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Research the company
This not only helps you ensure the role and company are right for you but also gives you ammunition to drop into your 
answers and your end-of-interview questions. For example, “I understand that last year your company merged with 
Company X. How do you see this affecting the finance department, and what will it mean in terms of opportunities 
to advance?” 

If an interviewer is faced with two equally suitable candidates, the one who has researched the company will stand 
out as the favourite. Either use the internet or contact the company and ask to receive relevant information. If you 
can’t be bothered, expect the job to go to someone who can.

Prepare yourself
It is now common for interviewers to focus on competencies – evidence of the skills or personal attributes needed 
for the role. Most interviews are structured to bring out those qualities. You should answer the questions with specific 
examples from your background that show your ability to meet each competency. 

To do that you need ready-made examples you can use on cue. Go over your CV and recall your greatest 
achievements. What were the skills and attributes you used to bring about your achievements? How did you use 
them? What did you learn from the experience? What would you do differently if faced with the same situations again? 

By the time you’re interviewed, you should have prepared one-and-a-half to two-minute stories of when and where 
you used a range of competencies. We call this “SAO” – situation, action, outcome. What was the situation, what was 
the action you undertook, what was the outcome?

Create an impact 
Within two minutes of your arriving in reception and meeting your prospective employer, you will have made an 
impression. And first impressions count. Think in advance about what you want this impression to be, then work 
hard to get it right.
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Now think of the time you spend preparing for an interview and compare that with the 30 or so 
minutes you get to perform. If you fail to prepare, prepare to fail. It’s imperative you plan what you 
will say, plan how you will say it and plan the impression you want to leave. There are three main 
areas to consider.

Think of an actor, musician or sports person. Compare the 
time that person spends preparing with the time that person 
spends performing. 

Preparation
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Do:
•  Walk tall when you enter the room.

•  Smile to show you are open, friendly and confident, but don’t overdo it.

•  Maintain good eye contact. Rotate your focus from eyes to mouth to hands; the latter if the interviewer makes any 
gestures when emphasising a point. Avoid glaring.

•  Try to mirror the interviewer’s positive body language. For example, if the interviewer laughs and leans back, do the same. 
But control your laughter so it’s not overpowering. 

•  Show one or both of your palms occasionally when you make a point. This should be subtle; it conveys openness  
and honesty. 

Don’t:
•  Squeeze or crush the interviewer’s hand. Instead, offer a firm handshake that matches the one you receive. This  

shows confidence.

•  Shift in your seat too much – especially when faced with a tough question – or fidget with your pen, tie, hair, etc.

•  Nod too much when the interviewer talks – it shows your impatience.

•  Fold your arms – it sends out a defensive message.

•  Slouch in your chair – it can signal boredom.

Ensure you are relaxed and confident – and try to connect. You want the interviewer to like you, connect with you,  
understand what you’ve done and understand what you can bring to the business.

Research shows that 50% of our communication relies on 
body language. Many interviewees shoot themselves in the 
foot without realising they are sending out negative signals.  

Dos and don’ts of body language

Watch our light humoured videos giving key interview tips and 
careers advice under the Don’t let this happen to you section.
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Once you look at the interview from the other side of the 
desk, it becomes easier to understand what the interviewer 
is looking for. You can then tailor your answers to what is 
needed. The interviewer will have four main considerations.  

Ability and suitability 
There are often many people with the right qualifications and skills to do a job. And on paper, the interviewer may 
have little to differentiate between candidates. Look at the role you’re applying for and list all the crucial technical 
skills and personal traits. Now pick examples from your past that highlight these qualities. Make life easy for the 
interviewer: paint vivid pictures from your past with specific examples that show the effects of your actions. Look 
for examples that show growth, resolved issues, improved business performance, etc. Specifics always win over 
generalisations; they prove you have what it takes to do the job well.

Willingness 
You may have the right credentials, but the interviewer needs to know if you will go the extra mile. A jobsworth who 
will not do anything outside the job description will be a problem for the company. Have examples ready of when you 
went beyond the call of duty to ensure a task’s success.

Manageability and teamwork  
No manager wants a high-maintenance employee. So you will need to fit in well with the team and not rock the boat. 
If you have any strong opinions or beliefs that have caused problems in the past, do not bring them up unless they 
show a positive effect on the business, but choose examples with care.

Problem solving  
Everyone is hired for the same reason: the employer has a problem that needs solving. Look at the job description 
and decide what problems will need to be solved. Again, look at your past and prepare examples of when you 
overcame similar problems. Note your approach to the situation, your problem-solving action and the outcome. 
Remember, SAO.
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Why employers hire
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Specific competencies vary from job to job. But for every job, 
there are common competencies; these are listed below.   
Personal profile
•  Drive
•  Motivation
•  Communication skills
•  Teamwork
•  Energy/enthusiasm
•  Determination

Professional profile 
•  Reliability
•  Honesty/integrity
•  Pride
•  Dedication
•  Analytical skills
•  Listening skills

Achievement profile  
•  Money you have saved your company
•  Time you have saved your company

Business profile
•  Efficiency
•  Economy
•  Procedures
•  Profit

The interviewer will use different questions to determine whether you possess certain competencies. However, if you  
prepare specific examples from your past to match those above, you will be able to cover most eventualities.

Common competencies
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Some of the questions below will come up in the interview; 
some may not. There are no penalties for over-preparation, 
though, so it is important that you think about how you will 
answer them all.

Why do you want to work here? 
Once you have researched the company, you will have no problems listing the advantages of working for it.

What kind of experience do you have for this job?  
By knowing what is expected for the role, you can tailor your answer using specific examples from your past that match 
what is needed for the role. The job is on offer because a problem needs solving. Give examples of similar problems you 
have solved.

What did you dislike about your last job?   
Take care when you answer this. If you give a negative reply, you send out warning signs to the interviewer that you may 
be trouble. Keep your answers short and positive. For example, “I really enjoyed my last job, but I felt I needed a bigger 
challenge. One of the things that appeals to me here is that individuals are stretched to bring out the best in them. I look 
forward to the challenges.”

Have you done the best work that you are capable of doing? 
If you say “yes”, you suggest you’re a spent force. Say something around being proud of your work to date, while assuring 
the interviewer that your best is yet to come.

Where do you see yourself in five years?  
A good response is to throw a question back: “What opportunities are there within the company?” If possible and honest, 
blend this answer with your prepared answer.

What are your biggest accomplishments?  
This is a great chance to sell yourself. It’s crucial that you have several well-prepared stories, including facts and figures. 
The more vivid the better so the interviewer can visualise you completing the tasks you describe. Try to keep your answer 
short yet packed with detail.

Crucial questions you might face
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Crucial questions you might face

Can you work under pressure?  
A simple “yes” won’t do. Think of specifics from your past, including how you dealt with pressure.

What are your greatest strengths?  
Look at the common competencies outlined in Interview techniques: Tips and advice for jobseekers. Which are most  
relevant to the job? Have examples ready for the three you think are most needed for the role.

What most interests you about this job?   
Again, you can only answer this if you have prepared: if you have done your research.

Why should I hire you?  
The interview will normally start with a preamble about the company, why the position has come about and what the 
company is looking for in a candidate. You should jot down these qualities. So when it comes to this question, you can 
include those qualities in your reply.

Describe a difficult problem that you have had to deal with?   
This is your chance to shine, to show off your approach to problems. Show you use logical thought processes: you should 
outline your step-by-step approach to problem solving. For example:

1)  I stand back and examine the problem.
2)  I recognise the problem as the symptom of other, perhaps, hidden factors.
3)  I list possible solutions.
4)  I weigh up the pros and cons of each and choose the best.
5)  I outline the problem, recommend my best solution and ask my manager.

Having stated this, give an example of a problem you are proud you solved.

What have you done that shows initiative?   
Managers want to hire someone who has the ability to save the company time or money or to make life easier. It’s best to 
think of work-related examples, but it’s fine to use examples from outside professional life if you must.

What qualities do you think are needed to succeed in this field?  
Again, if you listened to the preamble at the start of the interview, you will know what the interviewer wants to hear.  
Don’t disappoint.

Do you work better on your own or as part of a team?   
Knowing about the role will give you an idea about the balance of work in terms of how much time will be spent working  
on your own and how much as a team. Answer according to the balance.
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Crucial questions you might face

What mistakes have you made that you would change if you had a second chance?   
If possible, draw your answer from outside work. Keep it trivial and short and include what you learned. If you are pressed  
for a work-oriented answer, use an example from a long time ago.

Tell me about a time when you had to communicate with people of different levels. What 
problems did you encounter? What were the results?   
This question is designed not only to probe your interpersonal skills but also to determine how you handled a problem.  
As above, show your logical approach to problem solving. 

Give me an example of an event that really challenged you. How did you overcome the challenge?    
Answer in the same manner as the above question. Be sure to portray the challenge in its worst light. Distorting the truth, 
though, is likely to end in a trip-up.

How have you benefited from your disappointments?  
Resist the temptation to detail a specific disappointment. This is one of those questions where it is better to give a general 
answer. For example, “I learn from disappointments. I look at what happened, why it happened and how I would deal with 
things differently given the chance. Having done that, I put the disappointment aside and look forward to tackling the next 
problem with a better understanding.”

What would you do when you have a decision to make and no procedure exists?   
Something along the lines of “I would only make a decision without my manager’s approval if the matter was extremely 
urgent and my manager was unavailable. I would update my manager at the first opportunity…” Then relate your problem-
solving approach with an example if possible.

What is your greatest weakness?   
Keep your answer short and end it on a positive note. For example, “I like to give projects 100%, and I sometimes find  
it frustrating when others in the team don’t commit to the same level. I aim to overcome this with a positive attitude that  
I hope will catch on.”
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As the interview draws to a close

The interview will normally close with the interviewer inviting 
you to ask some questions.
Having researched the company, you will be in a great position to probe and find out if this is the role and company for you.  
For example, “I understand the company has been steadily growing. What does the future hold?” or “Company X is your 
major competitor. How do you see this rivalry developing?”

Another point to remember is people love to talk about themselves. Now is the time to find out about the interviewer. After all, 
you are potentially going to work with this person. Here are some good questions to include. Why did you join the company? 
What keeps you here? What are the qualities you have shown to get to where you are?

Another excellent question is “What would my first assignment be?” This not only gives you an insight into the day-to-day 
mechanics of the role but also results in the interviewer picturing you working within the company. Avoid asking questions 
about the salary.

For further career advice and useful tips, contact our consultants on  
08705 329635 or visit roberthalf.co.uk/careers-advice.

© 2013 Robert Half. An Equal Opportunities Employer. RH-1113-GBR-ENG

08705 329 635
roberthalf.co.uk

Connect with us at 
Robert Half UK:

http://www.roberthalf.co.uk/job-search-etiquette-dos-and-donts
http://www.roberthalf.co.uk/careers-advice
http://www.roberthalf.co.uk
http://www.roberthalf.co.uk
http://www.youtube.com/RobertHalfUK
http://www.facebook.com/roberthalfuk
http://www.linkedin.com/companies/robert-half-international
http://www.twitter.com/roberthalfuk

