Dress For Success

With very few unusual exceptions (my apologies to Apple Computer), sandals and sweatshirts are out. Oxfords and business suits OR business casual are  in. Even though many companies have relaxed the internal company dress code, interviews still follow the conservative standard. Don't buck the trend. But try to stand out just a little in a conservative manner. 
Follow these guidelines for successful interview dress: 

Men and Women 

· Conservative two-piece business suit (solid dark blue or grey is best) 

· Conservative long-sleeved shirt/blouse (white is best, pastel is next best) 

· Clean, polished conservative shoes 

· Well-groomed hairstyle 

· Clean, trimmed fingernails 

· Minimal cologne or perfume 

· Empty pockets--no bulges or tinkling coins 

· No gum, candy or cigarettes 

· Light briefcase or portfolio case 

· No visible body piercing (nose rings, eyebrow rings, etc.) 

Men 

· Necktie should be silk with a conservative pattern 

· Dark shoes (black lace-ups are best) 

· Dark socks (black is best) 

· Get a haircut; short hair always fares best in interviews 

· No beards (unless you are interviewing for a job as a lumberjack!) 

· Mustaches are a possible negative, but if you must, make sure it is neat and trimmed 

· No rings other than wedding ring or college ring 

· No earrings (if you normally wear one, take it out) 

Women 

· Always wear a suit with a jacket; or dress depending on the company and job
· Shoes with conservative heels 

· Conservative hosiery at or near skin color (and no runs!) 

· No purses, small or large; carry a briefcase instead 

· If you wear nail polish (not required), use clear or a conservative color 

· Minimal use of makeup (it should not be too noticeable) 

· No more than one ring on each hand 

· One set of earrings only 

If you are still not sure how to dress for the interview, call them and ask! That's right--call the employer. But this is one time when you do not want to call the Hiring Manager--instead, ask to be put through to Human Resources and say: 

"I have an interview with _____ in the _____ department for a position as an _____. Could you please tell me what would be appropriate dress for this interview?" 

Sure, you run the risk of someone in HR thinking you are a social imbecile, but that's a lot better than having the Hiring Manager distracted by inappropriate interview dress. 

While many work environments have shifted to business casual as the work standard, business suits are still the interview standard. When in doubt, it is almost always better to err on the side of conservatism. 

One final note on interview dress: while it goes without saying that your interview clothes should be neat and clean, very few interviewees give the same time and attention to their shoes. Shoes? Yes, shoes. I am aware of at least one Corporate Recruiter who forms first impressions based solely (pardon the pun) on shoes. This person does not have a shoe fetish--he subjectively judges that those who pay attention to details like their shoes are also likely to be diligent in their work life. And it is not just that person's opinion. Many have said that you can judge a person by their shoes. You will find that many ex-military officers (many of whom have found their way into management positions in corporate America) are especially aware of a person's shoes. It is not enough to be clean, pressed, and ironed. Make sure your shoes are conservative, clean, and polished. 
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The key element to successful interviewing is not your experience, your grades, what classes you took, your extracurricular activities, or any of the other basic necessities. Those skills are what got you the interview. The key element to successful interviewing can be summed up in one word: attitude. If you want to rise above others with better experience, better grades, or better anything, you will need to work on developing a highly positive work attitude. 

Your attitude determines whether you will "make the cut" or be discarded. Remember, there are plenty of competitors with the ability to do almost any given job-- especially at the entry level. The way most employers differentiate at the entry level is by candidates' attitudes toward the job. Your attitude is often what recruiters will remember when the dust has settled after reviewing ten, twenty, or even one hundred candidates--the one who was sincerely willing to put forth their very best effort. If you have the attitude of wanting to do your very best for the company, of being focused on the company's needs, of putting yourself forth as the person who will be committed and dedicated to fulfilling their needs, you will likely be the one chosen. 

Why is attitude so important? Because most companies already have their full share of multi-talented superstars who care about no one but themselves. Ask any manager who the most valuable member of his team is, and he will point not to the overrated superstar, but to the person who has the "can do" attitude, the person who can be counted on in any situation, the person who truly strives for excellence. Give me a team player who is achieving at 99% and I will take her over a flashy superstar who is running at 50% efficiency any day of the week. And so will 99% of all hiring managers. 

So don't worry if you are not "superstar" quality. If you can show me, in your words and actions, that you are ready to put forth your very best effort toward achieving excellence, you will be chosen over the superstar. 

You can show your winning attitude in the way you present yourself. Incorporate the actual words "positive attitude," "excellence," and "striving to be my best" into your interview language. Then show by your stories and examples how these words positively affect your life. Show me when and where and how you have put forth extra effort above and beyond the call of duty. Show me how you beat a deadline, how you excelled in a project, or how you made a difference by going the extra mile. 

Fifty Standard Interview Questions
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It is not enough to have solid answers only for the above questions. You need to be prepared for the full spectrum of questions that may be presented. For further practice, make sure you go through the required mock interview (see the "Competitive Interview Prep" Section) and for further review, look at some of the following questions: 

1. Tell me about yourself. 

2. What do you want to do with your life? 

3. Do you have any actual work experience? 

4. How would you describe your ideal job? 

5. Why did you choose this career? 

6. When did you decide on this career? 

7. What goals do you have in your career? 

8. How do you plan to achieve these goals? 

9. How do you evaluate success? 

10. Describe a situation in which you were successful. 

11. What do you think it takes to be successful in this career? 

12. What accomplishments have given you the most satisfaction in your life? 

13. If you had to live your life over again, what would you change? 

14. Would your rather work with information or with people? 

15. Are you a team player? 

16. What motivates you? 

17. Why should I hire you? 

18. Are you a goal-oriented person? 

19. Tell me about some of your recent goals and what you did to achieve them. 

20. What are your short-term goals? 

21. What is your long-range objective? 

22. What do you see yourself doing five years from now? 

23. Where do you want to be ten years from now? 

24. Do you handle conflict well? 

25. Have you ever had a conflict with a boss or professor? How did you resolve it? 

26. What major problem have you had to deal with recently? 

27. Do you handle pressure well? 

28. What is your greatest strength? 

29. What is your greatest weakness? 

30. If I were to ask one of your professors to describe you, what would he or she say? 

31. Why did you choose to attend your college? 

32. What changes would you make at your college? 

33. How has your education prepared you for your career? 

34. What were your favorite classes? Why? 

35. Do you enjoy doing independent research? 

36. Who were your favorite professors? Why? 

37. Why is your GPA not higher? 

38. Do you have any plans for further education? 

39. How much training do you think you'll need to become a productive employee? 

40. What qualities do you feel a successful manager should have? 

41. Why do you want to work in the _____ industry? 

42. What do you know about our company? 

43. Why are you interested in our company? 

44. Do you have any location preferences? 

45. How familiar are you with the community that we're located in? 

46. Will you relocate? In the future? 

47. Are you willing to travel? How much? 

48. Is money important to you? 

49. How much money do you need to make to be happy? 

50. What kind of salary are you looking for? 

Don't just read these questions--practice and rehearse the answers. Don't let the company interview be the first time you have actually formulated an answer in spoken words. It is not enough to think about them in your head--practice! Sit down with a friend, a significant other, or your roommate (an especially effective critic, given the amount of preparation to date) and go through all of the questions. Make the most of every single interview opportunity by being fully prepared! 

Candidate Interview Questions
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Human resource professionals: 

Are you ready to answer the following questions? 

· What can you tell me about the position? 

· What type of person you are seeking? 

· What can you tell me more about the department? 

· Who is the manager I would be working for and what is their management style? 

· May I have a copy of the written job description? 

· What would a typical working day be in this position? 

· How would you describe your company culture? 

· What is your company’s mission statement? 

· Why is this position open? 

· Is this job opening due to growth or replacement? (if replacement) What happened to the previous person in the position? 

· How much does the position pay? 

· What is the compensation range for this position? 

· What benefits are provided to your employees? 

· Do you have a tuition reimbursement plan? 

· Do you have an employee stock purchase plan? Do you participate? 

· What is the typical career path for this position? 

· What type of internal and external training do you provide? 

· How are performance appraisals conducted within your organization? 

· How are promotions evaluated within your organization? 

· What is your organization’s commitment to diversity? 

· How diverse is your executive management team? 

· What is your retention rate within the company? Within the hiring department? 

· Has your company had any layoffs in the past two years? What was the criteria for deciding who would be laid off? Do you foresee any additional layoffs in the near future? 

· What is the next step for consideration? 

· When will you be making a decision on this position? 
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Hiring Managers: 

Are you ready to answer the following questions? 

· What are the most important skills and attributes you are looking for in filling this position? 

· What would be a typical working day for this position? 

· How many hours of work per week would be required to be successful? 

· What is the organization structure of your department? 

· How would you describe your company culture? 

· What are your organizational values? How do these values influence your decision-making? 

· What is your vision for your department over the next two to three years? 

· What major challenges are you currently facing as a manager? 

· What is your competitive advantage in the marketplace? 

· What makes your company better than your competitors? 

· What are the areas where your competitors are better than your company? 

· Who do you consider your customers to be? 

· What is your value proposition to your customers? 

· What business problems keep you awake at night? 

· Can you tell me more about the other people in the organization I would be working with? Can I meet with any of them before accepting an offer of employment? 

· What would you consider to be exceptional performance from someone performing in this position in the first 90 days? 

· What is the internal perception of pursuing further education, such as a Master’s degree? 

· What is your management style? 

· How do you typically make decisions? 

· What is your preferred method of communicating with your team? 

· How are you measured as a manager? 

· What can I do to make you successful? 

· How long have you been with the organization? 

· What has been your career path within the organization? 

· What will be the measurements of my success in this position? 

· Do you have an employee stock purchase plan? Do you participate? 

· Who are the primary constituencies that you are responsible to support? Shareholders? Customers? Employees? How do you make decisions which conflict with the needs of these different constituencies? 

· How does the pressure of Wall Street expectations affect the short-term decision making among managers? 

· What are the organizational goals? 

· What are the metrics used to measure whether or not you are achieving your goals? 

· How far out into the future is the organization planning? 

· Do you have strategic planning within your organization? How often is it done? Who participates? What is the typical planning time horizon? 

· How are new strategic initiatives communicated to the organization? 

· Is your department considered to be a profit center or cost center? What are the financial expectations of the department? 

· Do you have control over your own budget? How is the initial budget amount determined? 

· Are budgets made at a centralized location, then rolled down, or decentralized, then rolled up? 

· What is your approach with regard to the use of technology? 

· Is there anyone within your organization who is considered to be a thought leader within the industry? What is it about that person that makes him/her a thought leader? 

· What is the next step in the interviewing process? 

POST INTERVIEW:
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There are two simple steps you can take to make a lasting impression after your interview and greatly increase your odds of success. 

The first is to call the interviewer to thank them for their time. If possible, you may want to add additional information which was not discussed in the interview. An example would be: "I understand from speaking with the receptionist that Microsoft Office is your corporate software standard. I just wanted to mention that I'm also fully proficient in each of the tools in the Office suite." This phone call should ideally take place the same day. If you are unable to reach the interviewer directly, leave a voicemail message. 

The second activity is to immediately write the interviewer a short note, thanking them for their time and reemphasizing your interest in the position. Then do your best to get it to them as quickly as possible. E-mail it, fax it, hand deliver it, messenger it, use overnight mail, whatever. But be sure they have it before the end of the following day. Ideally, you want to get it in their hands by the end of the day of the interview or first thing the following morning. Why? Because the quicker your letter arrives, the greater the likelihood of affecting a positive impact. 

Doesn't everyone follow up like this? Hardly. Virtually no one calls after an interview and few take the time to write a thank you letter. Those who do write letters generally send them via the postal service, which can arrive as much as a full week after the interview. The simple gestures of a phone call and thank you letter can make a big difference in separating you from your competition. 

And if you interviewed with multiple individuals, make sure each thank you letter is unique. Common language is acceptable, but do not simply change the name at the top of the letter. Your application, resume, and other materials will likely be stored in a single file, usually in the possession of the person guiding you through the hiring process. Your thank you letters will eventually find their way back to this central file. Yes, we do compare notes. And what seemed to be a unique and original note can actually work against you if there are two or three duplicates collected together in your file. It has taken a great deal of effort to get this far. Take the extra time to make this final impression a positive one.

