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      Introduction

We will highlight 4 major areas:  1. The primary objective of interviewing; 2. Questions you should be prepared to answer (and ask); 3. Handling the "Money" question, and 4. Post-interview follow up.

Primary Objective of Interviewing:

If the interview is worth going on, then your primary objective as a candidate should always be -- to get a job offer.  All of your concerns, all of your issues, those “what’s in this for me” questions can be addressed later – after the job has been offered.    How do you get the job offer?   Focus on THAT job – don’t look ahead to your next promotion.  Remember the company is hiring you to solve their immediate pain now - the current position as described – not what you can do for them in the future.

Certainly you want to be yourself (what they see should be exactly the person that’s going to show up for work -- just make sure it’s the very best self you are capable of being).  
Remember, there is a difference in being “interested” in a position (which you may not be able to determine in a first interview), and being “qualified” for that position.  Certainly let the interviewer know that you are well-qualified to do this job – whether you WANT it or not is another issue.  
Speak up, smile, and be as outgoing as your personality will allow, and act enthusiastic and feel enthusiastic!  If you cannot get genuinely excited about the company and this opportunity – do everyone involved a favor and cancel the interview!  That old cliché “enthusiasm is contagious” really is true.  You will be amazed how many times an employer will get enthusiastic about you if you show genuine, outgoing enthusiasm. 
Look, act, be professional – unless you are told differently, wear a conservative business suit (or at least a tie and sport coat) to the interview.  Most clients want to see you at your best;  we all know how to dress down.  Do not use cologne or perfume because some clients are allergic.  
Note that in a survey of 500 execs by a leading research group, communication skills ranked second only to job knowledge as factors crucial for business success.  This encompasses a host of things, both verbal and nonverbal -- your speech patterns, tone and quality of your voice, gestures you use, how you dress, the way you write, your posture, your eyes, your facial expressions, your listening skills, your sense of humor, the questions you ask -- together these factors make up your professional image and how those in power view you.  There’s only one chance for a first impression!  
Be Prepared for Certain Questions

It’s all about addressing their concerns and their problems – not yours!  Don’t be self-centered; put yourself in the employer’s shoes.  The interviewer will come into this interview from a Mindset of Fear - every time (“what if I make a mistake and hire the wrong person!”).  Statistics show that the cost to a company of a bad professional hire is $50,000 and up.  Therefore you must take away that fear by positioning yourself as the problem solver.  You do this by being prepared beforehand to give concrete examples from your own business experience to answer the interviewer’s 4 core key questions: 
Why are you here? To answer, ask yourself: What does this job involve?.  
What can you do for us? To answer, ask yourself: Do my skills truly match this job?  
What kind of person are you? To answer, ask yourself: Are these the kind of people I would like to work with, or not? 
What distinguishes you from the 19 other people who have the same skills as you have?  To answer, ask yourself: Can I persuade them there is something unique about me that makes me different from the 19 other people who can do these same tasks?.  Have your own stories and accomplishments from personal experience (be a Storyteller) that demonstrate your skills and how you can solve their problems.  If you are not prepared to do this you are not prepared for the interview!  You MUST bring forth from your on-the-job experience examples of how you – learned a new industry from scratch; wrote a new policies and procedures manual; trained new employees; learned a new software program.  In other words there is no absolutely Perfect candidate who has it all.  So if appropriate, let the interviewer know how glad you are that you don’t have everything they are looking for.  “God, am I glad that I don’t have every experience you are looking for in this position!”.  Then sell them on how challenging an exciting it is for you to learn new things and how good you are at this, etc.    
Will you ever be asked these 4 questions directly?  Almost certainly no; but these are those “silent questions” that the interviewer is asking you - in their head; and you need to be answering them if you expect ultimately to get a job offer.  In everything you do and say – how you look and walk and talk, your persona and presentation -- your entire package – must answer these questions to the employer’s satisfaction.  Needless to say, speak the truth!  It is one thing to get the job but then you have to keep it.  Exaggerating your skills or “enhancing” your experience will backfire every time once you have to perform.  Bottom line – if after a few minutes into the interview, if you like what you see and hear – SELL yourself! 
Keep in mind that an interview is a conversation, not an interrogation.  Be prepared to listen!  Remember, if their lips are still moving, yours shouldn’t be;  listen carefully and try to directly answer that question in summary form in the first 20 words that you speak; then elaborate and “flesh out” your answer as necessary.  Reason?  If you don’t answer directly the interviewer can lose focus on what you’re saying (“Is this candidate ever going to get to the point?”).  Answer fully but succinctly; candidates who talk on and on don’t get hired.  Ideally you should talk about half the time, and the interviewer should talk the other half.  To keep the conversation focused and moving have a number of well-thought-out questions that give you "your opportunity to shine” ---- as well as getting critical information about the company and the position.  Have questions written down and in the portfolio folder or small notebook you will be carrying into the interview.  Just make sure No "Self-Serving" questions at this point (plenty of time for that -- after the job offer).  Some general questions designed to draw out the interviewer to determine what they are really looking for in this position, such as:

· What are the most important skills you are looking for in this position, both technically and personally?
· What do you wish you had known about this company before you came to work here, Mr./Ms Interviewer?
· How will you measure my success in this position?
· What can I do to make your job easier?"
· Has anyone who’s worked for you failed, and why?

· Has anyone who’s worked for you really succeeded, and why?

· Who are the company’s “Star” employees, and what are they like?

Needless to say, you must also have several specific questions about that company and that position.  The goal is not to give a good performance but to build real rapport with the interviewer and create a relationship that lasts beyond the interview, and to address the employer’s concerns.  It’s not about memorized answers or any fancy footwork, but overall fit that you’re going for.   
That "Tell Me About Yourself" (or “What are you looking for?”) Question
Many interviewers ask some form of the “Tell me about yourself” question, or in some cases worded as “What are you looking for, or Why do you believe this position could be a good fit for you?”.  It would be an easy question if candidates answered with a prepared and well thought-out initial marketing statement of themselves and their skills which are applicable for that particular position.  This sounds pretty straightforward but few candidates ever answer in this manner.  Most typically respond with a narrowing question like: “What would you like to know?”  But it is extremely poor form to answer any interview question with another question.  

Teach yourself to answer this question with a three-part, pre-planned marketing statement that can more or less be reused from interview to interview.  
Part one is always a one/two sentence summary of your career history.  For example   

“I am a ten-year veteran who combines Big 4 auditing with 8 years of progressively responsible accounting and financial experience in both privately held and public manufacturing companies.”

You get the picture; your whole career needs to be condensed into one or two pithy sentences that encapsulate the most important aspects of your career -- those aspects that you want to leverage to that employer in order to make your next career step.    

Part two will be a Short summary of a single accomplishment that you are proud of that will also capture the potential employer’s attention.  It immediately follows your initial career summary from above, and this accomplishment should be one that the employer will be interested in hearing, one that is easily explained or illustrated, and one that clearly highlights a bottom line impact.   When done correctly this will build interviewer intrigue about the accomplishment so that they inquire further, giving you an opportunity to further discuss a significant career success.  The above candidate’s accomplishment statement was:

“So when I first took over as Finance Manager in my last position, the company was about to install SAP financials.  I let them know I had done a similar installation previously, so I outlined how we could get the job done with our present in-house staff.  The bottom line was we successfully completed this install on time, and for $60k less than it would have cost with outside IT consultants.”

Part three, the final piece of the marketing statement, is probably the most fluid.  It needs to be a Short summary of specifically what you want to do next in your career.  The reason this third part is difficult is that it needs to match what this particular employer will be interviewing you for.  Continuing with the above example, this candidate’s final sentences follow:

“Now for the next step in my career I would like to move up to a Regional Finance Manager of a larger manufacturing firm where I could join a team and be involved with IT re-engineering, and a group that focuses on planning and analysis, and mergers & acquisitions, while having access to the knowledgebase that would come with a large, diverse group.”

Of course this was the type of company and the primary duties of the position that was being offered in that particular interview.  
I like to summarize this answer by saying the 3 parts are 1.  Here is where I’ve been, 2.  Here is an example of what I’ve accomplished (that should be of interest to you), and 3.  building upon that foundation, here is where I want to go next in my career (and the position being offered is a logical next step, right?).
Finally -- THE MONEY
I put this last for good reason:  salary and compensation is very literally the LAST thing that you want to discuss (and do all you can to avoid it in any initial interview).  The more time the employer invests in you -- in interviewing or lunches or revisits or reference checking, etc. -- the more you have helped to "tenderize" them when it comes to how much they will offer in compensation.  Time is definitely on your side in this area so relax and don't bring it up, ever  -- the employer will not forget to address this subject!
However,  what if the employer asks you to commit to compensation first, like filling out an application that asks "desired salary"?  If you must commit something to writing how about "it's negotiable"; or if you can't get away with that one give a very broad range, from the lowest you will seriously consider in base salary to the top of their range as you understand it.

If the compensation question is asked directly to you by an interviewer, you can say something like "while salary is important to me, the duties and responsibilities, the team, the company, the opportunity, etc, etc, are MORE important; so I'm sure if we can come to agreement on these things, compensation will take care of itself".  Or my personal favorite: "I am here because I believe there is real opportunity for both of us with your company, so I WILL CONSIDER YOUR STRONGEST OFFER".  Of course you want the employer to lay their cards on the table first and commit themselves to a figure.  Sometimes you will be pleasantly surprised and their offer is higher than what you were prepared to accept.  This helps to insure you don't leave any money on the table that could have been yours.  
Post Interview Follow-up

After the interview, what then?  A short “Thank You” letter (or email), of course.  Just make sure it looks and reads like a business letter – no time to get sloppy; this is a chance to highlight your written communication skills with a brief letter-formatted email or typed snail mail letter that 1) basically thanks them for the interview and 2) states you are confident you can handle this position because… (here just a very short phrase or 1 sentence -- don’t oversell), and 3) you hope to have the opportunity to meet with them again.  If something personal came up during your interview that allows you to make a "human link" - you found out you went to the same college, have kids the same age, etc., this can be a good personal touch.  Just don't overdo it.  

Following these tips will not guarantee any offer or the perfect salary or perfect position; but it will build your self-confidence and certainly improve your chances of success if you find yourself face-to-face with what might just be the best opportunity in your career. 

PS - Employers are making offers contingent upon - receiving favorable reference checks, dates of all employment (including any contract assignments), drug test results, criminal and credit checks, and the verification of all education, certifications, etc.  If you have any concerns or potential problems in any of these areas - make the recruiter aware of them before any offer negotiation takes place!  We are here to help you in any way we can.   
PPS - If you must cancel a scheduled interview - always call the company interviewer first!

Don't just leave a message for the agency recruiter; they may not get your notice in time to notify their client, and believe me NOTHING upsets us more than hearing of a cancelled interview - from our client company!
Saying NO to a great Counteroffer?

Labor statistics in the late ’90’s (as reported in the Wall Street Journal) were compiled by the U.S. Department of Labor on the issue of "professional, middle management" employees who accepted a counteroffer, after they told their current employer of their intention to resign and take a  position with another company (but in fact were persuaded not to quit and instead accepted their employer’s counteroffer).  These studies showed over 70% were no longer with their original employer one year later.  I’m not sure of all the reasons for this fact (the statistics offered no analysis), just the result – according to the U.S. Dept. of Labor - counteroffers don't work!  

The following is my “opinion”, simply offered for your consideration; however it is based on my experiences of having been an Accounting & Financial recruiter for 33 years:

1.  The same circumstances that caused you to consider a change in the first place will probably repeat themselves in the future (will more money really solve your problem?).

2.  Once you tell your boss that you are unhappy and have accepted another job, from that time on your loyalty will always be in question (will you really stay long-term?).  I know this  because I have received "Confidential" job orders from employers - to replace someone to whom they have just given a counteroffer!  Many companies will start looking (confidentially of course) for a new person, usually at a lower salary.  Then you may find yourself "on the street" on their timing - not yours; maybe not the best situation for you.  One thing for sure - your employer will first and foremost look out for THEIR best interests - not yours.

3.  Where is that money for the counteroffer coming from?  Is it your next raise early?  Most companies have strict wage and salary guidelines which must be followed.  What if word gets out to the other employees that you were successful in breaking the rules and got more money?

4.  Once the word does get out (as it usually does), the relationship that you now enjoy with your peers may never be the same; you could lose the personal satisfaction of peer group acceptance.  From that day on your loyalty could always be a question mark among your co-workers.

While being offered a great counter-offer is certainly flattering, before being bedazzled without having to even leave your chair – just consider this: the odds are over 3 to 1 of that counter-offer not working out over the long-term.  Is this a good bet for your career future?
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