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The interview is a critical step  in your job search 
because it  provides the opportunity to sell your 
quali! cations to an employer. If your resume was 
successful in getting your foot in the door, the 
interview is your chance to prove you are the 
person for the job. 

Remember that the interview is a two-way process: 
it offers both you and the employer the chance to 
evaluate whether or not there is a good match for 
employment. 

Before the Interview
Effective interviews require careful and thorough 
preparation on your part. Knowing what to 
expect—the kinds of questions you may be 
asked and how to respond—gives you greater 
self-con! dence and improves your chance for a 
successful interview. Three things that will make
you a better interviewer are knowing about
yourself, learning about the employer and 
organization, and preparing prior to the interview.

Knowing About Yourself

You need to know as much as possible about 
your skills, education, experiences, and personal 
qualities to allow the employer to see if you are 
the best candidate for the job. By knowing your 
skills, values, and interests, you will also be 
able to determine if the job is the best ! t for you 
as a potential employee. After a thorough self-
assessment you should be able to answer the 
following questions:

What are your career goals and objectives?
What are your educational experiences?
What are your skills and abilities and how do 
they relate to the position for which you are 
interviewing?
Where did you develop or use a particular skill?
What are the details of your work and extra-
curricular experiences?
Where do you want to work and what types of 
positions interest you?
What is your preferred starting salary range?
What variables are you willing to negotiate, 
such as salary or geographical location?
What are your weaknesses? 

Do you have poor grades? 
Do you have unexplained gaps in your 
resume? 
Are you prepared to address your 
weaknesses and offer a strong case for 
them in the interview?

Learning About the Employer

It is important to invest a little time doing your 
research on a potential employer before the 
interview. The employer will view you as being 
unprepared if you seem to know little about the 
organization. The more information you have, 
the more meaningful your questions will be. This 
will impress an employer by showing that you 
are a conscientious candidate interested in the 
organization. 

Thorough preparation will also give you an idea of 
the qualities and skills an employer is looking for 
and will help you anticipate the kinds of questions 
you might be asked. 
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The types of information you should look for when 
you research a potential employer include the 
following:

Type of organization, its function, and its 
industry 
Key people in the organization
Organization size, location, departments, and 
divisions
Mission, goals, and history
Products or services
Leading competitors
Position description and career paths
Training programs
Personnel policies and bene! ts
New trends in the ! eld
Latest local or national news reports that 
may affect the company
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The following sources can assist you with your 
research: 

Career and Academic Planning Resource 
Center (located in 303 Wilson Hall)
Job Choices  magazines (available at Career 
and Academic Planning)
Chamber of Commerce publications
Professional periodicals and directories  
located online or at the library
Job descriptions
Current employees of the organization
Annual reports and recruiting literature
Informational interviews
Employer websites

Preparing for the Interview
You need to be able to impress the interviewer 
with more than just your resume. You also 
need to sell yourself as a prospective employee. 
The following tips will help you prepare for the 
interview:

Practice interviewing with a friend or 
participate in one of Career and Academic 
Planning’s Mock Interviews. These programs 
will give you valuable insight and offer 
suggestions to improve your interviewing 
skills.
Try to anticipate questions interviewers 
might ask and prepare answers for these 
questions (see page 36 for commonly asked 
questions). Books in the Resource Center can 
also help you identify common questions.
Prepare a list of questions you want to ask 
the interviewer (see page 39 for suggestions).
Con! rm the time and location of your i nterview.
Know how to get to the interview site. 
Familiarize yourself with the route and traf! c 
patterns by driving to the site prior to the 
interview if you can. 
Arrive 15 minutes early.    
Know the name of the interviewer and his or 
her job title and role in the organization.  
Take copies of your resume, job application, 
references, and work samples or portfolio.
Bring a pen and notebook to take notes 
during the interview.
Prior to the interview, take a few minutes 
to do some breathing techniques or  
visualizations to calm your nerves and bols ter 
your con! dence.
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There are many interview  formats an employer 
may  use depending upon his or her approach 
to interviewing. You should be familiar with the 
different formats so that you can be prepared for 
any interview situation.

Screening Interview
Screening interviews primarily determine if a  
candidate possesses the required skills and  
quali! cations and if factual content of his or her  
background is accurate. They are usually brief—
typically 30 minutes—and may be conducted on 
a college campus or in a personnel of! ce. The 
interviewer, often a personnel or human resources 
representative, may use an outline to ask speci! c 
questions of each candidate.

On-Site Interview
Employers often conduct on-site interviews at   
the organization to allow you to see its physical  
surroundings. This interview style is more in-
depth, so the interview may last all day, giving  
you the opportunity to see what the organization  
is like. You may meet with different people who  
will have input in the hiring decision.

Behavioral Interview
During this type of interview, the interviewer’s 
goal is to obtain information about how you might 
behave in given work situations based on past 
performance in similar situations. The interview 
provides the interviewer with a close-up view 
of your skills, experience, management style in 
particular situations, decision-making skills, 
and methods of dealing with stressful situations. 
Interviewers usually ask you to “give an example 
of” or “describe” a speci! c situation from your 
work history.

Case Interview
Employers in law ! rms, management consulting 
! r ms, counseling and social work organizations, 
and police departments often use case interviews 
as their primary interviewing style in order to 
understand your thought processes better. In this 
situation, the interviewer would present you with 
a dilemma or situation you might encounter o n 
the job and ask you to respond. 

Board or Panel Interview
For a board or panel interview, the candidat e 
meets with several interviewers at once. Thi s 
type of interview is used extensively for graduate 
sch ool, professional school, and executive  
positions. If you encounter this interview style, 
remember to establish eye contact with each  
interviewer and involve everyone in the group.  
It is also a good idea, if possible, to ! nd out the 
types of people on the panel ahead of time. Will  
you be interviewed by supervisors, co-workers, 
administrative staff, or executive board members? 

Phone Interviews
Phone interviews are becoming more common as 
a means to screen candidates before an on-site 
interview invitation. Consider these tips before a 
phone interview:

Dress the part and wear your interview attire 
during the interview; this will affect your  
attitude positively and you will interview  
more effectively.
Set up an interview space, complete with 
copies of your resume, your references, 
position information, and a pen.
Consider preparing note cards or an outline 
to help you remember important points you 
want to convey.
Stay focused; turn off the TV and radio and 
do not try to multi-task during your phone 
interview.
Address the interviewer formally and 
respectfully. 
Do not be afraid to convey your enthusiasm 
verbally, through your tone of voice and 
preparedness. 
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Wait until the interviewer has completed his 
or her question before answering it; if you 
need to pause to think about an answer to a 
question, let the interviewer know, since he 
or she can not see you. 
Prepare thoughtful questions about the 
job position or organization in case the 
interviewer asks for questions; this will 
require research and preparation prior to the 
interview.
Conclude the interview with a “thank you.” 

Prepare for many types of phone interview set-
ups. You may be interviewed by one person, by  
one person with others in the room, or by many  
people via a conference call. If there are multiple  
people present during your interview, be sure to  
write down each person’s name and title so that  
you can refer to it later for your thank you letter.

Interview Styles
Remember that each interview will be different  
in format and style. The actual content of the  
interview will depend on the priorities and style  
of the interviewer. Some interviewers may be  
representatives from the human resources or  
personnel department and will often have had  
professional training in conducting interviews. 
Other interviewers may work in the department  
where the position is vacant and have no formal 
training in interviewing. Typical interviewing  
styles include those listed below.

Directed or Information Gathering
Often used for a screening interview, this style  
uses detailed questions, often from an outline, to  
gather facts about the applicant. It is also fairly 
structured and typically follows the candidate’s  
resume.

Non-directive
In this style, the interviewer may seem informal  
and encourage discussion. The interviewer’s  
goal is to see you as a “whole” or form an overall  
impression of you as a potential employee. The  
interviewer may ask you broad and general 
questions. Because of this loosely structured 
interview style, you are able to guide the direction 
of the conversation. Stay focused and try to  
touch on the most important aspects of your  
background, accomplishments, and skills. 

§

§

§

Creating Stress
Employers may incorporate “stressors” in the 
interview to test your reaction. This interview style 
is rarely used, though you may encounter it in 
certain ! elds, such as the government, security, 
or industries dealing with high-volume sales. In 
this style, the interviewer may do the following:

Ask you to come up with an “idea” or 
“solution” to a problem in a short amount of 
time.
Put you on the defensive by challenging or 
criticizing your opinions. 
Test your reaction and put you on the 
defensive by being silent.

Asking Hypothetical Questions
In this interview style, employers may ask you  
hypothetical questions such as, “What would 
you do if…?” or “How would you…?” to evaluate 
probable performance. Keep in mind that this 
style of interviewing misses the total picture of 
a candidate if it is used as the sole technique. It 
also only assess past behaviors because it uses 
them as indicators of future behavior.
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Making the Best Impression
The interviewer’s ! nal impression of you is 
affected by many factors including both objective 
and subjective observations as well as your  
verbal and non-verbal communication. Verbal  
communication is important in demonstrating 
your quali! cations. Remember the following 
guidelines:

Describe your quali! cations using action 
verbs.
Be clear, concise, and complete but do not  
force the interviewer to drag information  
from you.
Use the STAR approach. Situation/Task: 
support your statements with speci!  c 
examples; Action:  share your role in an  
activity; Result:  discuss the outcome of an 
event or solution to a problem as the result 
of your involvement.
Ask questions—it shows that you have 
done your homework, which demonstrates  
initiative and analytical abilities.
Be positive and enthusiastic.
Be professional and courteous with every  
person you mee t—   receptionists and support 
staff are often asked for their input as well.      

Your non-verbal communication and body  
language can tell an interviewer a lot about you. 
Use it to your advantage to convey self-con! dence, 
sincerity, enthusiasm, and capability. Remember 
to do the following:

Dress appropriately; when in doubt, dress 
conservatively.
Do not wear heavy cologne or perfume.
Offer a ! rm handshake. Extending your 
hand and introducing yourself ! rst instead 
of waiting for the interviewer shows that you 
take initiative.
Make eye contact, especially when listening.
Sit upright but maintain a relaxed posture.
Know your nervous habits, such as ! dgeting 
or knuckle-cracking, and practice controlling 
them.
Use your hands to communicate, but do not 
use over-animated gestures.
Be an active listener—   us e facial expressions, 
such as smiles and nods, to convey interest.
Avoid speaking in a monotonous voice.
Be con! dent in yourself.    
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Stages of the Interview
While interviews may vary according to individual 
interviewer styles, what follows is a frequently 
used format for interviews.

Introduction and breaking the ice

The interviewer establishes rapport with 
you to create a relaxed atmosphere for the 
interview.

Asking questions and verifying 
information

The interviewer asks you questions to  
assess your skills, quali! cations, and 
personal qualities.

Answering candidate’s questions and  
promoting the organization

The interviewer answers your questions  
about the position and organization to clarify  
any information not answered through  
research, and provides information to help  
the candidate assess his or her interest in  
the position.

Closing the interview

The interviewer explains the decision-
making process and what will happen 
next. He or she may request additional 
application materials such as transcripts 
or references.  At this point, you should 
restate your interest in the position and 
thank the interviewer for the opportunity 
to interview. You should ! nd out what the 
next step is or when to expect to hear from 
the organization.

Decision-making and recording of 
information

The interviewer completes an evaluation 
form assessing your suitability for 
the position. You should write down 
comments about the interview to remember 
what happened and better evaluate 
your performance and interest in the 
organization.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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ªWhere do you see yourself five years from 

now?  What are your future goals?º

The interviewer may try to determine whether 
your goals ! t with those of the organization, what 
expectations you have, and whether you are 
goal-oriented. If you have leadership aspirations, 
try not to come across as pushy. For example, 
you could say, “I understand that my growth 
within this organization will depend on my job 
performance and the organization’s growth. I 
have demonstrated leadership characteristics 
in my past jobs and activities and hope to have 
increased management responsibilities in the 
future.”

ªWhy are you interested in our organization?º
The employer wants to see what you know about 
the organization and verify that you are genuinely 
interested in the organization and position. This 
is where your hard work pays off—show that you 
have researched the organization and thought 
about how it ! ts with your goals and skills. For 
example, you could say, “I have been reading 
about your new training program and am really 
excited about...” or “After talking with other 
people who work for this organization, I feel that 
this is a good company for me because...” 

Frequently Asked Questions
Here are some sample questions to help you 
prepare for your interview. Although employers 
may state questions differently, the kinds of 
information covered during the interview may be 
similar.

Potential Questions about Educati on
Why did you decide to major in ____________?
Why did you choose to attend James  
Madison University?
What courses did you like the most? Why?
What courses did you like the least? Why?
How has your course work prepared you for 
this position?
What are your plans for graduate study?
Why were your grades in this course/
semester/year low?
What do you consider to be your greatest 
achievement in college? Why?
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Tough Interview Questions and  Strategies

The success of your inter view will mainly 
depend on  your ability to answer the interviewer’s 
questions effectively. You can prepare for the  
kinds of questions you might be asked by doing  
research on the organization and knowing what  
the position involves. 

Commonly Asked Questions
Since no interview is so structured that you can 
anticipate every possible question, it is important 
to prepare answers to commonly asked questions.  
Remember to be honest and be yourself. Below  
are some of the most commonly asked questions  
and some approaches for answering them.

ªTell me about yourselfº
Interviewers may ask this question to break the  
ice and assess your non-verbal communication. 
It also gives you the chance to tell the interviewer  
about your skills and quali! cations. In your 
answer, give a brief introduction, tell your key  
accomplishments and strengths, why these are  
important to the employer, and how you see  
yourself ! tting into the position and organization  
for which you are applying.

ªWhat is your greatest weakness?º
Avoid sounding negative; but do not pretend you  
are perfect, either. Explain how you are working 
to address your weakness and what you have  
learned from it. You want to give the impression 
that you know yourself well. You co uld say, for 
example, “Sometimes I ask too many questions 
about what I am told to do to make sure that  
I  will do it correctly. As a result, I have learned  
to be more strategic about the questions I ask in 
order to be more ef! cient.”

ªWhat is your greatest accomplishment?º 
Think of accomplishments that might be related 
to the position for which you are applying. Focus 
on accomplishments that demonstrate initiative, 
leadership skills, or dedication and prove that you 
will be an asset to the organization. If possible, 
report a speci! c accomplishment that added  
value to the organization in which you were a  
member. Be sure to mention the outcome of your 
accomplishment.
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Potential Questions about Your Activities

What types of activities have you participated 
in outside of class?
If you had more time, what types of activities 
would you participate in?
What leadership roles have you had?

Potential Questions about Your Experience
How has your previous work experience  
prepared you for this position?
Why did you choose this particular ! eld of 
work?
How do you determine when you are doing 
your job successfully? 
How would your supervisor or co-workers 
describe you?
Why did you leave your previous job?
Describe the most signi! cant project, written 
document, report, or presentation that you 
have ever completed.

Potential Questions about Your Goals

Tell me about yourself.
What are your short and long-range goals?
What are your strengths and weaknesses?
What have you done that shows initiative 
and willingness to work?
What quali! cations do you have that make 
you think you will be successful in your 
! e ld?
Describe what is most important to you in a 
job or employer.
What are your greatest work and non-work 
accomplishments?

Potential Questions about Your Position

What do you know about our organization?
Why would you like to work for our  
organization?
In what geographic area would you prefer to 
work?
What aspects of this position would you ! nd 
the most challenging? The easiest?
What do you think would be the most 
demanding aspect of the job for you?
What are the two most important aspects 
of this position that could in" uence you to 
accept or reject it? 
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Potential Behavioral Interview Questions

Describe a time you were faced with stress 
or problems at work that tested your coping 
skills. What did you do?
Give me an example of a time when you had 
to be relatively quick in making a decision.
Tell me about an important goal you had to 
set and your progress in reaching that goal.
Give me an example of a time you motivated  
your co-workers and subordinates.
Give me an example of a time you used your 
fact-! nding skills to gain information needed 
to solve a problem. Tell me how you analyzed 
the information and came to a decision.
Tell me about a time when you had to make a 
decision but did not have all the information 
you needed.

Legal Issues
Tit le VII  of t he Civ il Rights  Act of 1 964  pr ohi bit s 
discrimination in employment on the basis of race, 
color,  sex, or nat ion al ori gin . The law prohibits  
the use of any pre-employment inquiry, which  
disproportionately screens out members of a 
minority group or members of one sex, and is not 
a valid predictor of succ essful job perfor mance. 
An employer’s questions must be related to the  
job for which you are applying. Table 3, Legal 
and Illegal Interview Questions,  will help you 
identify which questions are legal and which ones  
are not (see Table 3 on page 38).

If you are asked an illegal question you can 
approach it many ways, here are three strategies:

Answer the question, but realize that the 
information is not job-related and your 
answer may harm your candidacy if it is 
not the answer the employer is looking for.
Refuse to answer the question (which is 
within your legal rights); however, you run 
the risk of being viewed as confrontational 
or uncooperative.
Think about the intent behind the question 
and try to respond with an answer that 
might apply to the job. For example, if 
an interviewer asks, “What country are 
you from?” you could respond with “I am 
authorized to work in the US.”
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Table 3. Legal and Illegal Inter view Questions

Subject

Age

Citizenship

National 
Origin

Disability

Arrests and
Convictions

Religion

Marital and
Family Status

Race

Personal 
Information 
and
Af! liations

Illegal Inquiries

How old are you?
What is your birthday?
When did you graduate?

Are you a U.S. citizen?
Of wha t country are you a citize n?
Are you or other family members 
naturalized citizens?

Where were you/your parents born?
What is your ancestry, parentage, 
or nationality?
What is your native language?

Do you have a disability?
How is your or your family’s health?
Tell us about you medical history.
Have you had any recent illnesses 
or operations?

Have you ever been arrested?
Have you ever been charged with 
any crime?

What is your religious af! liation 
or denomination?
What religious holidays do you 
observe?
To what church do you belong?

What is your marital status?
Who do you live with?
What was your maiden name?
Do you have or plan to have  
children?
What are your day-care 
arrangements?

What is your race?
What color is your hair, eyes, 
or skin?

How tall are you?
How much do you weigh?
To which clubs or social 
organizations do you belong?

Legal Inquiries

If hired can you provide proof that 
you are at least 18 years of age?

Are you authorized to work in the 
U.S.? If  hired, can you prove eligibility  
to work in the U.S.?

What languages do you speak, write, 
or read " uently? This must be relevant 
to performance of the job.

Are you capable of performing the 
essential functions of this position 
with or without reasonable 
accommodation? A medical exam may 
be required after a job offer has been 
made.

Have you been convicted of any crime? 
Must be considered as it relates to  
! t ness to perform the job in questio n.

NONE. If an employer wants to know  
about your availability to work on 
weekends he or sh e may ask, “Are you 
available to work w eekends?” This 
must be asked of all applicants.

Would you be willing to relocate?
Would you be able to travel? This 
must be a job requirement and be 
asked of all applicants.
Would you be able to work overtime  
as necessary? Same restrictions as  
above.

NONE.

Are you able to lift and carry a 50 lb. 
weight as required by the job? 
List organizations you belong to that 
you consider relevant to this job.

Source: Kaplan, Rochelle. (2007). Handling Illegal Questions. National Association of Colleges and Employers: Job 
                    Choices for Business & Liberal Arts Students. 2007.  53.
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What to Ask When it is Your Turn

It is important to ask relevant  questions of the  
employer  regarding the organization and position  
to enable you to thoroughly evaluate the job and 
determine if it is the right ! t for you. If you have 
done your research on the organization and know 
what job factors are most important to you, you  
will be able to ask thoughtful questions. 

Refrain from asking obvious questions that are  
answered by reading the organization’s literature 
or website as this will only re" ect a lack of 
preparation. Make sure you know what will be  
expected of you in the job. Some areas you may  
wish to ask questions about include the following.

Duties of position
What are the speci! c duties required in this 
position?
What are the day-to-day responsibilities of 
this position?
What is a typical day in this position like? 

Training programs and opportunities for growth 
How long is your training program? 
What is encompassed in the training?
What kinds of opportunities are available for 
professional growth?

Travel required and job transfers
How much travel is normally expected? 
Where would I travel?
Will I be compensated for all travel expenses? 
In what other areas are you located?
Would I be eligible for relocation? 
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Level of supervision

Who would I report to? What is his or her 
title?
What kind of supervision would I receive?

Performance evaluations

How often are performance reviews given? 
What are you looking for this position to 
accomplish?

Organizational structure

How is this department structured?
How does it ! t into the overall organization of 
the company? 

Salary
You should not discuss the subject of salary  
during the early stages of the interview; it is more 
appropriate to wait until the employer introduces 
the topic. If the interviewer informs you that  
your are being considered for the position, then  
you can bring the subject up by asking what the 
position pays. Before your interview, determine 
your ! nancial expectations and needs and !  nd  
out what the general salary range is for similar 
positions. Study the organization’s bene! ts. For  
more information on salary negotiations, refer to  
“Asking for What You Are Worth” on page 41.

Follow up with Employers
Even after the interview is over, you still have 
work to do; always send a thank you letter to  
the employer. If you are not contacted within the  
speci! ed time, you may call to ask about the  
status of the position and restate your interest.  

When you receive a job offer, take the time you  
need to consider it before making a decision. If 
you have received several job offers, acknowledge 
each one promptly with a note thanking the  
employer and restating the terms of employment. 
Request a timeframe in which to make your 
decisions. Once you have accepted a position, 
contact all other organizations and thank them 
for their interest. Remember, th e intervie w is  a 
learning experience, so you may want to consider 
asking the interviewer for constructive feedback.
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