


Are You Ready for a Behavioral Interview? 
 

“Tell me about a time when you were on a team, and one of the 
members wasn’t carrying his or her weight.“ If this is one of the 
leading questions in your job interview, you could be in for a 
behavioral interview.  Based on the premise that the best way to 
predict future behavior is to determine past behavior, this style of 
interviewing is gaining popularity among recruiters.   
  Today, more than ever, each hiring decision is critical.  
Behavioral interviewing is designed to minimize personal 
impressions that might cloud the hiring decision.  By focusing on 
the applicant’s actions and behaviors, rather than subjective 
impressions that can sometimes be misleading, interviews can 
make more accurate hiring decisions. 
   A manager of staff planning and college relations for a major 
chemical company believes, “Although we have not conducted 
any formal studies to determine whether retention of success on 
the job has been affected, I feel our move to behavioral 
interviewing has been successful.  It helps concentrate recruiters’ 
questions on areas important to our candidates’ success within 
[our company].”  The company introduced behavioral 
interviewing in the mid-1980s at several sites and has since 
implemented it company wide. 
 
Behavioral vs. Traditional Interviews 
   If you have training or experience with traditional interviewing 
techniques, you may find the behavioral interview quite different 
in several ways: 
√ Instead of asking how you would behave in a particular 
situation, the interviewer will ask you to describe how you did 
behave. 
√ Expect the interviewer to question and probe (think of “peeling 
the layers from an onion”). 
√ The interviewer will ask you to provide details and will not 
allow you to theorize or generalize about events. 
√ The interview will be a more structured process that will 
concentrate on areas that are important to the interview, rather 
than allowing you to concentrate on areas that you may feel are 
important. 
√ You may not get a chance to deliver any prepared stories. 
√ Most interviewers will be taking notes throughout the interview. 
   The behavioral interviewer has been trained to objectively 
collect and evaluate information and works from a profile of 
desired behaviors that are needed for success on the job.  Because 
the behaviors a candidate has demonstrated in previous positions 
are likely to be repeated, you will be asked to share situations in 
which you may or may not have exhibited these behaviors.  Your 
answers will be tested for accuracy and consistency. 
   If you are an entry-level candidate with no previous related 
experience, the interviewer will look for behaviors in situations 
similar to those of the target position: 
   “Describe a major problem you have faced and how you dealt  
     with it.” 
   “Give an example of when you had to work with your hands to  
    accomplish a task or project.” 
   “What class did you like the most?  What did you like about it?” 
   Follow-up questions will test for consistency and determine if 
you exhibited the desired behavior in that situation: 
 

    

    
   “Can you give me an example?” 
   “What did you do?” 
   “What did you say?” 
   “What were you thinking?” 
   “How did you feel?” 
   “What was your role?” 
   “What was the result?” 
   You will notice an absence of such questions as, “Tell me 
about your strengths and weaknesses.” 
 
How to Prepare for a Behavioral Interview 
√ Recall recent situations that show favorable behaviors or actions, 
especially those involving coursework, work experience, leadership, 
teamwork, initiative, planning and customer service. 
√ Prepare short descriptions of each situation; be ready to give details if 
asked. 
√ Be sure each story has a beginning, a middle and an end; i.e., be ready 
to describe the situation, your action and the outcome or result. 
√ Be sure the outcome or result reflects positively on you (even if the 
result itself was not favorable). 
√ Be honest.  Don’t embellish or omit any part of the story.  The 
interviewer will find out if your story is built on a weak foundation. 
√ Be specific.  Don’t generalize about several events; give a detailed 
accounting of one event. 
   A possible response to the questions, “Tell me about a time when you 
were on a team and a member wasn’t pulling his or her weight” might go 
as follows:  “I had been assigned to a team to build a canoe out of 
concrete.  One of our team members wasn’t showing up for our lab 
sessions or doing his assignments.  I finally met with him in private, 
explained the frustration of the rest of the team and asked if there was 
anything I could do to help.  He told me he was preoccupied with another 
class that he wasn’t passing, so I found someone to help him with the 
other course.  He not only was able to spend more time on our project, but 
he was also grateful to me for helping him out.  We finished our project 
on time and got a “B” on it.” 
   The interviewer might then probe:  “How did you feel when you 
confronted this person?”  “Exactly what was the nature of the project?” 
“What was his responsibility as a team member?” “What was your role?” 
“At what point did you take it upon yourself to confront him?” You can 
see it is important that you not make up or “shade” information and why 
you should have a clear memory of the entire incident. 
 
Don’t Forget the Basics 
   Instead of feeling anxious or threatened by the prospect of a behavioral 
interview, remember the essential difference between the traditional 
interview and the behavioral interview:  The traditional interviewer may 
allow you to project what you might or should do in a given situation, 
whereas the behavioral interviewer is looking for past actions only.  It will 
always be important to put your best foot forward and make a good 
impression on the interviewer with appropriate attire, good grooming, a 
firm handshake and direct eye contact.  There is no substitute for 
promptness, courtesy, preparation, enthusiasm and a positive attitude. 
 
Written by Roseanne Lidle Bensley, Placement and Career Services, New 
Mexico State University. 
 

 



Dressing for the Interview 
 

D 
 

epending upon your fashion style, whether it is 
the latest trends for the club scene or merely 
college senior casual, a job interview may be 

cause for some drastic wardrobe augmentation. 
    For your interviews, some of your individualism might 
have to be shelved or kept in the closet. In most business and 
technical job interviews, when it comes to your appearance, 
conservativism and conformity are in order. 
    While many companies have adopted the “office casual” 
dress code, don’t try to set new standards in the interview. 
When in doubt, it is better to be too conservative than to be 
too flashy. For men and women, a suit is the best bet. 
    Here are some guidelines: 

MEN 

• A two-piece suit will suffice in most instances. 
• Solid colors and tighter-woven fabrics are safer than bold 

prints or patterns. 
• Bright ties bring focus to the face, but a simple pattern is 

best for an interview. (A tip for larger men: Use a double 
Windsor knot to minimize a bulky appearance.) 

• Wear polished shoes with socks high enough so no skin 
is visible when you sit down and cross your legs. 

 
WOMEN 

• A suit with a knee-length skirt and a tailored blouse is 
most appropriate. 

• Although even the most conservative organizations allow 
more feminine looks these days, accessories should be 
kept simple. Basic pumps and modest jewelry and 
makeup help to present a professional look. 

• Pants are more acceptable now but are not recommended 
for interviews. 
 

Staying Within a Budget 

For recent graduates just entering professional life, addi-
tions to wardrobes, or complete overhauls, are likely needed. 
Limited funds can be an obstacle. Image consultant Christine 
Lazzarini suggests “capsule wardrobing.” For example, by 
mixing and matching, she says, an eight-piece capsule ward-
robe can generate up to 28 ensembles. 

Before shopping, Lazzarini advises establishing a budget, 
50% of which should be targeted for accessories. For 
women, “even a brightly colored jacket could be considered 
an accessory when it makes an outfit you already have look 
entirely different.” 

The most important piece in any wardrobe is a jacket that 
is versatile and can work with a number of other pieces, 
according to one fashion expert. This applies to men and 
women. “If you focus on a suit, buy one with a jacket which 
may be used with other skirts or trousers,” says a women’s 
fashion director for a major national retailer. “Then add a 
black turtleneck or a white shirt. These are the fashion basics 
that you can build on.” 

A navy or black blazer for men can work well with a few 
different gabardine pants. Although this kind of ensemble 
would be just as expensive as a single suit, it offers more 
versatility. 

One accessory recommended by company representatives is 
a briefcase. “When I see one,” says one recruiter, “it 
definitely adds to the candidate’s stature. It is a symbol tome 
that the individual has done some research and that he or she 
is pre pared.” 

A Final Check 

And, of course, your appearance is only as good as your 
grooming. Create a final checklist to review before you go 
on an interview: 

• Neatly trimmed hair 
• Conservative makeup 
• No runs in stockings 
• Shoes polished (some suggest wearing your sneakers on the 

way to an interview and changing before you enter the 
interview site) 

• No excessive jewelry; men should refrain from wearing 
earrings 
• No missing buttons, crooked ties or lint 
 

You want your experience and qualifications to shine. 
Your appearance should enhance your presentation, not over 
whelm it. 

Taking a Casual Approach 
“Office Casual” is becoming the accepted mode of 

dress at more and more companies. The rules, however, 
for casual attire are subject to tremendous company-to- 
company variance. At some, “casual day” is a Friday-
only observance, where the dress code is slightly 
relaxed—a sports coat and slacks for men and slacks and 
a sweater for women. At others, especially 
entrepreneurial computer companies, it’s shorts and 
sandals every day. 

The safest fashion rule for new employees to follow is 
dress about the same as your most conservatively attired 
co-worker. As a new hire, don’t try to “push the 
boundaries” of casual attire. 

Fashion Arrests: 1) Never wear blue denim jeans or 
shorts unless the vast majority of others do; 2) Don’t 
dress too provocatively—you’re at work, not at a dance 
club; 3) “Casual” doesn’t mean “sloppy”—your clothes 
should always be free of stains or holes; 4) Workout 
wear belongs at the gym. 

Play It Safe: 1) Chinos or corduroy slacks are usually a 
safe bet for both sexes; 2) As for formal business attire, 
buy the best that your budget will allow; 3) If you will be 
seeing clients, dress appropriately for their workplace, 
not yours; 4) Go to the mall—most department and 
specialty stores have sections devoted to this style of 
office attire.  



Guide to Appropriate Pre-Employment Inquiries 
ACCEPTABLE SUBJECT UNACCEPTABLE 

 
“Have you worked for this company under a different name?” 
“Have you ever been convicted of a crime under another name?” 
 
Applicant’s place of residence 
How long applicant has been a resident of this state or city 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Can you after employment, submit a work permit if under 18?” 
“Are you over 18 years of age?” 
“If hired, can you furnish proof of age?”/ or / Statement that hire is 
subject to verification that applicant’s age meets legal requirements 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Statement by employer of regular days, hours or shift to be worked 
 
 
 
 
 
Statement that photograph may be required after employment 
 
 
 
Statement by employer that if hired, applicant may be required to 
submit proof of authorization to work in the United States 
 
 
 
 
Languages applicant reads, speaks or writes fluently 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Applicant’s academic, vocational or professional education, 
schools attended 
 
Applicant’s work experience 
Applicant’s military experience in armed forces of United States, in 
a state militia (U.S.) or in a particular branch of U.S. armed forces 
 
“Have you ever been convicted of any crime?  If so, when, where 
and the disposition of case?” 
 
Names of applicant’s relatives already employed by this company 
Name and address of parent or guardian if applicant is a minor 
 
 
 
Name and address of person to be notified in case of accident or 
emergency 
 
Organizations, clubs, professional societies or other associations of 
which applicant is a member, excluding any names the character of 
which indicate the race, religious creed, color, national origin or 
ancestry of its members 
 
“By whom were you referred for a position here?” 
 
 
“Can you perform all of the duties outlined in the job description?” 
Statement by employer that all job offers are contingent on passing 
a physical examination 
 
 
 
 

 
NAME 

 
 

ADDRESS OR 
DURATION OF 

RESIDENCE 
 

BIRTHPLACE 
 
 
 
 

AGE 
 
 
 
 

RELIGION 
 
 
 
 

WORK DAYS AND 
SHIFTS 

 
RACE OR ETHNICITY 

 
 

PHOTOGRAPH 
 
 
 

CITIZENSHIP 
 
 
 
 
 

NATIONAL ORIGIN OR 
ANCESTRY 

 
 
 
 
 
 

EDUCATION 
 
 

EXPERIENCE 
 
 
 

CHARACTER 
 
 

RELATIVES 
 
 
 
 

NOTICE IN CASE OF 
EMERGENCY 

 
ORGANIZATIONS 

 
 
 
 

REFERENCES 
 
 

PHYSICAL CONDITION 
 
 

 

 
Former name of applicant whose has been changed by court order or 
otherwise 
 
 
 
 
 
Birthplace of applicant 
Birthplace of applicant’s parents, spouse or other relatives 
Requirement that applicant submit a birth certificate, naturalization or 
baptismal record 
 
Questions that tend to identify applicants 40 to 64 years of age 
 
 
 
 
Applicant’s religious denomination or affiliation, church, parish, pastor or 
religious services / or / a house of worship?” 
Applicant may not be told “This is a Catholic/Protestant/Jewish/atheist 
organization.” 
 
 
 
 
Complexion, color of skin or other questions directly or indirectly 
indicating race or ethnicity 
 
Requirement that applicant affix a photograph to the application form  
Request applicant, at his / her option, to submit photograph 
Requirement of photograph after interview but before hiring 
 
Whether applicant, parents of spouse are naturalized or native-born U.S. 
citizens 
Date when applicant, parents or spouse acquired U.S. citizenship 
Requirement that applicant produce naturalization papers or first papers 
Whether applicant’s parents or spouse are citizens of the United States 
 
Applicant’s nationality, lineage, ancestry, national origin, descent or 
parentage 
Date of arrival in United States of port of entry, how long a resident 
Nationality of applicant’s parents of spouse; maiden name of applicant’s 
wife or mother 
Language commonly used by applicant, “What is your mother tongue?” 
How applicant acquired ability to read, write or speak a foreign language 
 
Date last attended high school 
 
 
Applicant’s military experience (general) 
Type of military discharge 
 
 
“Have you ever been arrested?” 
 
 
Marital status or number of dependents 
Name or address of relative, spouse or children of adult applicant 
“With whom do you reside?” 
“Do you live with your parents?” 
 
Name and address of relative to be notified in case of emergency 
 
 
List all organizations, clubs, societies and lodges to which you belong 
 
 
 
 
Requirement of submission of a religious preference 
 
 
“Do you have any physical disabilities?” 
Questions on general medical condition 
Inquiries as to receipt of workmen’s compensation 
 
Written by Roseanne Lidle Bensley, Placement and Career Services, New 
Mexico State University. 
 

 



Professional Etiquette 
 

Y our academic knowledge and skills maybe 
spectacular, but do you have the social skills needed 
to be successful in the workplace? Good 

professional etiquette indicates to potential employers that 
you are a mature, responsible adult who can aptly represent 
their company. Not knowing proper etiquette could damage 
your image, prevent you from getting a job and jeopardize 
personal and business relationships. 
 

Meeting and Greeting 
Etiquette begins with meeting and greeting. Terry Cobb, 

human resource director at Wachovia Corporation in South 
Carolina’s Palmetto region, emphasizes the importance of 
making a good first impression—beginning with the hand 
shake. A firm shake, he says, indicates to employers that 
you’re confident and assertive. A limp handshake, on the 
other hand, sends the message that you’re not interested or 
qualified for the job. Dave Owenby, human resources 
manager for North and South Carolina at Sherwin Williams, 
believes, “Good social skills include having a firm hand 
shake, smiling, making eye contact and closing the meeting 
with a handshake.” 

The following basic rules will help you get ahead in the 
workplace: 

• Always rise when introducing or being introduced to 
someone. 
• Provide information in making introductions—you are 
responsible for keeping the conversation going. “Joe, 
please meet Ms. Crawford, CEO at American Enterprise, 
Inc., in Cleveland.” “Mr. Jones, this is Kate Smith, a senior 
majoring in computer information systems at Northwestern 
University.” 
• Unless given permission, always address someone by his 
or her title and last name. 
• Practice a firm handshake. Make eye contact while 
shaking hands. 

 

Dining 
Shirley Willey, owner of Etiquette & Company in 

Carmichael, Calif., reports that roughly 80% of second 
interviews involve a business meal. Cobb remembers one 
candidate who had passed his initial interview with flying 
colors. Because the second interview was scheduled close to 
noon, Cobb decided to conduct the interview over lunch. 
Initially, the candidate was still in the “interview” mode and 
maintained his professionalism. After a while, however, he 
became more relaxed—and that’s when the candidate’s real 
personality began to show. He had terrible table manners, 
made several off-color remarks and spoke negatively about 
previous employers. Needless to say, Cobb was 
unimpressed, and the candidate did not get the job. 

Remember that an interview is always an interview, 
regardless of how relaxed or informal the setting. Anything 
that is said or done will be considered by the interviewer, 
cautions Cobb. 

In order to make a good impression during a lunch or 
dinner interview, make sure you: 

• Arrive on time. 

 
• Wait to sit until the host/hostess indicates the seating 

arrangement. 
• Place napkin in lap before eating or drinking anything. 
• When ordering, keep in mind that this is a talking 

business lunch. Order something easy to eat, such as 
boneless chicken or fish. 

• Do not hold the order up because you cannot make a 
decision. Feel free to ask for suggestions from others at 
the table. 

• Wait to eat until everyone has been served. 
• Keep hands in lap unless you are using them to eat. 
• Practice proper posture; sit up straight with your arms 

close to your body. 
• Bring food to your mouth—not your head to the plate. 
• Try to eat at the same pace as everyone else. 
• Take responsibility for keeping up the conversation. 
• Place napkin on chair seat if excusing yourself for any 

reason. 
• Place napkin beside plate at the end of the meal. 
• Push chair under table when excusing yourself. 

 

Eating 
Follow these simple rules for eating and drinking: 
• Start eating with the implement that is farthest away from 

your plate. You may have two spoons and two forks. 
The spoon farthest away from your plate is a soup 
spoon. The fork farthest away is a salad fork unless you 
have three forks, one being much smaller, which would 
be a seafood fork for an appetizer. The dessert 
fork/spoon is usually above the plate. Remember to 
work from the outside in. 

• Dip soup away from you; sip from the side of the spoon. 
• Season food only after you have tasted it. 
• Pass salt and pepper together—even if asked for only 

one. 
• Pass all items to the right. If the item has a handle, such 

as a pitcher, pass with the handle toward the next person. 
For bowls with spoons, pass with the spoon ready for the 
next person. If you are the one to reach to the center of 
the table for an item, pass it before serving yourself. 

• While you are speaking during a meal, utensils should be 
resting on plate (fork and knife crossed on the plate with 
tines down). 

• Don’t chew with your mouth open or blow on your food. 
 

The interviewer will usually take care of the bill and the 
tip. Be prepared, however, if this doesn’t happen and have 
small bills ready to take care of your part, including the tip. 
Never make an issue of the check. 

Social skills can make or break your career. Kenitra 
Matheson, human resource director with Dellinger and 
Deese in Charlotte, N.C., emphasizes, “Etiquette and social 
skills are a must! Our employees have to exhibit a certain 
level of professionalism and etiquette, given that we 
constantly interact with our clients.” Be one step ahead— 
practice the social skills necessary to help you make a great 
first impression and stand out in a competitive job market. 

By Prof. Jennie Hunter, Western Carolina University.  



Questions Asked by Employers 
 

Personal 
 

1. Tell me about yourself. 
 

2. What are your hobbies? 
 

3. Why did you choose to interview with our 
organization? 

 

4. Describe your ideal job. 
 

5. What can you offer us? 
 

6. What do you consider to be your greatest strengths? 
 

7. Can you name some weaknesses? 
 

8. Define success.  Failure. 
 

9. Have you ever had any failures?  What did you learn 
from them? 

 

10. Of which three accomplishments are you most proud? 
 

11. Who are your role models?  Why? 
 

12. How does your college education or work experience 
relate to this job? 

 

13. What motivates you most in a job? 
 

14. Have you had difficulty getting along with a former 
professor/supervisor/co-worker and how did you 
handle it? 

 

15. Have you ever spoken before a group of people?  How 
large? 

 

16. Why should we hire you rather than another candidate? 
 

17. What do you know about our organization (products or 
services) 

 

18. Where do you want to be in five years?  Ten years? 
 

19. Do you plan to return to school for further education? 
 

Education 
 

20. Why did you choose your major? 
 

21. Why did you choose to attend your college or 
university? 

 

22. Do you think you received a good education?  In what 
ways? 

 

23. In which campus activities did you participate? 
 

24. Which classes in your major did you like best?  Least?  
Why? 

 

25. Which elective classes did you like best? Least?  Why? 
 

26. If you were to start over, what would you change about 
your education? 

 

27. Do your grades accurately reflect your ability?  Why 
or why not? 

 

28. Were you financially responsible for any portion of 
your college education? 

 

Experience 
 

29. What job-related skills have you developed? 
 

30. Did you work while going to school?  In what 
positions? 

 

31. What did you learn from these work experiences? 
 

32. What did you enjoy most about your last 
employment?  Least? 

 

33. Have you ever quit a job?  Why? 
 

34. Give an example of a situation in which you 
provided a solution to an employer. 

 

35. Give an example of a time in which you worked 
under deadline pressure. 

 

36. Have you ever done any volunteer work?  What 
kind? 

 

37. How do you think a former supervisor would 
describe your work? 

 

Career Goals 
 

38. Do you prefer to work under supervision or on your 
own? 

 

39. What kind of boss do you prefer? 
 

40. Would you be successful working with a team? 
 

41. Do you prefer large or small organizations?  Why? 
 

42. What other types of positions are you considering? 
 

43. How do you feel about working in a structured 
environment? 

 

44. Are you able to work on several assignments at 
once? 

 

45. How do you feel about working overtime? 
 

46. How do you feel about travel? 
 

47. How do you feel about the possibility of relocating? 
 

48. Are you willing to work flextime? 
 
     Before you begin interviewing, think about these questions 
and possible responses and discuss them with a career 
advisor.  Conduct mock interviews and be sure you are able to 
communicate clear, unrehearsed answers to interviewers. 
 
Written by Roseanne Lidle Bensley, Placement and Career 
Services, New Mexico State University. 
 

 



Questions to Ask Employers 
 
 

1. Please describe the duties of the job for me. 
 

2. What kinds of assignments might I expect 
the first six months on the job? 

 
3. Are salary adjustments geared to the cost of 

living or job performance? 
 

4. Does your company encourage further 
education? 

 
5. How often are performance reviews given? 

 
6. What products (or services) are in the 

development stage now? 
 

7. Do you have plans for expansion? 
 

8. What are your growth projections for next 
year? 

 
9. Have you cut your staff in the last three 

years? 
 
10. How do you feel about creativity and 

individuality? 
 
11. Do you offer flextime? 

 
12. Is your company environmentally 

conscious?  In what ways? 
 
13. In what ways is a career with your company 

better than one with your competitors? 
 
14. Is this a new position or am I replacing 

someone? 
 
15. What is the largest single problem facing 

your staff (department) now? 
 
16. May I talk with the last person who held this 

position? 
 

 

 
17. What is the usual promotional time frame? 

 
18. Does your company offer either single or dual 

career track programs? 
 
19. What do you like best about your job/company? 

 
20. Once the probation period is completed, how much 

authority will I have over decisions? 
 
21. Has there been much turnover in this job area? 

 
22. Do you fill positions from the outside or promote 

from within first? 
 
23. What qualities are you looking for in the candidate 

who fills this position? 
 
24. What skills are especially important for someone in 

this position? 
 
25. What characteristics do the achievers in this 

company seem to share? 
 
26. Is there a lot of team/project work? 

 
27. Will I have the opportunity to work on special 

projects? 
 
28. Where does this position fit into the organizational 

structure? 
 
29. How much travel, if any, is involved in this 

position? 
 
30. What is the next course of action?  When should I 

expect to hear from you or should I contact you? 
 
 
 
 
Written by Roseanne Lidle Bensley, Placement and Career 
Services, New Mexico State University. 

 



Ten Rules of Interviewing 
  

B efore stepping into an interview, be sure to practice, 
practice, practice. A job-seeker going to a job 

interview without preparing is like an actor performing on 
opening night without rehearsing. 
     To help with the interview process, keep the following 
ten rules in mind: 

Keep your answers brief and concise. 
Unless asked to give more detail, limit your answers to 
two to three minutes per question. Tape yourself and 
see how long it takes you to fully answer a question. 

Include concrete, quantifiable data. 
Interviewees tend to talk in generalities. 
Unfortunately, generalities often fail to convince 
interviewers that the applicant has assets. Include 
measurable information and provide details about 
specific accomplishments when discussing your 
strengths. 

Repeat your key strengths three times. 
It’s essential that you comfortably and confidently 
articulate your strengths. Explain how the strengths 
relate to the company’s or department’s goals and how 
they might benefit the potential employer. If you 
repeat your strengths then they will be remembered 
and—if supported with quantifiable 
accomplishments—they will more likely be believed. 

Prepare five or more success stories. 
In preparing for interviews make a list of your skills 
and key assets. Then reflect on past jobs and pick out 
one or two instances when you used those skills 
successfully. 

Put yourself on their team. 
Ally yourself with the prospective employer by using 
the employer’s name and products or services. For 
example, “As a member of __________, I would 
carefully analyze the __________ and _________.” 
Show that you are thinking like a member of the team 
and will fit in with the existing environment. Be 
careful though not to say anything that would offend 
or be taken negatively. Your research will help you in 
this area. 

Image is often as important as content. 
What you look like and how you say something are 
just as important as what you say. Studies have shown 
that 65 percent of the conveyed message is nonverbal; 
gestures, physical appearance and attire are highly 
influential during job interviews. 

Ask questions. 
The types of questions you ask and the way you ask 
them can make a tremendous impression on the 
interviewer. Good questions require advance 
preparation. Just as you plan how you would answer 
an interviewer’s questions, write out specific questions 
you want to ask. Then look for opportunities to ask  

 

them during the interview. Don’t ask about benefits 
or salary. The interview process is a two-way street 
whereby you and the interviewer assess each other to 
determine if there is an appropriate match. 

Maintain a conversational flow. 
By consciously maintaining a conversational flow—
a dialogue instead of a monologue—you will be 
perceived more positively. Use feedback questions 
at the end of your answers and use body language 
and voice intonation to create a conversational 
interchange between you and the interviewer. 

8
1 
2 Research the company, product lines and 

competitors. 
Research will provide information to help you 
decide whether you’re interested in the company and 
important data to refer to during the interview. 

9
Keep an interview journal. 
As soon as possible, write a brief summary of what 
happened. Note any follow-up action you should 
take and put it in your calendar. Review your 
presentation. Keep a journal of your attitude and the 
way you answered the questions. Did you ask 
questions to get the information you needed? What 
might you do differently next time? Prepare and 
send a brief, concise thank-you letter. Restate your 
skills and stress what you can do for the company. 

103 

4 In Summary 

     Because of its importance, interviewing requires advance 
preparation. Only you will be able to positively affect the 
outcome. You must be able to compete successfully with the 
competition for the job you want. In order to do that, be 
certain you have considered the kind of job you want, why 
you want it and how you qualify for it. You also must face 
reality: Is the job attainable? 

5 
In addition, recognize what it is employers want in their 
candidates. They want “can do” and “will do” employees. 
Recognize and use the following factors to your benefit as 
you develop your sales presentation. In evaluating 
candidates, employers consider the following factors: 

6 • Ability   • Character 
• Loyalty   • Initiative 
• Personality   • Communication skills 
• Acceptance   • Work record 
• Recommendations 
• Outside activities while in school 

7 Written by Roseanne Lidle Bensley. Placement and Career 
Services, New Mexico State University. 

 



The Art of Negotiating 

A n area of the job search that often receives little 
attention is the art of negotiating. Once you have been 
offered a job, you have the opportunity to discuss the 

terms of your employment. Negotiations may be uncomfortable 
or unsatisfying because we tend to approach them with a 
winner-take-all attitude that is counterproductive to the concept 
of negotiations. 

Negotiating with your potential employer can make your job 
one that best meets your own needs as well as those of your 
employer. To ensure successful negotiations, it is important to 
understand the basic components. The definition of negotiation 
as it relates to employment is: a series of communications 
(either oral or in writing) that reach a satisfying conclusion for 
all concerned parties, most often between the new employee 
and the hiring organization. 

Negotiation is a planned series of events that requires 
strategy, presentation and patience. Preparation is probably the 
single most important part of successful negotiations. Any good 
trial attorney will tell you the key to presenting a good case in 
the courtroom is the hours of preparation that happen 
beforehand. The same is true for negotiating. A good case will 
literally present itself. What follows are some suggestions that 
will help you prepare for successful negotiating. 

 
Research 

Gather as much factual information as you can to back up the 
case you want to make. For example, if most entering 
employees cannot negotiate salary, you may be jeopardizing the 
offer by focusing on that aspect of the package. Turn your 
attention to other parts of the offer such as their health & dental 
plans, retirement package, the type of schedule you prefer, etc. 

 
Psychological Preparation 

Chances are that you will not know the person with whom 
you will be negotiating. If you are lucky enough to be 
acquainted, spend some time reviewing what you know about 
this person’s communication style and decision- making 
behavior. 

In most cases, however, this person will be a stranger. Since 
most people find the unknown a bit scary, you’ll want to ask 
yourself what approach to negotiating you find most 
comfortable. How will you psyche yourself up to feel confident 
enough to ask for what you want? How will you respond to 
counteroffers? What are your alternatives? What’s your bottom 
line? In short, plan your strategy. 

Be sure you know exactly what you want. This does not mean 
you will get exactly that, but having the information clear in 
your head will help you determine what you are willing to 
concede. Unless you know what you want, you won’t be able to 
tell somebody else. Clarity improves communication, which is 
the conduit for effective negotiations. 

 
Practice 

Rehearse the presentation in advance using another person as 
the employer. If you make mistakes in rehearsal, chances are 
that you will not repeat them during the actual negotiations. A 
friend can critique your reasoning and help you prepare for 
questions. If this all seems like a lot of work, remember that if 
something is worth negotiating for, it is worth preparing for. 

 
 

Dollars and Sense 
Always begin by expressing genuine interest in the position 

and the organization, emphasizing the areas of agreement but 
allowing “wiggle room” to compromise on other areas. Be 
prepared to support your points of disagreement, outlining the 
parts you would like to alter, your suggestions on how this can 
be done and why it would serve the company’s best interests to 
accommodate your request. 

Be prepared to defend your proposal. Back up your reasons 
for wanting to change the offer with meaningful, work-related 
skills and positive benefits to the employer. Requesting a salary 
increase because you are a fast learner or have a high CPA are 
usually not justifiable reasons in the eyes of the employer. 
Meaningful work experience or internships that have 
demonstrated or tested your professional skills are things that 
will make an employer stop and take notice. 

It is sometimes more comfortable for job-seekers to make this 
initial request in writing and plan to meet later to hash out the 
differences. You will need to be fairly direct and assertive at 
this point even though you may feel extremely vulnerable. 
Keep in mind that the employer has chosen you from a pool of 
qualified applicants, so you are not as powerless as you think. 

Sometimes the employer will bristle at the suggestion that 
there is room to negotiate. Stand firm, but encourage the 
employer to think about it for a day or two at which time you 
will discuss the details of your proposal with him/her. Do not 
rush the process because you are uncomfortable. The employer 
may be counting on this discomfort and use it to derail the 
negotiations. Remember, this is a series of volleys and lobs, 
trade-offs and compromises that occur over a period of time. It 
is a process—not a singular event! 

Once you have reached a conclusion with which you are both 
relatively comfortable, present in writing your interpretation of 
the agreement so that if there is any question, it will be 
addressed immediately. Negotiation, by definition, implies that 
each side will give. Do not perceive it as an ultimatum. 

If the employer chooses not to grant any of your requests— 
and realistically, he or she can do that—you will still have the 
option of accepting the original offer provided you have 
maintained a positive, productive and friendly atmosphere 
during your exchanges. You can always re-enter negotiations 
after you have demonstrated your worth to the organization. 
 
Money Isn’t Everything 

There are many things you can negotiate besides salary. For 
example, benefits can add thousands of dollars to the 
compensation package. Benefits can range from paid personal 
leave to discounts on the company’s products and services. 
They constitute more than just icing on the cake; they may be 
better than the cake itself. Traditional benefits packages include 
health insurance, paid vacation and personal/sick days. 
Companies may offer such benefits as child care, elder care or 
use of the company jet for family emergencies. Other lucrative 
benefits could include disability and life insurance and a variety 
of retirement plans. Some organizations offer investment and 
stock options as well as relocation reimbursement and tuition 
credits for continued education. 

 
Written by Lily Maestas, Counseling and Career Services, 
University of California, Santa Barbara. 
 



The Site Visit/Interview: One Step Closer 

W 
 
hile on-campus screening interviews are important, 
on-site visits are where jobs are won or lost. After an 
on-campus interview, strong candidates 
are usually invited to visit the employer’s facility. 

Work with the employer to schedule the on-site visit at a 
mutually convenient time. Sometimes employers will try to 
arrange site visits for several candidates to take place at the 
same time, so there may not be much flexibility.., but you’ll 
never know if the employer is flexible unless you ask. 

1. An invitation to an on-site interview, often referred to as the 
“plant trip,” is NOT a guarantee of a job offer. It is a chance 
to examine whether or not you will be a good match for the 
job and for the organization. 

2. Notification of a plant trip may be by telephone or mail. 
Respond promptly if you are sincerely interested in this 
employer. Decline politely if you are not. Never go on a plant 
trip for the sake of the trip. Document the name and phone 
number of the person coordinating your trip. Verify who will 
be handling trip expenses. Most medium- and large-size 
companies (as well as many smaller ones) will pay your 
expenses, but others will not. This is very important, because 
expenses are handled in various ways: 1) the employer may 
handle all expenses and travel arrangements; 2) you handle 
your expenses and arrangements (the employer may assist 
with this), and the employer will reimburse you later; 3) the 
employer may offer an on-site interview, but will not pay for 
your interview. 

3. Know yourself and the type of job you are seeking with this 
employer. Don’t say, “I am willing to consider anything you 
have.” 

4. Thoroughly research the potential employer. Read annual 
reports, newspaper articles, trade journals, etc. Many 
companies have home pages, where you can read their 
mission statements, find out about long-term goals, read 
recent press releases, and view corporate photos. Don’t limit 
your research only to company-controlled information. The 
World Wide Web can be a valuable investigative tool. You 
may uncover key information that may influence—positively 
or negatively—your decision to pursue employment with a 
given organization. 

5. Bring extra copies of your resume; copies of any paper work 
you may have forwarded to the employer; names, addresses, 
phone numbers and e-mail addresses of your references; an 
updated college transcript; a copy of your best paper as a 
writing sample; a notebook; a black and/or blue pen for 
filling out forms and applications; and names and addresses 
of past employers. 

6. Bring extra money and a change of clothes. Also, have the 
names and phone numbers of those who may be meeting you 
in case your plans change unexpectedly. Anything can 
happen and you need to be ready for emergencies. 

7. Your role at the interview is to respond to questions, to ask 
your own questions and to observe. Be ready to meet people 
who are not part of your formal agenda. Be courteous to 
everyone regardless of his or her position; you never know 
who might be watching you and your actions once you arrive 
in town. 

 

8. Don’t forget your table manners. Plant trips may include 
several meals or attendance at a reception the night before 
your “big day.” When ordering food at a restaurant, follow 
the lead of the employer host. For example, don’t order the 
three-pound lobster if everyone else is having a more 
moderately priced entree. If you have the “dining jitters,” 
some authorities suggest ordering food that is easy to handle, 
such as a boneless fish fillet or chicken breast. 

9. Many employers have a set salary range for entry-level 
positions and others are more negotiable. Though salary 
should not be brought up until an offer is extended, it is wise 
to know your worth in advance. Contact your campus career 
center to obtain more information on salaries. According to a 
manager of university relations for a major corporation, 
“Students have been working on perfecting their product for a 
number of years and should know what kind of product 
they’ve created and what the company is willing to buy.” 

Take note of how the employees 
interact, and also assess the 
physical work environment. 

 

10. Soon after the site visit, record your impressions of your 
performance. Review the business cards of those you met or 
write the information in your notebook before leaving the 
facility. You should have the names, titles, addresses and 
phone numbers of everyone who was involved in your 
interview so you can determine which individuals you may 
want to contact with additional questions or follow-up 
information. A thank-you letter should be written to the 
person(s) who will be making the hiring decision. Stay in 
touch with the employer if you want to pursue a career with 
them. 

A site visit is a two-way street. You are there to evaluate the 
employer and to determine if your expectations are met for job 
content, company culture and values, organizational structure, 
and lifestyles (both at work and leisure). Take note of how the 
employees interact, and also assess the physical work 
environment. 

Just as any good salesperson would never leave a customer 
without attempting to close the sale, you should never leave an 
interview without some sort of closure. If you decide that the 
job is right for you, don’t be afraid to tell the employer that you 
feel that there is a good fit and you are eager to join their team. 
The employer is interested in hiring people who want to be 
associated with them and they will never know of your interest 
if you don’t voice your opinion. Keep in mind that although the 
employer has the final power to offer a job, your demeanor 
during the entire interviewing process—both on and off 
campus—also gives you a great deal of power. 

Written by Roseanne Lidle Bensley, Placement and Career 
Services. New Mexico State University. 

 



What Happens During the Interview? 
  

  The interviewing process can be scary if you don’t know 
what to expect.  All interviews fit a general pattern.  While 
each interview will differ, all will share three common 
characteristics:  the beginning, middle and conclusion. 
   The typical interview will last 30 minutes, although some 
may be longer.  A typical structure is as follows: 

• Five minutes-small talk 
• Fifteen minutes-a mutual discussion of your 

background and credentials as they relate to the 
needs of the employer 

• Five minutes-asks you for questions 
• Five minutes-conclusion of interview 

   As you can see, there is not a lot of time to state your case.  
The employer may try to do most of the talking.  When you 
do respond to questions or ask your own, your statements 
should be concise and organized without being too brief. 
 

It Starts Before You Even Say Hello 
   The typical interview starts before you even get into the 
inner sanctum.  The recruiter begins to evaluate you the 
minute you are identified.  You are expected to shake the 
recruiter’s hand upon being introduced.  Don’t be afraid to 
extend your hand first.  This shows assertiveness. 
   It’s a good idea to arrive at least 15 minutes early.  You can 
use the time to relax.  It gets easier later.  It may mean 
counting to ten slowly or wiping your hands on a 
handkerchief to keep them dry. 
 

How’s Your Small Talk Vocabulary? 
   Many recruiters will begin the interview with some small 
talk.  Topics may range from the weather to sports and will 
rarely focus on anything that brings out your skills.  
Nonetheless, you are still being evaluated. 
   Recruiters are trained to evaluate candidates on many 
different points.  They may be judging how well you 
communicate on an informal basis.  This means you must do 
more than smile and nod. 
 

The Recruiter Has the Floor 
   The main part of the interview starts when the recruiter 
begins discussing the organization.  If the recruiter uses vague 
generalities about the position and you want more specific 
information, ask questions.  Be sure you have a clear 
understanding of the job and the company. 
   As the interviewer turns to talk about your qualifications, be 
prepared to deal with aspects of your background that could 
be construed as negative, i.e., low grade point average, no 
participation in outside activities, no related work experience.  
It is up to you to convince the recruiter that although these 
points appear negative, positive attributes can be found in 
them.  A low GPA could stem from having to fully support 
yourself through college; you might have no related work 
experience, but plenty of experience that shows you to be a 
loyal and valued employee. 
   Many times recruiters will ask why you chose the major you 
did or what your career goals are.  These questions are 
designed to determine your goal direction.  Employers seek 
people who have direction and motivation.  This can be 
demonstrated by your answers to these innocent-sounding 
questions. 

 

It’s Your Turn to Ask Questions 
   When the recruiter asks, “Now do you have any questions?”  
It’s important to have a few ready.  Dr. C. Randall Powell, 
author of Career Planning Today, suggests some excellent 
strategies for dealing with this issue.  He says questions should 
elicit positive responses from the employer.  Also, the questions 
should bring out your interest in and knowledge of the 
organization. 
   By asking intelligent, well-thought-out questions, you show 
the employer you are serious about the organization and need 
more information.  It also indicates to the recruiter that you have 
done your homework. 
 

The Close Counts, Too 
   The interview isn’t over until you walk out the door.  The 
conclusion of the interview usually lasts five minutes and is 
very important.  During this time the recruiter is assessing your 
overall performance. 
   It is important to remain enthusiastic and courteous.  Often the 
conclusion of the interview is indicated when the recruiter 
stands up.  However, if you feel the interview has reached its 
conclusion, feel free to stand up first. 
   Shake the recruiter’s hand and thank him or her for 
considering you.  Being forthright is a quality that most 
employers will respect, indicating that you feel you have 
presented your case and the decision is now up to the employer. 
 

Expect the Unexpected 
   During the interview, you may be asked some unusual 
questions.  Don’t be too surprised.  Many times questions are 
asked simply to see how you react. 
   For example, surprise questions could range from.  “Tell me a 
joke” to “What time period would you like to have lived in?”  
These are not the kind of questions for which you can prepare in 
advance.  Your reaction time and the response you give will be 
evaluated by the employer, but there’s no way to anticipate 
questions like these.  While these questions are not always used, 
they are intended to force you to react under some stress and 
pressure.  The best advice is to think and give a natural 
response. 
 

Evaluations Made by Recruiters 
   The employer will be observing and evaluating you during the 
interview.  Erwin S. Stanton, author of Successful Personnel 
Recruiting and Selection, indicates some evaluations made by 
employers during the interview include: 

1. How mentally alert and responsive is the job 
candidate? 

2. Is the applicant able to draw proper inferences and 
conclusions during the course of the interview? 

3. Does the applicant demonstrate a degree of intellectual 
depth when communicating, or is his/her thinking 
shallow and lacking depth? 

4. Has the candidate used good judgment and common 
sense regarding life planning up to this point? 

5. What is the applicant’s capacity for problem-solving 
activities? 

6. How well does the candidate respond to stress and 
pressure? 

 

Written by Roseanne Lidle Bensley, Placement and Career 
Services, New Mexico State University. 
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