
Interview skills

Introduction

For many people interviews are a major
source of anxiety, and most people are
nervous to some extent.  But being invited
to interview is good news Ð it means you
have a real chance of getting the job.  The
key to success lies in careful preparation,
and this leaflet gives you some useful
pointers in the right direction.

Be positive

Try to approach the occasion as positively
as possible.  Avoid dwelling on reasons
why you may not get the job, and think of
what you have achieved so far.  You only
get an interview if you think the employer
thinks you could do the job on offer.  Most
shortlists consist of no more than 6
candidates, which means you have a one
in six chance of getting the job.  You now
need to work out what in your CV made
you attractive to the interviewer, and plan
how to make the most of your strong
points.  To do well at the interview you will
need to convince the interviewer that you
are technically capable of doing the job.
You will also need to show that you are
sufficiently motivated to get the job done
well and that you will fit in with the way the
company operates and the team you will
work in.

Preparation and confidence

These two essential ingredients are
interlinked.  Good preparation brings
confidence, and this will convey itself to
the employer.  So the basic approach to
an interview is to be well prepared. This
means two things - preparing yourself
practically for the interview, and gathering
knowledge and information you can draw
on during the interview.

• Be sure you know the time, date
and location of the interview and

name of interviewer where
appropriate.

• Check out how you will get to the
location, and when you need to set
off to be there in good time - do a
dummy run if necessary. Plan to
get there up to half an hour before
the interview time, and anticipate
delays.

• Have what you are going to wear
ready in advance.

• Take the bare minimum of
belongings necessary. Concentrate
on the interview at the interview -
nothing else.

• If you are asked to bring
certificates, references etc, get
them ready before the day. Take
your interview letter.

• On arrival ensure the receptionist
knows you are there, visit the
toilets to tidy up etc.

Remember Ð if you are well organised
and have planned for the day your
confidence will increase.

Meeting the employer

The interview is a chance for you and the
employer to get to know one another. It is
not the time to get to know about the post
or the employers business.

• Do gather information about your
employer before you are
interviewed Ð what do they do,
what are their current projects,
what other interests do they have?
Ask staff Ð many companies will
offer you the chance to talk about
the vacancy with someone Ð use
the opportunity to find out more
about the company.

• Find out if the company produces
brochures, catalogues or any other
publications about itself, its goods
and services, and try to get hold of
them.
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•  Libraries can provide information
on local business and keep
directories of national business.

• Use the Internet - many companies
have a presence there now.

• Make sure you know what the job
entails - get a job description, ask
someone in a similar post; ring the
company to clarify if unsure.

• If you have been sent a job
description, read it over and over,
marking any sections that are not
completely clear to you, so that you
can ask about them at the
interview.

• Prepare a list of questions you
might want to ask the interviewer.

Be prepared for all eventualities

You may be asked to take a test before
the interview. It might be an aptitude test,
or a practical test relevant to the type of
job for which you are being interviewed.
Usually you will have been told in
advance about any tests.

As part of the selection process, you may
be required to give a presentation on a
topic relevant to the organisation or the
job you are applying for. Normally you
would be told about this in advance.

You may have to take part in group
activities with other candidates Ð e.g. to
test your abilities in teamwork or
communication.

DonÕt forget you!

Remember the employer is interested in
you as a person Ð e.g. your experiences
and your opinions.   Do take the time to sit
down and think about you, who you are
and what you've achieved. Go over your
CV and make notes about your work

record. Look at yourself as a person in
employment: how do you see yourself,
what have you done, what ambitions do
you have?  Make notes and prepare and
rehearse statements about yourself. Often
interviewers want to know about personal
qualities as well as achievements.
Always aim to give examples to illustrate
the points you make.

Presentation and body language

• First impressions count .
Employers don't expect you to
wear new or expensive clothes, but
make sure you have something
smart and simple. Whatever kind of
job you're going for, smartness
shows you've taken time to
prepare, and helps to make sure
those important first impressions
are positive. Also, looking good will
make you feel good, and that will
help to boost your self-confidence.

• Be well groomed and clean.  Keep
jewellery/perfume/aftershave to a
minimum.

• Good manners are important.
Shake hands firmly with the
interviewer and smile.

• Sit comfortably with both feet on
the floor, lean slightly towards the
interviewer.

• Don't play with your hair or you
hands. Keep them out of pockets.

• Try not to create defensive barriers
between you and them, like a
briefcase on your knees, folded
arms or crossed legs

• Speak clearly and donÕt rush what
you say.

• Avoid ÔpaddingÕ, hesitation and
repetition, such as Ôyou knowÕ,
ÔermÕ.

• Maintain natural eye contact with
the interviewer, but donÕt stare.  If
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thereÕs more than one interviewer,
look at whoÕs talking.

• Try not to overuse your hands or
fidget.

• Do nod and ÔmmmÕ to show you are
listening.

• Appear interested, and make what
you say sound interesting.

These simple rules will help you to appear
positive and focused.  And remember Ð
you can get feedback on your
performance before the day .  Get a
friend to ask you some practice questions
and experiment with different ways of
answering.  Use a tape recorder or video
recorder to spot things you need to avoid
or improve on.

Interview questions

Interviews vary tremendously, from very
informal to formal. However, some
questions can be anticipated, as can the
subject matter. If you are well prepared,
then the majority of problem questions
should not arise. You will know about the
company , you will know about yourself
and you will have a good idea of the
demands of the job  - these questions will
not be a problem to the well-prepared
interviewee.  Common general
questions  might include:

• Why do you want this job?
• What are your

strengths/weaknesses?
• What is your major achievement?
• What can you bring to this

position/company?
• Where do you see yourself going in

the next 5 years?
• Describe a difficult situation at work

and how you handled it.
• What sort of person do you think

your colleagues see you as?
• What do you like best about your

present job?

• What training have you done
recently?

• 
Also of course youÕll be questioned about
the particular job  you are applying for,
your ability to handle it , and your level of
commitment .

Some rules for answering

• Speak up when answering.
• Avoid ÔYesÕ or ÔNoÕ answers.  Give

as much relevant information as
you can, but donÕt waffle!

• Don't worry about pausing before
you answer; it shows you can think
and are not churning out ready-
made answers.

• DonÕt worry about admitting you
donÕt know Ð but keep this to a
minimum.

•  DonÕt lie or exaggerate Ð be as
honest as possible.

• If youÕre not asked about
something that seems important to
you, make sure you find an
opportunity to say what you want
to.

• Try to mention any successes in
previous jobs Ð saved time, saved
money etc.

• Be prepared for Ôwhat ifÕ questions,
and take your time answering
these.

• DonÕt be critical of previous
employers/workmates/training Ð it
will give a bad impression.  Remain
tactful.

• If you ask questions during the
interview, keep them brief.

• When youÕre given the chance to
ask questions, first pick on
something that shows your interest
in the job Ð e.g. training.  Clarify
points about pay and conditions
last.
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• Make sure you know roughly when
youÕll be informed of the results of
the interview Ð it could be the same
day or a letter/phone call in a few
days time.

• Thank the interviewer/s for their
time when you leave.

Afterwards

Now you wait for the outcome. If you have
not heard by the time you expected to, or
at any rate within a week or so, you could
contact the organisation and ask tactfully
whether a decision has been made.

If you didn't get the job, try to work out
why you were unsuccessful. You could
ask the employer, by telephone or by
letter, for feedback on your performance
during the interview.

 But bear in mind that everyone gets a
disappointment somewhere along the line.
There may simply have been a much
better qualified or more experienced
candidate. There may be very little to
choose between the best two or three
applicants for a job.  Do your best to
remain positive and learn from the
experience.

Further information

Most libraries will have a selection of
books on interview techniques, and you
can easily find information on the Internet.

nextstep run Interview Workshops, and
here you have a chance to get some
practical experience as well as looking at
the theory.

RememberÉ

nextstep can offer you free information
and advice on all aspects of jobs, training
and courses.

• Call into the nextstep Shop at 82
Charles Street, Leicester.  You can
talk to an adviser, browse in the
library and information zone and
use the computers.

• Call free on 0800 0850 330.  You
can talk to an adviser or find out
where your nearest nextstep
centre is.

• Visit the nextstep website at
www.nextstep-leics.org.uk  You
can search for a course or a job,
view career profiles, use the CV
builder, and there are dozens of
useful links to other sites.  ThereÕs
also a full list of nextstep centres.

You can also call learndirect on 0800 100
900.  Lines are open seven days a week,
8.00am Ð 10.00pm, and you can talk to an
adviser in nine languages other than
English.
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