeup, perfume, or
cologne is considered unprofessional, and it won't make a good impression on an
interviewer. You may even want to avoid perfume or cologne altogether because you
have no way of knowing whether any of the people you'll meet are allergic to it.

o Wear dark or neutral colors, even if these aren't colors you ordinarily wear. This
applies not only to the clothes you wear but also to accessories and shoes. Women should also wear neutral-
colored stockings, and men should wear neutral or dark ties.

e Make sure you're well-groomed when you're going to an interview. Check that your hair and nails are neat and
clean and that your clothing is unwrinkled or ironed before leaving the house. This shows the interviewer that you
took time to prepare for the interview and are taking it seriously.

e Keep in mind that not every tip on this list will apply in all situations. For an audition interview, for example, you
may be expected to dress less formally, depending on what you'll be asked to do. If you're not sure what to
wear, you may be able to call the human resources department of the company and ask what would be
appropriate. You can also ask friends or colleagues who may have interviewed at similar workplaces.

Decide what to take with you to an interview

After you've decided what to wear, it's time to think about what you should bring along with you to the interview. It's
also important to know what you should leave at home or in your car.

Review our Interview Checklist to learn more about what to take to an interview and what to leave at
home. To download and print a copy of your own, click the image below.
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Interview Checklist

A positive and friendly attitude
A copy of your resume with notes for you to use during the interview.
Additional clean, quality copies of your resume (one per interviewer)
Your own list of questions to ask about the job or company
A pen and some paper
Past work samples or your “portfolio” (if needed)
A list of references (include names, titles, and contact information)
The name, title, department, and phone number of the person whao is interviewing you
Personal grooming items such as breath mints, a comb or a brush
Cash (you may have to pay for parking or want to buy a coffee afterward)
Your identification and Social Security Card
(in case you are askad to complete an application on the spot)
Pravious employment information
(including job titles and dascriptions; dates of employment; company names and
addrasses; supervisors’ names, fitles, and contact information; your reasons for leaving)
T Your planning calendar
(in the event that a follow-up meeting is necessary)
_ Directions to the interview location or a map
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Don't Bring (into the interview):

T Your cell phone. While it is tempting to text a friend or to call your spouse while waiting
for the interview to begin, it is often considered unprofessional. If you must keep your
phone with you during the interview, turn it off completely, so that it will not interrupt
your meeting.

T The contents of your pockets. Many job candidates jingle the change in their pockets or

play with their keys when they are nervous. Put these things away beforehand, so you

won't be tempted.

Your family, friznds, or pet(s). You should arrange for their care (if needed) while you

are interviewing. It is never appropriate to have a friend or family member wait for you

inside the building while you are being interviewed.

T Your own food and drink. If you have something to eat or drink with you, put it away or
throw it out before you go into the interview. Do NOT chew gum during the interview.

]
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It is best to assemble the items you are bringing along in a briefcase or similar professional-looking organizer.
Remember, your first impression should be as a neat, organized, and prepared individual!


http://content.gcflearnfree.org/topics/157/in_checklist.pdf

Practice answering questions

Because the largest portion of your interview will be spent answering questions, the best way to prepare for an
interview is to anticipate the questions you'll likely be asked and then practice your answers to these questions.

All interviewers will ask some common interview questions to determine if you are the best candidate for the job.
These questions usually deal with your career goals, your level of interest in the job and company, your job skills and
motivation, and your interpersonal communication skills.

To learn more about common types of interview questions, review our Common Interview Questions
sheet. To download and print a copy of your own, click the image below.
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Common Interview Questions
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confident you will be

* Tell me about yourself.
Ernployers ask this question foe & variety of redsond. Some fdy want to hear o brief summany
of your work experience (inchuding your current job], whide others use it a5 an icebreaker to
et 3 sense of your personality and what motivates you. Many human resources professionaly
recommaend keeping your answer bried, stating two professkonal accomplishments and one
personal fact, What you choose to say, and how you say it, says a great deal about you

* Mame your three greatest strengths.
Employers ask this question because they want to know what your strengths are, but mare
importanthy, they want 1o know if you're capable of discussing your strengths, Mow 5 not the
time to be bashful. Emphasize strengthes that can be directly applied to the job.

* What ls your greatest wealkness?
Mast of us would like to respond, =| don't have any,” but that's not what the interviewer
wants 10 hear. After all, who doesn't have a weakness? However, be cautious. Think about
what you want to reveal. Pick 3 wealness that b not important in this job or one that you
have taken steps 10 strengthen. Always try 1o transform your weakness into 3 strength.

* What are your most significant accomplishments within and outside of the workplsce?
Emphasize sccomplshments that ase most relevant o the job, Doen't waste time talking about
datalls that would rvot be of any use to the employer. Be as specific as possible without
rewealing too much about your former emplayer, especially proprietary of confidential
infarmation. Don't downpliy your achie instead, mention any difficulties you may
have had [withaut Being negative) snd haw you evercame them, B peu se asked to describa
a personal accomplishment, you may want to mention semething you've accomplished
outside of work that is related 1o your professional development,

© What attracted you to the company/position? Wiy do you want to work for us?
Irtendiewers sk this question to find out how much you know about the comparry. Having
ane your company reseanch, talk sboiut the needs of the comparny of Business and how yvour
skill set can contribute to their goals. Talk about your work experiences and how they have
prepared you for this particoulsr podition. Also, point out yous own canser goaks.
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For the best results, consider practicing your answers in front of a mirror, with a friend, or using a video
camera. These methods can provide constructive feedback, in addition to building the confidence and
comfort you need for the real interview.

The STAR method for answering questions

You may not know exactly which questions you'll be asked during your interview, but there is something you can do to
make sure you are as prepared as possible to answer them. Practice using the STAR method for answering. The STAR
method begins with a description of a Situation, then describes the Tasks that were necessary for the situation, the
Actions you took to address that situation, and the Result. The following is a sample STAR answer for the question Tell
me about a time you were able to satisfy an upset customer.

Situation: Our new product was set to be released in May and was highly
anticipated in the industry. In fact, one of our biggest customers was
already relying on our product to include inits own business platform.
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Unfortunately, one of our suppliers didn't meet our contract needs in April,
which could have delayed our product release and would have made that
customer dissatisfied.

Task: To address this problem, my team had to find a new supplier as
quickly as possible or look for an alternate way to satisfy our customer.

Action: After conducting rapid research into likely suppliers, it became
evident that none would be able to help us meet our product specs as
written. Leading the product team back to the drawing board, we altered
the design of our product in a way that let us utilize a ready supplier
without compromising the primary functionality of our product.

Result: Because we worked with what the new supplier had readily
available, we were able to complete production on schedule. The cost of
the new supplier was less than the original, so our own price point was
able to be reduced as well. Both of these results greatly pleased our
customer, which ended up increasing its order and putting us over our
sales goal within the first three months of product availability.

Have several of these STAR stories prepared before going into the interview. Use the accomplishments you
included on your resume as a starting point, then outline three STAR stories to talk about in your interview.

Prepare your own questions to ask

An interview is as much for you as it is for the hiring manager. It is your chance to find out more about the job, the
company, the industry, and your potential boss. Your questions should show your genuine interest in or understanding
of the company. Knowing which questions to ask and which to not ask can help you get more out of your interview—
and can perhaps even get you the job!

Review our Questions to Ask sheet to learn more about what types of questions you should ask during an
interview. To download and print a copy of your own, click the image below.

Questions to Ask

The job interview is your time to find out if this is the right job for you. To determine that, prepare your own list of
guestions to ask during your interview. Your list might start with some of the questions below. Blank areas hove
been added so that you can take notes ond odd your own questions.

> To find out more about the job duties, consider asking:

What is the primary goal or responsibilities of this position in the first year?

What is a typical day like for someone in this position?

With whom will | work in this position?

How are my job duties and pricrities established?

What resources will | have access to that will help me perform my job duties?
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If you don't ask any questions during your job interview, the hiring manager may believe you're not really
interested in the job! On the other hand, asking certain questions might give the hiring manager the same
impression. Avoid questions about salary or benefits until you've been offered the job.
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