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PREFACE

This guide is about interviewing for a job. I say “for a job,” because actually there are three types of interviews that you may come across, during your job-hunt or career-change. As I explain at length in the 2014 edition of What Color Is Your Parachute? the three are distinguished from each other by what you are looking for, and more importantly, by who you are talking to:


1. Interviews for fun or practice, where you are trying to lose your fear of interviewing, and you do this by practicing talking with people who are passionate about the same thing you are, whether it be skiing, music festivals, losing weight, scrapbooks, travel, physical fitness, movies, running, or anything that has absolutely nothing to do with the work you eventually want to find;

2. Interviews for information, where you are trying to find out what a field, career, or job is really like, and you do this by talking with employees who did or do the job you are exploring; or maybe you’re talking here with information specialists or with experts in the industry that you’re exploring for a career-change;

3. Interviews for a job, where you want to see about getting hired, and you do this by talking with employers, and this means with the person who actually has the power to hire you for the job you want. Not (if you can help it) with the HR department, as their main job in most organizations is to eliminate applicants.



This guide is about this third kind of interview, the one for a job.



1

THE THREE MOST IMPORTANT THINGS ABOUT

JOB INTERVIEWS



BOILING THINGS DOWN TO THEIR ESSENCE

“How to interview” is a very popular subject: in magazines, on the Internet, on YouTube, blogs, and websites. Indeed, whole books have been written about the subject. If all this advice were put together, you’d have an encyclopedia to study. But you don’t have the time, or the patience, to read all that stuff.

So, what I want to do in this small guide is to begin by boiling it all down, into a few essential ideas.

Out of all the advice that is out there, here are the three most important things to know about job interviews.

THE FIRST MOST IMPORTANT THING TO KNOW ABOUT INTERVIEWS

An interview for a job is essentially just a conversation. Let’s use the metaphor of dating. This conversation is two people—employer and job-hunter—attempting to decide whether or not you both want to try “going steady.” A conversation requires two people, not one. This is not a silent auction. You’re thinking that in the interview it’s all up to the employer. Well, that’s not true. What the employer decides is critical, of course; but so is what you, the job-hunter, decide. If you doubt this last point, meditate on the word “quit.” It’s obvious you have something to say about taking this job, either now or later. (Choose Now.)

Even if you’re at the end of your rope, flat broke, starving, and you’ve got to take anything that comes along, at this point, you still have the right to ask intelligent questions during the interview about what you’re getting yourself into. You don’t just sit there, quietly. The job interview should always be a genuine conversation.

It is important to notice that this conversation involves two stages. Most job-hunters assume it has just one: sell the employer on the idea that you’re the best person for the job. From the minute the interview begins, sell, sell, sell.

No, no, no. A true conversation has two stages, for both participants: first, information gathering, and only then, selling yourself.

What kind of information do you as job-hunter want to gather? That’s pretty simple. You use the interview to satisfy your every curiosity about the place, the job, and the people there. You try to find out “Do I like you all? Do I want to work here?” You want to find that out now, not have to quit in two months, or somewhere down the road.

Only when you have finished your information gathering, only if you have concluded “Yes, I think I do want to work here,” do you then turn your energy toward the second phase of the conversation: marketing—selling them on the idea that You’re The One.

It goes without saying that the interview is an information-gathering process for the employer as well. You already knew that. Whether one person or a team is interviewing you, they are using the interview(s) to find out “Do we like you? Do we want you? Do you have the skills, knowledge, or experience that we really need? Do you have the right attitude that we are looking for? And, how will you fit in with our other employees?”

Only if they decide that they want you, do they then enter into their second phase: selling you on the idea that this would be a good place for you to work.

So there you have it, the first most important thing about the interview: It is a two-way conversation, between you and the employer, that has two steps for each of you: collecting information, then—and only then—selling.

THE SECOND MOST IMPORTANT THING TO KNOW ABOUT INTERVIEWS

During the interview there are really only five questions you need to know the answers to. Experts on interviewing often publish long lists of questions employers may ask you in an interview, along with some timeworn, semiclever answers. They recommend that you memorize all the possible questions, and all the answers to those questions. Their lists include such questions as:


• Tell me about yourself.

• Why did you leave your last job?

• Why were you fired (if you were)?

• How much did you make at your last job?

• Why are you applying for this job?

• What do you know about this company?

• Tell me what we do here, and how you would help?

• One word: what do you do better than your colleagues?

• What are your major strengths?

• What is your greatest weakness?

• How would you describe yourself?

• What would your friends say about you, and why would they be right? Or wrong?

• What type of work do you like to do best?

• What accomplishment has so far given you the greatest satisfaction?

• What skills are you using when you do your best work?

• If money were no object, what would you do with your life?

• What are your goals in life?

• What are your interests outside of work?

• Could you tell us more detail? (This in response to almost any answer you give or statement you make during the interview.)

• Where do you see yourself five years from now?



And then the ridiculous questions some interviewers ask, like:


• If you were a salad, what kind of dressing would you be?

• If you were an animal, what kind of animal would you be and why?



Note that the purpose of some of these questions is not to get a particular answer, but just to watch how you go about answering: do you make an immediate wild guess, or do you take a few moments to stop and think, before answering; and do you then come up with something—anything—that is at all creative or unusual? This gives the employer some clues about how you would solve a problem or challenge at work, if they hire you.

Yes, in the interview there are lots of possible questions. Eighty-nine or more. It is important for you to figure out, before you go into the interview, how you are going to deal with the employer’s questions.

There are three ways you can go here. You can try to figure out all the possible questions you may be asked in the interview—the preceding are just examples—and then memorize answers to all those questions ahead of time.

    Or, you can figure out answers to just the most difficult ones (that would be tell me about yourself and what is your greatest weakness?, which incidentally we will get to, in the “During the Interview” chapter).

Or, you can cut the territory down, and realize there are really only five basic questions that you need to give some thought to, before you go in. Don’t wait for the interview to decide what the important questions are, that an employer might ask. Figure this out before you go into the interview. Figure it out, now.

Here is some help. Assuming you are interviewing with someone who actually has-the-power-to-hire-you, these are the five essential questions they absolutely need answers to—even if they never ask you these, directly:


1. “Why are you here?” This means, “Why are you knocking on our door, rather than someone else’s door? How much do you know about who we are, and what we do here?”

2. “What can you do for us?” This means, “If we were to hire you, will you help us with the tasks and challenges we face here? What are your relevant skills, and give us examples or stories from your past that demonstrate you have these skills. Tell us about yourself.”

3. “What kind of person are you?” This means, “Will you not only fit in but actually inspire those around you? Will you be a pleasure to work with, or will you be a problem from day one? Do you have the kind of personality that makes it easy for people to work with you, and do you share the values that we have at this place? And by the way, what is your greatest weakness?”

4. “What distinguishes you from, say, nineteen other people whom we are interviewing for this job?” This means, “What about you will give us more value for our money? What makes you unique or at least unusual; do you get more done in a day, or are you better at problem solving than others, do you have better work habits than others, do you show up earlier, stay later, work more thoroughly, work faster, maintain higher standards, go the extra mile, or … what? Give us examples or stories from your past that illustrate any of these claims.”

5. “Can we afford you?” This means, “If we decide we want you here, how much will it take to get you, and are we willing and able to pay that amount—governed, as we are, by our budget, and by our inability to pay you as much as the person who would be next above you, on our organizational chart?”



These are the five main things that are on an employer’s mind during the interview, even if, as I said, these five questions are never once mentioned explicitly by the employer. These questions are still floating beneath the surface of the conversation, beneath all the things being discussed. Anything you can do, during the interview, to help the employer answer these five questions will help make you an outstanding candidate for the job.

Of course, it’s not just the employer who has questions in the interview. This is a two-way conversation, remember? You have questions, too. And—surprise—they are basically the same questions as the employer’s, only looked at from your perspective.

Call these your five greatest curiosities, going into the interview. Once in the interview, you will probably want to ask questions 1 and 2 out loud. You will observe quietly the answer to question 3. You will be prepared to make the case for questions 4 and 5, when the appropriate time in the interview arises.


1. “What does this job involve?” You want to understand exactly what tasks will be asked of you, so you can determine if these are the kinds of tasks you would really like to do, and can do. One way to probe this is to determine in the interview to ask, “If you decide to hire me, what kind of live problem or task would I be working on here?”

2. “What are the skills and experience a top employee in this job should ideally have?” You want to find out if your skills match those that a top employee in this job has to have, in order to do this job well. Problem: Many employers who have the power to hire you don’t at all understand the actual job they’re hiring for, even though it’s in their department (I kid you not).

3. “Are these the kinds of people I would like to work with, or not?” Do not ignore your intuition if it tells you that you wouldn’t be comfortable working with these people! You want to know if they have the kind of personalities that would enable you to accomplish your best work. If these people aren’t it (and you aren’t yet desperate), keep looking! Being surrounded by energy-drainers will kill your enthusiasm for going to work. (Vampire movies are popular for a reason.) Keep your eyes open. Pay attention.

4. “If we like each other, and want to work together, can I persuade them there is something unique about me that makes me different from, say, nineteen other people they are interviewing for this job?” You need to think out, before you go into the interview, what does make you different from other people who can do the same job. For example, if you are good at analyzing problems, how do you do that? (1) Painstakingly? (2) Intuitively, in a flash? (3) By consulting with greater authorities in the field? You see the point. You are trying to put your finger on the “style” or “manner” in which you do your work that is distinctive, and hopefully appealing, to this employer, so that they choose you over other people they are interviewing.

5. “Can I persuade them to hire me at the salary I need or want?” This requires some knowledge on your part of how to conduct salary negotiation. (Key things to know: It should always take place at the end of the interviews there, and whoever mentions a salary figure first generally loses, in the negotiation.) That’s covered later on.



Okay, their five, your five, but just five; not eighty-nine questions, just five.

That’s the second most important thing about interviews. Now, on to the third.

THE THIRD MOST IMPORTANT THING TO KNOW ABOUT INTERVIEWS

You can’t generalize about “employers” from your limited experience with interviewing. Let’s say you are able to get interviews with two different organizations at least. But they decide not to hire you. You’ll be tempted to stop seeking interviews because you will conclude: “See! What did I tell you? Employers just won’t hire someone with my background or someone with my handicap”—or nonsense like that. A very common conclusion, but way, way, way beyond the evidence.

Let’s see what you really know at this point. Just this: You interviewed with two employers (or eight, or twenty) and they wouldn’t hire you. Those two. Those eight. Or those twenty. Just them.

What makes you think they are representative of all employers? The hiring world is not a democracy, with duly elected representatives, appointed to call you in. And reject you.

No, “employers” are millions of separate, distinct, unrelated people, totally unconnected with each other, who are as different from one another as night and day. They display a wide range of attitudes, wildly different ideas about how to hire, a wide range of ways to conduct hiring interviews, and as many different attitudes toward handicaps as you can think of.

By the way, we’re talking, here, about the result of the interview. We’re specifically talking about one possible outcome: rejection. So we’re a little bit ahead of our topic. But this does influence an interview, and so, you’ve got to think about it, before you go in.

How does it influence the interviews you go to? Well, altogether too many job-hunters corrupt their interviews because they go in with two objectives in mind. One is to get a job, of course. But the other is to use the interview as evidence for or against their deep suspicion that no one will hire them anymore.

Drop that second objective, even before you go in. You cannot possibly use a poor interview for two purposes. Stay single-minded. Your only purpose for the interview should be to get a job, assuming you like the place.

That second objective—collecting evidence for something you already believe—is bound to fail, because the attitude of all employers cannot be predicted from the attitude of a few. Your “sample” is too small.

“Employers” have very individualistic requirements for hiring. Unless you look dirty, wild, and disreputable, and smell really bad, if you know what your talent is, I guarantee some employer out there is hoping to find you. Even if you’re crazy, there’s some employer crazier than you.

So determine ahead of time that if you don’t get hired in your first interviews, you will keep going. Even if you’ve been interviewing for two years, and no one has hired you yet, you must keep going. Don’t ever give up. Don’t ever give up.

Rethink your strategy. Rethink your approach. Learn new tricks. Read the latest version of What Color Is Your Parachute? Do the self-inventory there (the Flower Exercise), rethink who you are and what you have to offer. Some employers out there do want you. Yes, you. But it’s not their job to find you. It’s your job to find them.

It will help you in your search if you notice that there is a big difference between large employers (those with hundreds or thousands of employees) and small employers (alternately defined as those with 25 or fewer employees, those with 50 or fewer employees, or—the most common definition—those with 100 or fewer employees).

The chief difference is that large employers are harder to reach, especially if the-person-who-has-the-power-to-hire-you (for the job you want) is in some deep inner chamber of that company, and the company’s phone has a voice menu with eighteen infuriating layers. Don’t think your interviewing experience with small employers will necessarily be at all like the labyrinth you encountered with large ones.

Also, it will help you in your search if you notice that there is a big difference between new companies or enterprises, and those that have been around for some time, as far as hiring is concerned. A study reported in Time magazine found that small companies (100 or fewer employees) that were less than six years old created 4.7 million jobs in the year studied, while older small firms created only 3.2 million jobs. So if your interviews haven’t gone well, try concentrating your search on newer small firms. Don’t think your interviewing experience with new companies will necessarily be at all like the rejection you experienced when you interviewed with older ones.

SUMMARY

Okay, there you have the three most important things about interviewing. The three that stand out amid a virtual mountain of advice about job interviews that is out there:

An interview is essentially just a two-way conversation.

There are only five questions you really need to know the answer to, and only five questions you need to ask yourself.

And, you can’t generalize about “employers,” from your experience with interviewing.

Three. Mark them well, and now let’s move on.
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BEFORE THE

INTERVIEW



THE CRUCIAL PART OF THE INTERVIEW

Some of you will be surprised to see this chapter. What? There’s something you’re supposed to do before you go in for the interview? Yes, indeedy, there is. In fact, the period before the interview is in many ways just as important as the interview itself.

Now, life and chance being what it is, it’s possible that if you just show up for an interview without any thought or preparation beforehand, you might get a terrific job offer, through sheer luck.

Much more likely it is that you will just get nothin’. And you will, in such a case, richly deserve it. In the hiring game there is only one word for job-hunters who don’t prepare for the interview, but just show up. That word is lazy.

No employer wants to hire someone who is lazy. Unless they’re lazier than you.

So, if you know what you are doing, you will take time before the interview to think through some stuff, and find out some stuff. The latter is of course called “research.” There are four things you can research before the day of the interview: the organization, the job, the interviewer(s), and the salary. Each of these, and all of these, will increase your chances of getting hired. In other words, you can be richly repaid for the time you spend on these, before the interview.

RESEARCHING THE ORGANIZATION BEFORE THE INTERVIEW

You know, of course, that the employer comes into the interview curious about you.

But the little secret about interviewing is that in most cases, the employer is even more curious to find out what you know about them.

Why? Because organizations love to be loved. If you’ve gone to the trouble of finding out as much as you can about them, before you interview with them, they will be flattered and impressed, believe me.

Most job-hunters never go to this amount of trouble. Most just walk in the door, knowing nothing about the organization. I have a friend who ran a large organization in Virginia; he said to me, “I’m so tired of people coming in here, saying, Uh, what do you do here? that the next person who comes in here and has done some prior research on us, I’m going to offer a job.” He called me a week later to say, “I did it.”

So don’t skip this step. It may make the difference between your being hired, or not being hired. I recently talked to an expert who does nothing but hiring for client companies. I asked him the chief reason why he turns people down. He said it was this. They come to the interview knowing nothing about the organization. So they’re toast,* after the first five minutes. Mostly nobody ever tells them why.

So, don’t be toast. Find out everything you can about the organization where you are interviewing, before you go to the interview.

Google them.

Go to their website if they have one, and read everything that is there under the heading “About Us,” or “News Releases.” Many job-hunters or career-changers think that every organization, company, or nonprofit has its own website, these days. Not true. Sometimes they do, sometimes they don’t. It often has to do with the size of the place, its access to a good Web designer, its desperation for customers, etc. Easy way to find out: If you have access to the Internet, type the name of the place into your favorite search engine (Google, Bing, or whatever) and see what that turns up. Try more than one search engine.

If you’re on LinkedIn (and you’d better be) find out who among your Links either works or used to work there. Then contact them, and ask them questions about the organization.

If the organization is local, and your town has a public library, ask your local librarian for help in finding any news clippings or other information about the place.

And, finally, ask all your friends if they know anyone who ever worked there, or works there still, so you can take them to lunch or tea or Starbucks and find out any inside stories, before you approach the interview.

If you ask to talk to someone, during this research, keep one thing in mind above all else: the time. When you ask for the chat, remove their dread of how long this is going to take, by specifying how much time you are asking of them. Make it some oddball period, like “I need nineteen minutes of your time” (twenty sounds vague, nineteen sounds precise—like you are really serious). Then keep that commitment as though your life depended on it. Nineteen minutes. Not one minute more.

If you have a smartphone that allows you to select “vibrate” without any sound, set its timer before your chat with them begins. Set it for seventeen minutes (that leaves you two minutes to wrap up). Activate the timer as you sit down to talk. And keep the phone in a pocket or location near you, where you can feel the vibration, when it comes. Tap it off, and prepare to end the talk, saying, “I said I would only take nineteen minutes of your time, and I like to honor my agreements.” This will always make a huge impression on the person you talk to; never know who else they’ll tell! You are a woman, or man, of your word!! That’s a golden reputation to have.

RESEARCHING THE JOB BEFORE THE INTERVIEW

What is it you want to know about the job, before (not just during) the interview? You want to know what it takes to be successful at it. And, what would cause you to fail at it.

And, more importantly, if you feel you have some kind of handicap, you want to know if that handicap will interfere with your doing that job. This is covered in Appendix A: Handicaps.

And let’s face it, your best source of information here would be the person who previously held the job that you’re going in to interview for. The next best source of information about the job would be her or his supervisor. But unless you stumble across them by sheerest accident, finding out their names and then getting in contact with them may take more time than it is worth. You could try LinkedIn, and ask it to tell you the people in your network who work for that organization in other departments. They may know something about that job.

But the basic problem here is the job’s title. There are as many different job titles as there are fishes in the sea, some of them for the same exact job. Research is based on titles. Absent any universal understanding of what lies beneath a particular job title, you may not be able to find out much beforehand. In which case, you’re going to have to go in blind.

But, if that’s the case, you should determine to do this research early in the interview. My two favorite questions a job-hunter can ask here are, Can you help me understand exactly what this job involves? and If you had to fire someone from this job in the past, present, or future, it would be because they couldn’t do what? What is it they lacked that you were hoping for?

RESEARCHING THE INTERVIEWER(S) BEFORE THE INTERVIEW

This used to be much more important than it is now. The theory was that if you could find out something you both have in common, then that would help create rapport between you. Say, you both liked boating. Or whatever. You were advised, in the old days, to look around the office as you went in, look at the pictures on the wall, the various displays there, and so forth. You were advised to look up the interviewer’s biography, if you could find it, and look for anything you two had in common: born in the same state, went to the same schools, majored in the same major, or whatever.

All of this presumed an interview in an old-style office, not a glass cubicle or factory floor, and it presumed the interview was with just one boss, not with a whole committee. The interviewing landscape has gotten much more complex since “the good old days.”

Still, the overarching idea remains true: employers tend to hire friends. If you weren’t a friend when you came in for the interview, it sure helps if the employer thinks of you as akin to a friend, at the end. Friends share things in common. So stay alert. Watch for anything you and the-person-who-has-the-power-to-hire-you share in common, as the interview unfolds.

RESEARCHING SALARY RANGES BEFORE THE INTERVIEW

It says “researching,” but is that the most important thing you do, concerning salary, before you go to the interview? No, it’s not. Research comes second. First comes strategy. You need to think out, beforehand, what strategy you’re going to use, where salary is concerned. And fortunately we know, from decades of experimentation, what the most successful strategy is.

The most successful strategy is a promise. A promise that you make to yourself. And that promise is, “I will not let salary be discussed—if I can help it—until the end of the interview or series of interviews there.”

Let me hammer this home: it is in your best interest to not discuss salary until all of the following conditions have been fulfilled:


• Not until they’ve gotten to know you, at your best, so they can see how you stand out above the other applicants, and therefore how you’re worth more than they would pay them.

• Not until you’ve gotten to know them, as completely as you can, so you can tell if this really is a place where you want to work.

• Not until you’ve found out exactly what the job entails.

• Not until they’ve had a chance to find out how well you match their job requirements.

• Not until you’re in the final interview at that place, after maybe a whole series of interviews, for that job.

• Not until you’ve decided, “I really would like to work here.”

• Not until they’ve conveyed to you their feelings, such as: “Well that’s good, because we want you.” Or, better yet:

• Not until they’ve conveyed the feeling, “We’ve got to have you.”



If you’d prefer this be put in the form of a diagram, here it is:

[image: ]

It all boils down to this: you need to postpone discussion of salary just as long as possible, because if you really shine during the interview, they may—at the end—offer you a higher salary than they originally had in mind when the interview began. And this is particularly the case when the interview has gone so well that they’re maybe even determined to obtain you.

But let’s be mentally prepared for any eventuality. What if they try to raise the issue earlier, say, at the very start of the interview, asking (innocently), “What kind of salary are you looking for?” What are you going to do, then? Well, there are some strategies you can be prepared to use; maybe they’ll work, maybe they won’t. But they’re certainly worth trying.

Strategy #1: If the employer seems like a kindly man or woman, your best and most tactful reply would be: “Until you’ve decided you definitely want me, and I’ve decided I definitely could help you with your tasks or projects here, I feel any discussion of salary is premature.”

That will work, in most cases. There are instances, however, where that doesn’t work. Then you need:

Strategy #2: You may be face-to-face with an employer who demands within the first two minutes of the interview to know what salary you are looking for. This is not good, especially since 2008, as employers can afford to be really picky, since—in their minds—there is now a plentiful backlog of job-hunters to choose from. So, you may need a backup response, such as: “I’ll gladly answer that, but could you first help me understand what this job involves?”

That is a good response, in most cases. But what if that too doesn’t work? Then you’ll need to fall back on:

Strategy #3: The employer, with rising voice, says, “Come, come, don’t play games with me. I want to know what salary you’re looking for.”

Okay, that’s that. You have to come clean. But you shouldn’t mention a single figure; instead you should answer in terms of a range. For example, “I’m looking for a salary in the range of $35,000 to $45,000 a year.”

    If that still doesn’t satisfy them, then clearly you are being interviewed by an employer who has no negotiation in mind. Their beginning figure is their ending figure. No negotiation is possible.** This happens, when it does, because many employers since 2008 are making salary their major criterion for deciding who to hire, and who not to hire. It’s an old game: can I get the help I need, cheaper? In which case, between two equally qualified candidates, the one who is willing to work for the least pay, wins. And that is that!

If you run into this situation, you have two choices. The first is to finish the interview, but resolve that this isn’t the kind of place you want to work, because if they’re inflexible in this, what else will they be inflexible about, once you take the job?

On the other hand, if you’re flat broke and you need this job—any job—desperately, you will have no choice but to give in. Ask what salary they have in mind, and make your decision. (Of course you can always try postponing your decision a day or so, by saying, “I need a little time, to think about this.”)

However, all the foregoing is merely the worst-case scenario. Hopefully, things won’t go this badly, where you feel so powerless.

But the overarching message here is this: before you go in to the interview, think all this through. Don’t wait. And make that promise to yourself. Please.

Okay, we’re done with strategy. You’ve thought it out beforehand. You’re prepared. In fact, you’re prepared to excel the other people they’re interviewing. So we can turn now to the other thing, the research.

Why do you want to research salaries, prior to the interview? Well, maybe you don’t. This whole idea seems a bit outdated, given that employers since the Great Recession are pretty determined to pay the lowest salary they can get away with, and—given the large pool of unemployed job-hunters that is out there right now—they can get away with a lot. Still, that’s only true sometimes.

If you have talents or experience that is much in demand—let’s say you are a whiz at accounting, or at applied mathematics—then the power equation shifts. In that case, you need to know what the going rates are for the work you are skilled at doing, so that if the employer lowballs you, you will know it.

You’ll know it because you’ve taken the time and trouble to do the research, and you’ve found out what the typical salaries are for that job in that industry in that part of the country. Then in the interview if the employer makes an offer, but comes in too low, you can help educate them. (I’m being kind.)

Okay, then, how do you do this research?

On the Internet—at home or at your local library or Internet café—you can research typical salaries for the kind of job you are interviewing for.

Here are some free sites that may give you just what you’re looking for:


• http://jobstar.org/tools/salary/index.cfm: This site is a treasure trove. It links to three hundred different sites that maintain salary lists, and joy, joy, it is kept updated. It’s one of the largest and most complete lists of salary reviews on the Web, maintained by a genius named Mary Ellen Mort.

• www.salary.com: The most visited of all the salary-specific job sites, with a wide variety of information about salaries. It was started by Kent Plunkett, but acquired by Kenexa Corporation in August 2010. It has expanded a lot, over the years. Roll over the green navigation bar at the top to see all its resources.

• www.bls.gov/ooh: The Bureau of Labor Statistics’ survey of salaries in individual occupations, from the Occupational Outlook Handbook 2012–2013. (The 2013–2014 edition is in print, as of this writing, so I expect this online site will be updated soon.)

• http://stats.bls.gov/oes/oes_emp.htm: The Bureau of Labor Statistics’ survey of salaries in individual industries (it’s a companion piece to the Occupational Outlook Handbook). Over a period of three years, it surveys 1.2 million establishments to get their figures.

• www.salaryexpert.com: When you need a salary expert, it makes sense to go to “the Salary Expert.” Lots of stuff on the subject of salaries here, including a free “Salary Report” for hundreds of job titles, varying by area, skill level, and experience. It also has some salary calculators. I find the site a little complicated to navigate, but maybe that’s just me.

• www.glassdoor.com/Salaries/index.htm: This site allows you to search based on location and job title or company.



So, there’s your list. And it’s only a sampling. But do give this research whatever time you can, so that you can then go to the interview satisfied that you won’t let the employer put one over on you, when you’re talking salary. “Oh, but that’s what this kind of job pays.” “With all due respect, Sir or Madam [as the case may be], that’s not true. I researched it.”

For further help with this, see Appendix B.

Now, on to one more preparation you might want to make.

PRACTICING “THE ELEVATOR SPEECH”

This is an exercise where you rehearse what you’re planning to say about yourself in the interview. Typically, it is your answer to the employer’s opening gambit: “Well, tell me about yourself.”

The problem is that under stressful conditions, people often tend to run off at the mouth. So, this exercise sets limits. It pretends that your interview is in a downtown high-rise building, and you’ve bumped into the interviewer early. In the elevator at the ground floor. The discipline is, Can you define for them who you are and what your value is to them, in the length of time the elevator takes to reach the top floor? It is assumed that this takes 30 seconds.

People who teach this idea call it by various names—the elevator speech, the elevator pitch, or the elevator statement—and they will sometimes allow the imaginary elevator ride to last for two minutes (where are they? in the Khalifa Tower in Dubai?).

Well, never mind. Job-hunters generally hate this exercise, whatever its name or form; it creates anxiety, at the very thought of trying to compress everything about yourself into such a short period.

Fortunately, that’s not what this exercise asks you to do. In the thirty-second speech you are not expected to summarize all that you are—where you were born, where you went to school, what jobs you’ve had thus far, your family history, places you’ve visited around the world, or what you two share in common.

It is expected to be a more limited and focused summary about you. You’re expected to briefly mention your understanding of The Job you’re coming to interview for, and then only the stuff about You that’s relevant to that job—the experience and qualifications you have that make you an excellent candidate for that job.

Rehearse just that. Nothing more. And keep rehearsing it, until you can say it in thirty seconds.

This presumes, of course, that you’ve done enough research to know what the job is that you’re applying for; some job-hunters just rehearse a generic elevator speech about why they’d be a good candidate for any job. That’s not the point. The employer is looking for a match. Between the job, and you. Can you summarize in thirty seconds why you are that match?

That’s the elevator speech.

That’s the exact answer you’re expected to give when you’re asked that dreaded question in the interview: tell me about yourself.

HOW TO DRESS?

Experts will give you many different answers to this question. The advice will range from “dress up as if you were going to a formal wedding” to “dress in the style you see the employees at that place dressing” to “don’t wear a suit to an interview with a young group of techies or design types” to “dress like an executive even if you’re going to apply for a job on a road gang” to “wear the clothes you would wear day by day if you get the job” (but I’d dump the hard hat, if I were you).

Dirty little secret: These experts don’t really know what you should wear to that interview with that employer. They’re just generalizing. I mean, guessing.

Personally, I think you should be able to dress any way you want to, and then go find an employer who agrees. (“Hermit seeks hermit employer.”) But that may take you more time to find than it’s worth.

So, if you want to be ready to interview with any and every employer, then you’d probably better pay attention to those generalizations. Which, for better or for worse, add up to this: dress to look your best, but if you never ever dress up the other 364 days of the year, and you feel horribly self-conscious in a suit and tie, or business dress, then dial it back one level—wear nice-looking clothes that you’re comfortable in (say, pantsuit, or pants/sport coat/open-neck shirt) so you can keep your consciousness on the interview and not on your appearance. Just pick out the outfit long before you interview, so that there’s time for you to get it cleaned and pressed, plus get your shoes all ready—shined if the shoes take a shine, making sure they’re not dusty or horribly scuffed. And be sure there’s not a hole in the bottom of your shoe. Presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson is said to have lost his bid for the job because of that.

Here are other suggestions about dressing for the interview:


1. First of all, get a good night’s sleep prior to the day of the interview. You can always fix everything but your face. If you’re dead tired, your face will show it. If you’re feeling rung out, your face will show it. If you’re low on energy, your face will show it. Fix your face. Get a good night’s sleep for several days before the interview. You want to look energetic and alive.

2. Take a thorough shower or bath that day. Pay large attention to personal hygiene. Wear deodorant. Smell fresh, but don’t, please don’t, wear a fragrance: no perfume, no after-shave. This didn’t used to matter, but now it does. People have become hypersensitive to odors. You don’t want a would-be employer praying the interview will be over soon, so they can get rid of your overpowering fragrance. And you. (This applies to men as well as to women.) And speaking of odors, don’t forget your breath. If it sucks, you’re in trouble. Just to be on the safe side, avoid onions and garlic for 24 hours before the interview; they hang around on your breath longer than you’d think. And avoid liquor that day for the same reason (and don’t think you can mask it with Listerine; it smells even worse, and in an interview any strong mouthwash virtually shouts out loud: “hey, I just had a drink”). Instead, be sure to vigorously clean, brush, and floss your teeth, prior to going to the interview.

3. As to your clothes, colors are important. As a generalization to which there are, of course, exceptions—particularly in the techie world— employers tend to prefer candidates who don’t wear a pattern, but wear a dress or suit that is all one color, such as dark blue, light gray, brown, or black. Resist the temptation to wear something daring. During the interview, you want to call attention to yourself, not to what you’re wearing. Unless you’re applying for a job in creative arts or design, where creativity in your clothing may signal that you’re creative also in your work. And speaking of creativity, a small splash of color—scarf, tie, handkerchief, or whatever—against the background of a solid-color suit or dress is almost always okay, in applying for any job. Women, some jewelry is okay. So are earrings, as long as they’re not the size of a chandelier. Whatever outfit you wear, it should be freshly laundered, and if pants or a pantsuit, they should have a sharp crease.

4. Pay attention to your hair. It should be freshly cut and modern in its styling (especially important if you’re forty years or older); and if you’re a male who has hair on his face—beard or stubble—have it freshly clipped or trimmed also.

5. Watch your hands; the employer certainly will. Scrub them before the interview, and use hand lotion. Freshly trimmed fingernails, without any dirt under them, are a must. (If you’re female, it’s your call as to what color you paint them.) If you’re carrying something in your hands—purse, folder, notebook, briefcase, or portfolio—make sure it doesn’t look old. Pay attention also to your feet. Clean or manicured toenails, please, if you’re wearing open-toed shoes.



A word about portfolios, since I just mentioned them. Try to think of some way to bring evidence of your skills and experience to the hiring interview. For example, if you are an artist, a craftsperson, or anyone who produces a product, try to bring a sample of what you have made or produced—in scrapbook or portfolio form, on a flash drive, on YouTube, in photos, or if you are a programmer, examples of your code. And so on.

Okay, preparation over. You’re ready. Or at least as ready as you’ll ever be. On to the interview!


    * Slang, common in the
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