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We all know it is tough out there with so much com-

petition for every job worth having. What you need is an 

“edge”—the inside information on what interviewers 

really want to hear and clear instruction on how to de-

liver it. That edge is Tony Beshara, and he has put every-

thing you need to stand out in the crowd right here in 

this book.

Interviewers’ questions can be challenging, and know-

ing the right words to say at interviews doesn’t come nat-

urally. We’ve all been in interviews where we’ve said the 

wrong thing, which can make the difference in getting 

hired or not. On the other hand, saying the right thing in 

just the right way can turn a ho-hum interview into a 

home run.

Tony Beshara knows the ropes like no one you have 

ever encountered. Tony has personally helped close to 

10,000 people find jobs, because he knows exactly what 

employers are looking for, including the key words and 

phrases that will get people follow‑up interviews and job 

offers.

Foreword
by Dr. Phil
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x	 Foreword

In this book he has distilled his decades of wisdom and expe-

rience into more than 400 easy-to-apply words and phrases. 

Whether you’re entry level or an executive, consult this book and 

you’ll be confidently prepared for every interviewing situation, 

from nailing down the initial interview to negotiating your job 

offer.

I have seen it happen firsthand. Over the years on the Dr. Phil 

show I’ve depended on Tony Beshara countless times to find jobs 

for badly discouraged guests. Tony is the very best there is at 

preparing candidates and then getting them jobs. Adopt his 

thinking, and in my opinion you will have an incredible advan-

tage.
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Interviewing, finding a job, and hiring are consid-

ered among the most important business endeavors, so it 

might surprise you to know that the average professional 

hire in America involves only four hours of face-to-face 

interviewing. Though the emotional intensity for both 

finding a job and hiring are great, a job seeker should be 

aware that the time to make a successful impression on 

interviewing and hiring authorities is very short. In fact, 

hiring decisions are made more quickly than business 

managers and leaders like to admit. One McGill Univer-

sity study showed that most interviewers make up their 

mind to hire someone in the first four minutes of the in-

terview!

Psychologists have proven, and my own experience 

confirms, that in the interviewing process, employers 

evaluate job candidates on the basis of a few—very few—

real facts, and 90 percent of the hiring decision is made 

emotionally. Candidates are hired because of a few little 

things they do or say, and the rest is emotional justifica-

tion. Psychologists call this “motivated reasoning.” A 

Introduction
Why Powerful Phrases  
Make a Difference
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plethora of recent business and psychology books and articles by 

authors like Jonah Lehrer and Leonard Mlodinow demonstrates 

that most business decisions are made subliminally, with more 

emotion than logic. While the majority of job candidates are try-

ing to be “competent” in the interviewing process, the successful 

ones focus on being liked and remembered. They use powerful 

words and phrases to accomplish this.

You are going to be judged quickly and emotionally as a job 

candidate, so if you say the right things by using the right words, 

you stand out and are more likely to get hired. So little real 

face-to-face time is spent interviewing that hiring authorities 

make their decisions based on a few memorable phrases (good or 

bad) that a candidate uses.

Use the right phrases, and you are remembered and thought 

of highly; you are more likely to get hired. Use the wrong phrases, 

and you are forgotten when you walk out of the room; you are 

certain to lose the job opportunity.

The Successful Application  
of Powerful Phrases

I’ll give you a perfect example of just what I mean about how 

powerful phrases can make a difference. You will learn in Chap-

ter 3 that I recommend two very powerful phrases to be used at 

the end of the first interview:

	 1.	 “How do I stack up with the other candidates you have inter-

viewed?”

	 2.	 “What do I need to do to get the job?”

Recently, one of our clients interviewed seven candidates. 

The only candidate that we referred used these two phrases to 
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close the initial interview. The hiring authority remarked to 

the candidate—and later to us—that she was the only one of the 

seven candidates who actually asked how she compared to the 

others.

In fact, as the hiring authority passed the candidate to the 

second group of interviewing authorities, he told his associ-

ates, “I interviewed seven candidates and this lady was the  

only one who asked for the job. I really like her.” The candidate, 

by the way, used the same power phrases, as well as others  

you will learn in Chapter 7, for her follow‑up interviews to land 

the job.

This was a mid-level purchasing manager position. The can-

didate only spent a total of two-and-a-half hours interviewing at 

the company: one hour at the initial interview and an hour-and-

a-half with others in the company. The hiring and interviewing 

authorities did spend more time checking previous employment 

references and so on, but the candidate acknowledged that she 

became the “best” candidate because of the power phrases she 

used in the interviewing process.

These two powerful phrases made all the difference in the 

world. The vice president of procurement openly admitted that 

our candidate was not the most qualified applicant. But, he said 

she interviewed better than the others. Even the candidate her-

self admitted that she didn’t seem to interview especially well 

except for her closing phrases. She is absolutely convinced that 

those two small phrases won her the job.

Powerful Phrases for Successful Interviews is filled with similar 

phrases that will enable you to raise yourself to the top of the 

candidate pool, whatever the job, whatever the company, and 

whoever is doing the hiring. It is meant to be a quick reference 

to specific words and phrases to use at every stage of a success-

ful job search. You will learn the most effective, short, simple, 

and expert phrases to gain an advantage in getting interviews, 
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performing well on initial and follow‑up interviews, handling 

the toughest questions to dispel any lingering doubt on the 

part of the hiring authority, and negotiating a strong job offer. 

You will have the right words to make the difference every  

time.
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The most important thing you can do to get a job 

is to interview. Nothing else matters unless you can get a 

face-to-face interview with a hiring manager—someone 

with authority (to hire) and pain (an urgent need to hire). 

Learning to use the right words and phrases can make 

getting an interview easier.

Most people are uncomfortable with selling other 

people on interviewing them with the possibility of 

being hired. It can be daunting, burdensome, and an ex-

cruciating task. No one likes to be rejected. And there are 

fewer more clear-cut rejections than being denied an in-

terview or being rejected for a job.

The risk of being rejected goes with the process of 

getting interviews and being interviewed. The sooner 

you face that reality and prepare for this kind of rejec-

tion, the sooner you’re going to be able to find a job. Pris-

tine résumés, brilliant research, great contacts, even 

superior previous job performance, will not help you find 

a job anywhere near the extent that getting numerous 

interviews and performing well in each interview will.

Powerful Phrases to Get 
Face-to-Face Interviews1
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The initial interviews, if they’re successful, will lead to subse-

quent second, third, or fourth interviews that will eventually 

land you a job. The most effective thing you can do is to pick up 

the phone and call anyone and everyone you can, whether you 

know them or not, to find people who might be able to grant you 

time for an interview.

Contacting People You Know

The easiest place to start looking to set up interviews is with 

people you know. Here are the first people you want to contact 

and ask for the opportunity to interview:

➜	 Previous employers, peers, and subordinates

➜	 Family

➜	 Friends

➜	 Acquaintances

➜	 Competitors

➜	 Suppliers and distributors

➜	 Customers

Note that it is important for you to record the telephone 

number and date you call people. You may be calling the person 

back again in thirty, sixty, or ninety days. Many people will not 

respond to you positively for a month or two. You want to re-

mind them that you need a job!

Let’s start with words and phrases to use in contacting peo-

ple you know. Keep these in front of you as you make the call!

www.amanet.org
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Previous Employers, Peers, Subordinates, 
Friends, and Acquaintances

No matter how well you know the person, start your call with a 

simple introduction:

Hello, ________ this is_________________ (your name). We 

know each other from _________________.

This prepares the way for the phrase stating the reason for 

your call:

I am currently looking for a new job. I called to ask if you 

know of any job opportunities available either with your 

firm or any others you might know about.

Then provide a quick update on your job situation:

For the past________________ (time period), I have been 

working at _____________________________ (company). I am 

looking for a job as __________________________. Can you 

think of anyone who might need what I can offer?

(Very long pause) . . . If the answer is no, then say:

I really appreciate your time. I’d like to send you my ré-

sumé, and if you can think of anyone who might be inter-

ested, please pass it along to them.

I am not sure how long my search will take. I’d like to 

call you back in a month or so to see if you might have 

thought of anyone who might be interested. Would that 

be all right?

www.amanet.org
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This way, you’ve laid the groundwork for further contact 

down the road. And sending your résumé will provide a tangible 

reminder of your ongoing job search. (Very few people will tell 

you not to send your résumé.)

Family

With family members, your approach is basically the same:

Hello, __________. This is _________________________ (your 

cousin, brother-in-law, or other relation). I called to ask 

you if you know of any job opportunities that might be 

available. For the past __________ (time period), I have been 

working at _______________ (name of company or what you 

have been doing). I am presently looking for a job. Can 

you think of anyone that might need what I can offer?

(Long pause) . . . If the person says no, then say:

I really appreciate your time. I’d like to send you my ré-

sumé and if you can think of anyone who might be inter-

ested, please pass it along to them.

I am not sure how long my search will take; I’d like to 

call you back in a month or so to see if you might have 

thought of anyone that might be interested. Would that 

be all right?

Again, it’s unlikely that relatives will say no to receiving a 

résumé, even if they don’t think they can be of help.

www.amanet.org
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Competitors, Suppliers, and Customers

Here you’re approaching people you know through business. 

Start with a quick reminder of who you are and how you know 

them.

Hello,____________. This is __________________________. We 

know each other from being a _________________ (competi-

tors, customers, or suppliers). I called you to ask if you 

know of any job opportunities that might be available. 

Most recently I have been _________________ (describe what 

you have been doing). I am presently looking for a job. 

Would your organization be in need of a good _____________?

(Long pause) . . . If the person says no, then say:

I really appreciate your time. I’d like to send you my ré-

sumé and if you can think of anyone who might be inter-

ested, please pass it along to them.

By the way, I am not sure how long my search will take; 

I’d like to call you back in a month or so to see if you have 

thought of anyone that might be interested. Would that 

be all right?

Once again, you finish by asking if it would be all right for 

you to send your résumé and call back in a month or so to see if 

the person has thought of anyone who might be interested.

Calling People You Don’t Know

This part of the process can make a big difference in how fast 

you find a new job. The procedure is simple: You get on the tele-
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phone and present yourself to a prospective employer and ask for 

an interview. This is known as a cold call. It is simple and direct. 

The results you get will be immediate. The cold call will either 

result in an interview or it won’t.

The process of doing this is very simple, but the manner in 

which you do it is sophisticated and takes a lot of courage and 

practice. The reason it takes courage is because you are running 

the risk of being rejected within ten seconds. On top of that, you 

probably are going to have to make about 75 to 100 of these calls 

before you get an interview. So, you have to expect plenty of re-

jection before you get positive reinforcement.

Keep in mind that when you do this, you are trying to get an 

interview regardless of whether or not there is a position open. 

You are selling an interview, not necessarily selling the idea of 

getting a job. It is extremely important that you recognize this 

difference. The purpose of this call is to get in front of a prospec-

tive employer so you can sell yourself and your skills. You are 

purposely going to ask for a meeting with the prospective em-

ployer without asking if there indeed is a need. Don’t confuse 

getting hired with getting an initial interview. All you’re trying 

to do is sell an audience with that person.

The reason that you are just trying to sell the initial audience, 

or interview, is that, very often, hiring managers will interview 

potential employees whether they have an opening or not. As 

you will see, the phrases to use do not ask if there are any open-

ings; they ask for an appointment, an interview, and do not pre-

sume a current or upcoming position opening.

Whom to Call

If you don’t know the name of a hiring manager within a firm 

when you call an organization, simply ask the name of the man-

ager of the department that you would normally report to. If you 
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are an accountant, call and ask for the name of the controller. If 

you are a controller, call and ask for the name of the vice presi-

dent of finance or the chief financial officer (CFO) or, when it 

comes down to it, anyone who is in charge of the finances for the 

company. If you are a salesperson, you should call and ask for the 

sales manager, the regional sales manager, the vice president of 

sales, and so forth. If you are an administrative support person, 

then you would ask for the administrative support manager. 

When you call, ask for the manager of the kind of department 

that your skills and ability would fit. It is that simple.

In larger organizations, the people who are answering the 

phone are instructed to not give out that kind of information. 

They may tell you just that, or they will tell you that they don’t 

know, or that they don’t have the titles of the people in the com-

pany. So, you can do two or three easy things:

➜	 You can go online to the company’s website and find the 

names of the people that are in charge.

➜	 You can ask for the customer service department or the 

person in charge of customer service. They will be quite 

helpful.

➜	 You can ask for the accounts payable department. These 

people are so used to getting beat up every day by vendors 

asking for money that when they speak to someone nice, 

who is just asking them for a name, they are usually so 

grateful, they will tell you anything, especially some-

thing so simple as who the managers are.

Now, if you get “lost” in the voice mail system that only al-

lows you to spell the names of people, you are going to get very 

frustrated. If you know the name of the person you’re trying to 

reach, of course, spell their name. Some companies’ voice mail 

systems purposely don’t include the names of some of the man-
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agers. (I know it’s stupid, and it makes absolutely no sense, but I 

don’t write the rules.)

If you run into this, your goal is to speak to just about any-

body. So hit the first letter of any common name like “S” and 

speak to whoever answers. Ask for the accounting department, 

sales department, customer service department, and so on. If 

you don’t know the name of the manager of the department you 

need to speak with and you get a voice mail from one of the ad-

ministrative people, you have no choice but to leave a message 

and ask them to call you back. I would not recommend telling 

them why you are calling. When they call back, be as nice and 

cordial as you can. You want to speak to their department man-

ager. Most of the time, administrative types want to help, so 

they will give you the name of the manager. Try to speak to the 

manager right then.

If you have skills that can transfer from one industry or pro-

fession to another you can cold call just about anybody. For ex-

ample, any kind of administrative, accounting, bookkeeping, or 

sales experience can carry over to a lot of different businesses. 

So, you can cold call from just about any reference book that 

might provide names of companies and telephone numbers. 

Don’t overlook the white pages of businesses or the online tele-

phone book itself.

What to Say

You want to get past the initial responder as quickly as possible, 

so you should start with a direct question:

Hello, who is your __________________ (controller, vice presi-

dent of sales, information technology (IT) director, CEO, 

or other title)? Fine, let me speak with ____________________

_______________.
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If you are put through to the person you wish to speak with, 

get right to the point by stating who you are and what you 

want:

Hello, __________________ , my name is ________________ , and  

I am with ________________ and have a great track record  

of _______________. I would like to meet with you to discuss 

my potential with your firm. Would tomorrow morning  

at 9 am be good for you or would tomorrow afternoon at 

3 pm be better?

If you get a response like, “I really don’t have any openings,” 

then your response should be:

I understand and the kind of person that I want to work 

for probably does not presently have an opening.

I would just like to take fifteen or twenty minutes of 

your time because I am a top-notch performer. I am the 

kind of person whom you would want to know to either 

replace your weakest link or to be aware of my availability 

when the next opening does occur. Now, would tomor-

row morning be good for you or is tomorrow afternoon 

better?

You will either get the appointment or a more insistent re-

sponse of, “I really don’t have any openings. There is no reason 

for us to meet.”

At this point, you have nothing to lose, so you might as well 

state your case as strongly as you can:

I understand that you don’t have any immediate open-

ings, but I have a great track record of____________________

______________________.
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I am the kind of professional who is better than 90 per-

cent of the employees you might have now.

It is to you and your company’s best interest that you 

at least talk to me and be aware of my availability. If not 

for now, then maybe in the future. My experience has 

taught me that, often, great talent comes along when you 

don’t need it. But, it is always a good idea to be aware of 

talent on a face-to-face basis.

I will only take a few moments of your time and it may 

wind up being beneficial for all of us. Would tomorrow 

morning or tomorrow afternoon be better?

If the response is, “Can you e-mail me a résumé?” your an-

swer is:

I can, but my résumé is only one-dimensional and it is of 

value for both of us to associate a face and a personality 

with a résumé. I’d like to bring it by, hand deliver it to you, 

and spend maybe fifteen minutes of your time so that you 

know what my accomplishments are and how they can 

benefit you and your company. Is tomorrow morning 

good or would tomorrow afternoon be better?

If the response is an emphatic, “Please just e‑mail me the ré-

sumé!” (just a nice way of saying no), then your response is:

I’ll do that right now. I will call you back tomorrow to be 

sure you have received it, and then we can set up a visit.

If you get a very emphatic no, and it is clear that you’re not 

going to get any kind of face-to-face interview, you then need to 

pause for two or three seconds and say:
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Do you know of any other opportunities that might exist 

in your firm with another manager?

If you get a person’s name, ask:

May I use your name as a reference?

If you get the name of another manager, also ask for his or her 

phone number.

If the answer is “no” to your question about other opportuni-

ties with the company, then ask (after a two- or three-second 

pause):

Do you know of any other organization that you might 

have heard of through the grapevine that might need 

someone of my experience?

If you get the name of an organization or a person’s name, 

again be sure to ask:

May I use your name as a reference?

Powerful Phrases for Referrals

If you get a referral to a particular person or organization and 

the person who referred you said you could use his or her name 

(this is an indication of how strong the ties are between them), 

here are the words and phrases to use:

Hello, Mr./Ms. _______________. I was referred to you by 

________________________. I am _________________________ with 

______________ and a great track record of ________________.
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I would like to meet with you to discuss my potential 

with your firm. Would tomorrow morning at 9 am be good 

for you or would tomorrow afternoon at 3 pm be better?

You will be amazed at the number of job opportunities you 

will uncover this way.

Controllers know other controllers. Vice presidents of sales 

know other vice presidents of sales. Engineering managers know 

other engineering managers, and so on. It is not uncommon for 

one type of manager to know a number of other types of manag-

ers both within and outside of their own company. Their coun-

terparts in other organizations often ask these managers if they 

indeed know somebody to fill vacant positions. You may only get 

a productive response one out of every forty times you try this 

approach. But don’t be discouraged. The one interview you get as 

a result of asking that question is worth the forty or fifty times 

of asking.

Whether you get a referral or not, it is a very good idea to end 

the conversation with the following:

Thank you for your time, I would at least like to e‑mail you 

my résumé in case something might change with you or 

someone you know.

Nine out of ten times, the person on the other end of the 

phone will be willing to receive the résumé. No matter what the 

person’s response, whether it be positive or not, end the conver-

sation by saying:

I’d like to give you a call back in thirty days or so to see if 

there might be any openings there or if you might know 

of any openings with friends of yours.
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Again, nine out of ten people will agree to your doing that. To 

a certain extent, that lets people off the hook for the moment; 

but they also know, in the back of their minds, that they could 

easily have a position open up at any time.

Here’s a key point: Cold calling is a numbers game. The more 

calls you make, the more likely you are to get an interview.

If the hiring manager just plain dismisses you or insists 

that you deal with the human resources (HR) department, you 

can say:

My experience with company HR departments, as far as 

identifying top talent when there isn’t an immediate 

need, just hasn’t been good. I am sure they are wonderful 

people; but I need to be talking to decisive managers who 

can make immediate decisions. Is there any other manager 

in your firm who has an opening?

HOW TO MAKE COLD CALLING WORK

This is very simple but very strong stuff. The idea is to sell a 

face-to-face interview whether the hiring manager has a posi-

tion opening or not. You are not asking if there is a job opening 

or asking to be hired; you’re simply getting a face-to-face inter-

view. The powerful phrases you use are meant to be forceful and 

to the point.

There are a few crucial aspects of this approach. First, do not 

ask the person answering the phone who does the hiring. You’ll 

probably be relegated to the HR department and that for the 

most part is a dead end.

Once you get a hiring authority on the phone, you have to 

provide features, advantages, and benefits as to why you should 
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be interviewed. This is very important! If you simply call and ask 

for an interview without giving specific reasons in the form of 

features, advantages, and benefits to the prospective employer, 

you won’t get to first base. This is, again, simple stuff if you are 

aware of what you are doing.

Here’s an example:

Hello, Mr. or Ms.___________. My name is ____________________. 

I am a solid mechanical engineer (feature). I am registered 

with fifteen years of very stable engineering experience 

(feature). I have worked my way up in two organizations 

from the ground floor to a senior engineer position (fea-

ture). The advantage that I bring is stability and perfor-

mance. The benefit to you and your organization is that 

you would have a long-term employee with a great track 

record.

I would like to meet with you to discuss my potential 

with your firm. Would tomorrow morning at 10:00 am or 

tomorrow afternoon at 2:00 pm be the best for you?

Another example would be:

Hello, Mr. or Ms._________. My name is _________ and I am 

an accomplished IT professional. I have ten solid years of 

experience, five with a Fortune 500 firm and five with a 

small $100 million distribution firm (features). I have at-

tained nine IT certifications (advantage) as well as saved 

each one of the firms I have worked for thousands of IT 

dollars. I would like to (benefit) continue this kind of a 

performance with an organization like yours.

I would like to meet with you to discuss my potential 

with your firm. Would Tuesday morning at 9:00 am or 

Wednesday afternoon at 3:00 pm work the best for you?
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Your Own Statement of Features,  
Advantages, and Benefits

The purpose of this approach is to briefly and succinctly tell a 

hiring authority your personal features and advantages so that 

they can be perceived as benefits to the hiring authority’s com-

pany. So, your job now is to come up with a statement of features, 

advantages, and benefits about yourself. The question is, and al-

ways will be, on the part of that hiring authority, “Why should I 

hire you?” The whole interviewing process centers on this ques-

tion.

Features, advantages, and benefits regarding you and your 

possible employment do not have to be mystical, miraculous, or 

mesmerizing. They can be simple and rather uncomplicated. In 

fact, simple and uncomplicated reasons for hiring somebody are 

the best. So, the next exercise is to come up with a features, ad-

vantages, and benefits statement about you.

A feature is an aspect of you or your career that makes you 

unique. It can be the number of years of experience. It can be 

grades in school. It can be things like hard work, determination, 

persistence, and dedication. A feature, in a job-seeking situation, 

is simply a unique aspect about you that is going to be translated 

into being a good employee.

An advantage is something that the feature does to set you 

apart from the average. So, if you graduated cum laude from col-

lege and worked your way through college with two jobs (fea-

tures), you have demonstrated hard work and commitment way 

above the average person (advantage).

A benefit would be the gain that a company would realize from 

hiring a person who brings unique features and advantages. So, 

the features of graduating at the top of your class as well as 

working two jobs demonstrated your advantage to perform on a 

higher level than average; therefore, you will perform in the 
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same way for whoever you work for and the company will benefit 

from your work.

So now, write out your own:

Features: ________________________________________________

Advantages: _____________________________________________

Benefits: _________________________________________________

Keeping in mind that you are selling yourself and that you 

are briefly giving a prospective employer a reason for why he 

ought to interview you, write a features, advantages, and bene-

fits statement about yourself:

Hello, Mr. or Ms.________________________. My name is 

_________________. I am a ______________________. I (fea-

tures)_________________________________ , which are (advan-

tages) _____________________________ , and, therefore, 

____________________ (benefits) you and your firm.

Practice writing this, and in just a few minutes you can write 

three or four features, advantages, and benefits statements on 

yourself to fit just about any situation. Remember, the purpose 

of this statement is to intrigue a hiring authority enough to 

want to interview you. Do not try to sell the whole idea of hiring 

you in one phone call. The purpose is to get the interview by giv-

ing a hiring authority a brief statement about what you can do 

for him or her.

Ending the Cold Call

The closing question to use in any cold-calling situation is:

Could I see you tomorrow morning or would tomorrow 

afternoon be better?
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This presents the hiring authority with a minor choice re-

sulting in a major decision, which most salespeople learn in 

their first training class. This concept is so simple, it is almost 

too good, and yet a phenomenal number of people will avoid 

using it because it appears so obviously manipulative.

It definitely is simple, but it also definitely works! At the end 

of your features, advantages, and benefits statement, ask the 

minor choice and major decision question. It works. Do not ask 

questions such as these: “Would you be interested in talking 

with me?” or “Could I come by and see you?” or “Can we set a 

date for an interview?” None of these questions are nearly as ef-

fective as:

Could I see you tomorrow morning at 9 am or would to-

morrow afternoon at 2 pm be better?”

Please don’t try to be coy or cutesy by making this more com-

plicated than it needs to be. Simply make the features, advan-

tages, and benefits statement and ask the alternative choice 

question. Then, shut up! Don’t say another word until you have a 

response.

Now, most people who are not in sales, and even some who 

are, will have a difficult time using this statement and question, 

especially in the beginning of their job search. I have been using 

this format for finding other people jobs since 1973 and it has 

resulted in more than eighty thousand interviews for my candi-

dates. It works better than anything you can imagine. So please 

use it if you want to start getting results, or interviews, as fast 

you can. It works—don’t try to fix it!

So, there you have it. Prepare a statement with features, ad-

vantages, and benefits followed by an alternative choice ques-

tion that will get you the results that you need. Now all you need 

to do is to practice! You have nothing to lose but your anonymity.
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Keeping Track of the Process

This may not come as a surprise, but you absolutely must keep 

good records of all these calls. Your job search, whether you like 

it or not, may take six, eight, or nine months. I hope, for your 

sake, that it doesn’t, but you need to be prepared for that possi-

bility. If you follow my advice properly, you’re going to talk to 

numerous people whom you have called many times. Just be-

cause a company, or an individual within the company, says 

there is not an employment opportunity today, it does not mean 

that there will not be an opportunity in the future.

When you initially cold call like this, your probability of dis-

covering a job vacancy is about one in seventy. You will almost 

double those odds by calling back a second, third, or fourth time. 

So, it is important to recognize that cold calling the individual 

or organization is not simply going to be a one-time thing. Your 

odds of getting a face-to-face interview at the second or third 

call are much greater than they were on the first call simply be-

cause the person that you’re calling is more aware of who you are 

and what you’re doing. Even if it was slight, you made somewhat 

of an impression on the person the first time you called. By the 

second, third, or fourth time you call, the person has become 

more aware of possible employment opportunities that might be 

available in the organization. If you are going to make the in-

vestment of the cold call to begin with, you will reap greater re-

wards by following it up with subsequent calls.

Simple manila folders can be used to keep records of each or-

ganization that you approach or interview with. A daily planner 

can be used to make notes in every day or into the future. Micro-

soft Outlook is a great way to keep track of these kinds of re-

cords. The alarms keep you from forgetting and if your job search 

is prolonged, the software is more efficient than paper records.
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When people first start out looking to either find or change 

jobs, they usually have no idea how long it is going to take to be 

successful. There is a tendency to have a lot of activity in the 

beginning of the process: However, the process may carry on for 

a lot longer than a person would imagine. Good record keeping 

helps the momentum in the beginning to be sustained over 

however long it takes.

Should You Leave a Voice Mail Message?

Somewhere along the line you’re going to be faced with leaving a 

voice mail message. Unfortunately, more and more business peo-

ple never answer their phone. Some managers in sales are rarely 

in their offices and some managers in accounting and engineer-

ing departments aren’t “people people” anyhow so they let every-

thing go straight to voice mail.

You diligently practice a cold-call presentation and then you 

get voice mail! So, you ask, “Should I leave a voice mail, or not?” 

It may be the only way you’re going to communicate with many 

prospective employers.

First off, you should call the same hiring manager at least two 

or three times, trying to make a presentation to him or her be-

fore you leave a message on voice mail. If you conclude, after 

even the second time, that you’re not likely to catch this hiring 

authority answering the phone, leave a voice mail message.

The phrase you use for the voice mail message isn’t much dif-

ferent from the phrase used when a live person answers the 

phone. The ending, however, is slightly different. It goes like 

this:

Mr./Ms.________________. My name is _______________. I am 

a______________. I have (features) ______________ that are 
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(advantages) ___________________ , which would be (bene-

fits) ______________________________ to you and your firm.

I would like a chance to meet with you. My phone 

number is ______________. Again, this is _____________ (your 

name), and my phone number is _______________________.

Be sure to repeat your telephone number at the end of the 

message twice, say it once, and repeat it very s-l-o-w-l-y so the 

person can write it down as you record it the second time. It 

might even be advisable to mention your phone number after 

you state your name in the very first part of your message, so you 

are offering your phone number three times.

When people have a ton of voice mail messages on their sys-

tem, they find it tedious to go back and listen to your whole voice 

mail message a second time. By putting your phone number 

right after your name in the beginning of your voice mail, you 

give them a chance to go back to the very beginning of your voice 

mail, get your phone number, and not have to listen through 

your whole voice mail just to get your telephone number. If you 

say it slowly in the beginning of the voice mail and repeat even 

more slowly at the end of the message, people are more likely to 

write down the number and return your call.

If you don’t get a response the first time you leave a message 

on voice mail, don’t hesitate to record a similar message seven or 

eight times for the same person. This sounds a bit excessive, but 

my experience has been that if there is even the slightest pain of 

needing someone now or in the near future, this kind of message 

will get the attention of a hiring authority.

You may ask, “Why would I leave that many voice mails for 

the same thing? If they have a need for what I do, they are going 

to call me back after the first one, right?” Wrong! The answer is, 

“No, they aren’t!” Well, they might, but it isn’t very likely. Here’s 
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why: Looking for a job is your highest priority, but the hiring 

authority has many priorities. Hiring someone may be a top pri-

ority one day, but it may drop to priority number twenty-two the 

next day. If, at the moment the hiring authority gets your voice 

mail, filling that position is the number one priority, you’ll get a 

callback. If it isn’t, you won’t.

What’s going through the hiring authority’s mind? It likely 

is, “Damn, I really need to fill the job . . . I need to fire Leroy and 

hire someone else  . . . get ready for this surge of business were 

going to have . . . replace Rhonda because she’s going on mater-

nity leave . . . get rid of Ralph because he’s late all the time . . . 

replace Susan because she is transferring to another department. 

But, I’m late for that meeting. I’ll give that guy or gal a call later.” 

And later never comes. The third time you leave a message for 

the hiring authority, you make it really easy for him or her to 

pick up the phone and call you back.

There is a tendency for job seekers to think that when a com-

pany needs to hire someone, they do it in a thirty-day period or 

so. People think, “Well, they had an opening a few weeks ago . . . 

they must’ve filled it.” Based on what I’ve learned since 1973, I 

guarantee you it takes more like 120 to 180 days to fill those posi-

tions even when the hiring authority says it’s high priority. Can-

didates can be offered jobs, say they’ll take them, and then the 

day before they’re supposed to show up, they decline. Or, candi-

dates accept the job, show up, and a week later another opportu-

nity they were considering comes along and is better, so they 

leave the first job. Maybe the company never finds anybody that 

they like when they start interviewing, and other things become 

a higher priority.

Companies begin interviewing candidates, and after a while 

they decide they want to change their criteria or they don’t see 

anyone that they like and then decide to start all over. The hir-
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ing process always takes longer than anyone thinks. Remember, 

you have everything to win and nothing to lose by leaving a 

voice mail.

After leaving eight to ten messages similar to this and not 

getting a response, you should stop calling, at least for now. If 

your experience has been with a similar kind of organization 

where your value might be greater than the average candidate 

looking for a job, you should certainly call back a number of 

times down the road. But, for now, you should stop calling after 

eight or ten messages.

If you don’t get the courtesy of a callback from a hiring au-

thority, don’t take it personally. But you will be surprised at the 

number of people that call you back simply because they admire 

your persistence. They’ll tell you they don’t have an opening, but 

they appreciate your calling. This is a great opportunity for you 

to ask for a referral of someone they may know. And again, ask 

their permission to call back in a month or two.

The In-Person Cold-Call Visit

One great way, and one of the most effective ways, of getting an 

interview and the attention of a hiring authority (the person 

with pain) is to simply show up at his or her office and ask the 

administrative person if you can have a few moments of the hir-

ing authority’s time. Then you just wait in the office until he or 

she sees you.

Once you are meeting the person face-to-face, even if it is a 

brief moment in the lobby, use this phrase as you hand the per-

son your résumé:

Mr. or Mrs. ______________ (employer), I understand that 

you are looking for a candidate to fill your position of 

____________________. I am an excellent candidate for that 
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job opening and would like to discuss my qualifications 

with you. Do you have a few moments?

Do not expect that you are going to get an interview right 

then. That will happen only occasionally. If the hiring authority 

says that he or she does not have time right then, ask when there 

will be a better time: Be persistent about setting a specific time. 

When you have the boldness to do this kind of thing, you have 

everything to win and nothing to lose.
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In today’s job market, 90 percent of the time you’re 

going to deliver your résumé to an employer by e‑mail. 

Therefore, it is important to know how to craft an e‑mail 

message with powerful words and phrases that will get 

your résumé read. Once again, the point of delivering a 

résumé to prospective employers is to obtain an inter‑

view. That’s true whether you use e‑mail or snail mail.

You want to send your résumé to a hiring authority. If 

you send your résumé to a company’s general Web ad‑

dress in response to a job posting, it isn’t likely to get into 

the right hands—that is, the hiring authority feeling the 

pain, or the person who truly needs to hire someone.

It is best to make your résumé an attachment, rather 

than a part of the e‑mail itself. That way, it’s easier for 

the reader to open, read, and print it.

Unfortunately, if your résumé is sent via an e‑mail 

message, there’s a good possibility it may never get read. 

The time of day that the e‑mail arrives in the recipient’s 

inbox, the number of other e‑mails the person receives, 

the person’s concerns of the moment, and his or her 
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mood at the time will determine if your e‑mail is opened and 

actually read. If there is urgency in hiring someone, all the 

e‑mails with résumés might be opened. But if the hiring need is 

low, or if a higher priority has arisen, your e‑mail might be ig‑

nored or even get deleted. The hiring urgency can ebb and flow, 

big time. Therefore, your e‑mail communication must be short 

and personal. You need to send an e‑mail that addresses the 

needs of the prospective employer in a concise manner.

The following sections contain some tips for sending an 

attention-getting e‑mail message.

Grab Attention with the Subject Line

There is no better place for powerful phrases than in the subject 

line of an e‑mail containing your résumé. Remember that you are 

communicating directly with the hiring authority—that is, the 

person with the “pain”—so write subject lines like the following:

Outstanding candidate

150 percent performer

Personally referred by [the person you know]

Proven track record [in the business they are in]

A stable, solid, consistent performer . . .

Or, you can use a phrase or expression that will catch the 

reader’s eye. For example, use a Latin phrase that might be rec‑

ognized or pique curiosity, such as:

Non illegitimus carborundum.

[“Don’t let the bastards grind you down.”]

Carpe diem.

[“Seize the day.”]
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Omnia mutantur, nos et mutamur in illis.

[“All things are changing and we are changing with them.”]

If you use this kind of device, though, be sure to briefly ex‑

plain it in the body of the e‑mail, showing how it applies to the 

position being sought. Similarly, you can use a short quote from 

a famous person, followed in the body of the e‑mail with an 

analogy to your experience.

The subject line of an e‑mail is a chance for you to be creative. 

Treat it like a newspaper headline or an advertisement. The sub‑

ject line should grab the reader’s attention enough to get him or 

her to open the e‑mail and read it. Be careful, though, that the 

subject line message isn’t so “out there” that the message gets 

deleted as annoying. For example, “You have just won the lot‑

tery,” or “News about your distant uncle who left you a fortune,” 

won’t get your e‑mail message read.

Try different approaches, too. Different personalities respond 

to different kinds of messages. For instance, a comptroller or a 

vice president of finance may not be teased into reading an e‑mail 

with a subject line of “Hire a 150 percent performer,” but a vice 

president of sales would. Use your good judgment, but be mindful 

always of your objective: to get your e‑mail résumé opened.

Be Aggressive, Not Timid

Remember, and this is important, that you are trying to moti‑

vate the recipient of the e‑mail message. It’s possible that, within 

reason, what you might be personally uncomfortable doing may 

be just the thing that can get you an interview. Over the years, I 

have recommended that candidates do some fairly aggressive 

things, either to get an interview or to be remembered after an 

interview. Some candidates say things like, “Tony, it’s ‘just not 

me’ to be that aggressive. I’m uncomfortable doing that.”
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The obvious question is, “Are you more uncomfortable with 

being out of work and not being able to feed your family, or with 

doing something aggressive that’s necessary to find a new job?” 

If what you’re doing isn’t getting you the interviews, then you 

may have to do things that are uncomfortable. You are not being 

asked to betray your basic beliefs; you are simply trying to get an 

interview.

I have personally placed almost 10,000 people in new jobs, 

sometimes by recommending that they do things they feel are 

either inappropriate or too aggressive. Obviously, this sugges‑

tion often works. The point is that you need to look beyond your 

own needs and consider the recipient’s needs, his “pain.” Writing 

a subject line like, “An exceptional candidate needs a job” does 

not communicate empathy or interest in what the employer 

wants. Hiring authorities don’t care what you need. They only 

care about what they need. Now, if you can get what you want by 

helping them get what they want, everyone is happy.

Make the E‑mail Message a Quick Read

The body of your e‑mail message should have the same qualities 

as a good cover letter: short, personal, and to the point. Consider 

the recipient and the number of e‑mails he or she receives. I per‑

sonally get between 100 and 150 e‑mails a day. If the subject line 

grabs me, I quickly scan the body of the e‑mail. But if the message 

is more than two or three sentences, I may not read it. The big‑

gest mistake candidates make when e‑mailing their résumés is to 

write long introductions about themselves in an e‑mail message.

Instead of going on for paragraphs about your qualifications, 

tie the body of your e‑mail to the subject line in a way that’s 

short, personal, and to the point. Here are a few suggestions:
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Subject: “I have lost almost 300 games.”  

—Michael Jordan

Michael Jordan stated, “I have missed more than 9,000 shots in 

my career. I have lost almost 300 games. On 26 occasions I have 

been entrusted to take the game-winning shot and missed. I 

have failed over and over and over again in my life. And that is 

why I succeed.”

Like Michael Jordan, I know how to succeed. My résumé is 

attached.

I would like to meet with you and explain my personal “Mi-

chael Jordan experiences” and how they would be of value to 

you and your firm. I will call you tomorrow at 3:00 pm to see 

when we might get together. Or feel free to reply back and tell 

me when your schedule might allow us to meet.

Sincerely,

(Your signature and phone number)

• • •

Subject: “Never, never, never quit” —Winston Churchill

Churchill was right. I don’t quit.

I understand you and your firm are seeking a quality (ac-

countant, salesperson, engineer, office manager, or other title). 

I would like to share with you the success I’ve had and how it will 

be of value to you and your company.

My résumé is attached. I will call you tomorrow at 10:00 am 

to see when it would be convenient for us to get together. Feel 

free to reply back with a time when your schedule might allow 

us to meet.

Sincerely,

(Your signature and phone number)
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• • •

Subject: Winners do the things losers fail to do

All good companies and leaders are looking for winners. You 

and your company were referred to me by ________________. He 

said you were an expert in _______________ (profession) and 

would be a great teacher and mentor.

I do the things losers fail to do. At this point in my career, I 

need a great teacher and mentor.

My résumé is attached. I will call you tomorrow at 1:00 pm to 

see when we might meet. Or, feel free to reply back with a time 

when your schedule might allow us to meet.

Sincerely,

(Your signature and phone number)

• • •

Subject: The 200 percent return

The story of how my employer got a 200 percent return on his 

investment in me is a great one. I can do the same thing for you.

My résumé is attached. When might we be able to meet? I 

will share with you my story and show how it can apply to you 

and your firm.

I will call you tomorrow at 10:00 am to arrange a time we 

might meet. Or, feel free to reply back with a time that it is good 

for you.

Sincerely,

(Your signature and phone number)

• • •
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Subject: non illigitimus carborundum

Don’t let your board or investors grind you down! You need a 

hard-working, determined, proven (production engineer, book-

keeper, financial analyst, or salesperson) who can withstand the 

daily grind and the pressure you are under.

My résumé is attached. I will call you tomorrow at 3:00 pm to 

see when we might be able to meet. Or, feel free to respond to 

this e‑mail with a time that would be convenient for you.

Sincerely,

(Your signature and phone number)

Cite Relevant Recent Events

Another approach along the same lines is to cite information 

you might have seen about the individual or the company you 

have researched or discovered, thereby implying that you would 

be a unique candidate for the company. A recent expansion, or 

the need for a turnaround, a promotion, or even bankruptcy 

might make you stand out from the crowd. What follows are 

some examples.

Subject: Your new plant in Scranton

Congratulations on your company’s recent expansion and your 

being named head of the new plant. I’ve been closely involved 

at two companies with getting new facilities successfully up and 

running.

There is a lot to be done when a company opens a new 

plant. You and your company may need my hands-on experi-
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ence in this area. My résumé is attached. I will call you tomorrow 

morning to see when we might meet.

Sincerely,

(Your signature and phone number)

• • •

Subject: Congratulations on your promotion

I read the announcement of your promotion. From my research, 

I understand it is well deserved.

Often, when there are changes within a company, new 

blood may be needed. I have been hired in similar situations 

three times in my career and have helped leaders, like you, to be 

tremendously successful.

I will call you tomorrow to see if there’s a time we might 

meet, so I can share with you how I might help you and your 

organization reach new heights.

Sincerely,

(Your signature and phone number)

• • •

Subject: Your company’s reorganization under  

Chapter 11

Reorganization and Chapter 11 are difficult things to deal with. 

As a financial specialist, I’ve helped three companies successfully 

reorganize.

Your company may need my extensive experience. My ré-

sumé is attached along with press releases of the successful 

Chapter 11 reorganizations that I have led.
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I will call you tomorrow morning to see when we might 

meet.

Sincerely,

(Your signature and phone number)

Cover Letters, If You Must

In a recent survey we conducted with hiring authorities, we 

found that most cover letters are read only when the hiring au‑

thority has already read your résumé and wants to know more 

about you.

Remember, since your résumé is going to get read in ten to 

thirty seconds, you can assume that your cover letter isn’t going 

to get much more attention and probably will get less. You are 

trying to sell the potential employer on the idea of granting you 

a face-to-face interview, not on hiring you. Even if your cover let‑

ter gives all the reasons you ought to be hired, you’re going to 

have to get interviewed anyway. So, it is important to sell your‑

self only one step at a time—in this case, your cover letter and 

your résumé are written to secure the interview.

Remember the principles for Web communication as stated 

by Facebook’s founder, Mark Zuckerberg: seamless, informal, im‑

mediate, personal, simple, minimal, and short. A cover letter, 

therefore, should have the following characteristics:

➜	 Be short and to the point (especially if you send it elec‑

tronically).

➜	 Encourage the hiring authority to interview you.

➜	 List your accomplishments that apply to the specific job 

opening.

➜	 Use bullet points to attract attention.
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➜	 Sign personally (with an electronic signature, if neces‑

sary).

➜	 Always have a postscript that is an “action item” (it will 

get read before the body of the letter does).

I can’t tell you the number of résumés I receive with a full-page 

cover letter that will rarely, if ever, get read. Remember, the 

screening or interviewing authority has, on average, sixty of 

these résumés and cover letters to review (even after sorting 

through 100 or more). You have to make an impact quickly, with 

specifics that say: “You need to interview me.”

Here are two sample cover letters with appropriate powerful 

words and phrases.

Cover Letter #1

If possible, have a personal phone conversation with the hiring 

authority and then send your résumé with a brief cover letter to 

act as a reminder. In this case, you’ve established rapport and 

your letter and résumé will be more likely to get read. A typical 

cover letter of this type should look something like this:

Dear John,

Thank you for the time we spent on the phone. Based on 

what we discussed, I would be an excellent candidate for the 

position of accounting manager.

Attached is my résumé. You stated you were looking for 

someone who:

•	 Was a CPA with ten years of experience in the insurance 

industry

•	 Has managed a staff of a least five accountants
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•	 Has experience with properties and casualties, as well as 

life, accident, and health

•	 Has a clear track record of making difficult decisions

As you can see from my résumé:

•	 I’ve been a CPA and have twelve years of experience in the 

insurance industry.

•	 I have managed as many as five degreed accountants; 

overall, there was a staff of ten people.

•	 I’ve had three years of properties and casualties, as well as 

eight years of life, accident, and health.

•	 I have a clear track record of making difficult decisions, 

especially in the firm I worked for last; we had to close five 

offices and lay off thirty-five people in order to be profit-

able.

Sincerely,

(Your signature and phone number)

P.S.: I will call you tomorrow at 1:30 pm about meeting with 

you this week.

It’s that simple. Don’t make your cover letter any more com‑

plicated or longer than this sample. Use three or four short bul‑

let points with as many quantifiable statements as possible. 

Then ask for an appointment.

Cover Letter #2

If you don’t have the luxury of a phone conversation beforehand, 

you might use the information you gathered from a job posting 
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or just plain old common sense. Your letter might look some‑

thing like this:

Dear Mr. Smith,

I understand you are searching for a general manager for 

your building products distributorship. Attached is my résumé. 

As you can see:

•	 I’ve grown a building-products distributorship from $10 mil-

lion in sales with a 2 percent pretax profit to $100 million in 

sales with a 5 percent pretax profit.

•	 I started out on the ground floor in sales, then moved to 

sales management, then to general management over a 

period of fifteen years.

•	 I offer stability; I’ve had only two employers in those fif-

teen years.

•	 The owners of my previous firm will testify that they were 

able to successfully sell the organization because of my 

leadership.

Sincerely,

(Your signature and phone number)

P.S.: I will call you tomorrow at 1:30. We can make an ap-

pointment to meet.

P.S.S.: Enclosed (or attached) are the results of a psychologi-

cal profile our company did on all of its managers. You can see 

that I scored in the upper 2 percent of all managers the consult-

ing firm surveyed on a worldwide basis.
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Personal and Specific = Powerful

Words and phrases that communicate personal connection are 

very powerful. So begin a cover letter or e‑mail with statements 

like:

We both graduated from Stanford . . .

We were both members of Sigma Chi . . .

We both worked at XYZ Corp a few years ago . . .

We both know . . .

These will encourage the recipient to read a little further.

Remember. Powerful words and phrases should be specific 

and as quantifiable as possible. Numbers are great because they 

are definite. Writing “I’m a great performer” is fine, but writing 

“I performed at 150 percent of quota,” or “I have received the 

highest marks  . . . 100 out of 100  . . . in performance reviews,” 

really makes a big difference. Remember the adage: “Stories 

sell  . . . numbers tell.” Only use numbers when they are high. 

Writing something like “performed at 50 percent of quota” is not 

powerful.

Other Attachments to Your Résumé

Some job candidates send other attachments with their résumés 

that further substantiate their success. As with the résumé and 

cover letter, these should be relatively short and obvious. At a 

glance they should communicate, “My résumé and cover letter 

state that I am a very successful business person—here is proof 

of that.”

What kind of information might you attach? You might in‑

clude:
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➜	 A positive performance or salary review

➜	 Previously published documents of former employers 

ranking your performance as high

➜	 Personal psychological evaluations that show high rank‑

ings in leadership

➜	 Personality surveys that indicate you are a strong sales‑

person or analytical thinker

➜	 News releases of recognition and honors

➜	 Thirty-, sixty-, or ninety-day plans you have developed in 

the past or would implement if you got hired

Any objective document that substantiates your success—as 

long as it is concise and clear when viewed—will work. Often 

these attachments get viewed before the résumé is read.

A few of our candidates, not having this kind of objective 

proof of their skills, have gone online and taken self-administered 

psychological, intelligence, and aptitude tests. They pay for 

these tests and get formal results. If they perform well, they at‑

tach the results to their résumés.

I had one candidate who took two intelligence tests showing 

he was in the upper 2 percent of the surveyed population regard‑

ing intelligence. He also took three sales aptitude tests that 

proved he was in the upper 5 percent of sales performers, and a 

leadership survey that proved he was a strong leader. He got tons 

of interviews because of these attachments.

Anything that separates you from the average candidate  

can be attached. One of our candidates attached a link to the 

Amazon.com page of her published book of poetry.

Be sure to conclude each communication with the prospec‑

tive employer, either an e‑mail or a cover letter, with the power‑

ful phrase:

When can we get together?
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The job interview is a staged, contrived event. It 

does not have anything to do with your ability to do a 

job. Although the job interview is supposedly a mutual 

evaluation of your past record and talents and a predic-

tion of how you’re going to perform in the future, as well 

as your personal evaluation of the hiring organization, it 

is rarely any of these things.

Each party in this process is putting his or her best 

foot forward, and rightfully so. Candidates are responsi-

ble for selling themselves to the employer, trying to con-

vince the employer that they are the best person for the 

job. The company (or the individuals representing it) is 

trying to find the best person to do the job while both 

selling the merits of the company and screening out the 

candidates it does not think will be capable of doing the 

job or fitting in.

As a job candidate, your job is to communicate the fol-

lowing: that you can do the job; that you are likable; that 

you offset any risks that you pose to the company; and 

that you are reasonable about the compensation. That’s 
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it! For you as a candidate, it is no more complicated than answer-

ing those questions. That is the essence of the interviewing pro-

cess. It is very simple—just not very easy.

All of your experience, achievements, and knowledge won’t 

matter unless you can sell yourself in the interviewing process. 

What this means is that, in spite of the fact that interviewing is 

a staged, contrived event, it is absolutely necessary that it be 

done, and done well. The better your ability to interview is, the 

better your opportunity to get a good job.

And it all starts with the first interview! Having the right 

words and phrases at your command during the initial interview 

will give you the confidence and clarity to set yourself apart from 

the other candidates.

SUCCEsSFUL INITIAL INTERVIEW  
TECHNIQUE #1

You walk into the interviewer’s office or interviewing environ-

ment. You are rested, refreshed, and prepared. You sit down and 

lean forward a bit. After you share a few icebreakers, you pull out 

a legal pad and pen to take notes, you hand the hiring or inter-

viewing authority your résumé (even if he or she already has it), 

and state:

Mr. or Ms. _________ , I’m here to share with you why you 

should hire me. First of all, I am ___________________________

_____________________________________________________________ 

(choose ten to twelve descriptive adjectives to explain 

your work ethic).

You’ve introduced yourself by providing a quick overview of 

your credentials (features). Now you transition into specifics:
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Now here in my background is where these features have 

been benefits to the people whom I have worked for:  

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________.

Give a thorough description of exactly what you did, how you 

did it, whom you did it for, and how successful you were—in 

terms a high-school senior could understand.

I am presently (or most recently have been) at ______________ 

(company). I have functioned for them in the capacity of 

______________________________________________________.

You then emphasize how much you love the job and the com-

pany, and explain the reason you have to leave or why you left in 

very positive terms.

I like the company very much. I enjoy the work I do and 

the people I work with, but I feel that my chances for ad-

vancement have been greatly reduced by the number of 

new managers who have recently been brought into the 

company.

Continue on through your work history, again giving a thor-

ough description of exactly what you did, how you did it, whom 

you did it for, and how successful you were—in terms a high-

school senior could understand.

And before that, I was at ___________________ (company). 

There, I functioned in the capacity of _____________________

_______________________________________________.
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Here, too, emphasize how much you loved that job and why 

you had to leave it in very positive terms.

I loved working there. The job was very interesting, and I 

was surrounded by bright, capable people. Unfortunately, 

my boss left the company and his replacement brought in 

several of his own people. As a result, I felt it was time to 

move on.

Continue in this manner for at least three jobs, if you have 

that many. If you’ve had a series of short stints at jobs, like one 

year or less, you may want to go back further than three jobs.

Ask Questions and Gather Information

Now you want to start discussing the specific job at hand and 

how good a fit it is for you:

Tell me Mr. or Ms. _________________ , how does what I have 

to offer stack up with what you are looking for?

With the legal pad in front of you, start taking notes on how 

the interviewer answers this question and begin to ask other 

questions of the interviewer. If you do this correctly, one ques-

tion will lead to another question, which will lead to another 

question, which will lead to a conversation, which is exactly 

what you want.

During this conversation, the hiring or interviewing author-

ity is going to tell you more about what the company is looking 

for in an individual. When the interviewer does this, you can 

weave into the conversation any important information on your-

self that pertains to the company and the job.
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You say communication skills are important in doing this 

job. At ABC Company, I had to keep channels open with 

my peers and with management. I was praised for my abil-

ity to communicate with both groups.

Also expand upon the information you’ve provided about 

where you have been, what you have done, and how you did it.

It’s interesting that you mention the need to coordinate 

the work of the tech people with that of the creative 

team. When I was with XYZ Company, I served as a con-

duit between IT and Creative to make sure the work was 

compatible.

As the conversation/interview winds down, when you feel 

the time is appropriate, it’s time to use these powerful phrases 

(as mentioned in the Introduction):

Based on what we have discussed here, Mr. or Ms. 

_______________ , my (background, experience, or potential) 

__________________ makes this a good fit for both of us.

How do I stack up with the other candidates you have 

interviewed?

What do I need to do to get the job?

Then be quiet and don’t say a word.

Now, the conversation may go off in a number of different 

directions. If you have to repeat your enthusiasm and interest in 

the position, you may need to push harder and repeat the fact 

that you are an ideal candidate for the job and you want to know 

what you have to do to get it.
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Analysis of Interview Technique #1

Let’s analyze this technique, and then I’ll tell you why it works so 

well. (It’s based on a powerful persuasion method used by sales-

people and speakers alike to get their point across and make sure 

they are remembered. That method is: “Tell ’em what you’re 

gonna tell ’em . . . tell ’em . . . then, tell ’em what you told ’em.”)

What you say up front is really simple. You state ten to twelve 

basic intangible traits of a hard-working, successful, committed 

worker that you possess. In the final analysis, all hiring or inter-

viewing authorities want to see is somebody who is going to pos-

sess the traits of a committed, hard-working employee.

Mr. or Ms., I’m here to share with you why you should hire 

me. First of all, I am: _______________________________________ 

(choose ten to twelve descriptive adjectives to explain 

your work ethic).

What you’re doing in this phase is simply communicating 

that you understand what hard work is. You would be shocked 

and amazed at the number of people who go into an interview-

ing situation and just assume that the interviewing or hiring 

authority already knows that they are a committed worker. Re-

member that your hiring or interviewing authority is scared of 

making a mistake. This person is afraid of risk.

When you communicate the ten to twelve intangible traits of 

a hard worker that you possess, it provides assurance in the in-

terviewer’s cautious state that you not only know what the traits 

of a hard worker are, but also that you possess them. What I rec-

ommend here is stressing traits such as:

hard worker

determined to go the extra mile
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accomplished

intelligent

passionate about my work

committed to the customer

love what I do

get in early, stay late

great work ethic

I cannot emphasize enough that prospective employers 

hardly ever hear these words from the typical candidate. You  

are simply communicating basic attributes that every employer 

wishes he or she saw in every employee.

The transition phrase leading to the next part of your presen-

tation is:

Now, here in my background is where these features have 

been benefits to the people I have worked for.

You are using the terms features and benefits. It is implied that 

these features will be benefits to the hiring authority and his or 

her company. This transition phrase allows you to lead into an 

explanation of every job you have had, what you’ve done, how 

you’ve done it, and how successful you were.

You are doing their thinking for them! They don’t need to ask 

that stupid question, “Well, tell me about yourself.” (The worst 

question you can get asked.)

At this point, you are going to work backwards and give a 

short, but very thorough, description about exactly what job 

function you had, how you did it, who you did it for, and how suc-

cessful you were, as well as—and this is very important—that 

you loved the job and why, in very positive terms, you’re looking 

to leave or why you left. The execution of this phase of your pre-

sentation is very important. There are clear key parts to this 
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phase: explaining your job function, explaining why you want to 

leave the job, and telling stories about what you have done.

Explain your job function. First of all, you need to explain exactly 

what your job function is now or was in the past so that the hir-

ing or interviewing authority understands exactly what you have 

done before. I can’t tell you the number of times over the years 

that candidates have walked away from interviews thinking that 

they had done a really good job on the interview—only to have 

the hiring authority, in giving us feedback, explain that he or she 

really didn’t understand what the candidate did (either in his 

present job or the jobs he had before).

Give a thorough description of exactly what you did, how you 

did it, whom you did it for, and how successful you were—in 

terms a high-school senior could understand:

At ___________________ (company), I was in charge of inven-

tory control. As soon as the in-house supply of an item 

reached a predetermined level, I made sure a new supply 

was ordered immediately. I reported to the store man-

ager. In my three years at that position, we never ran out 

of an item.

Hiring authorities are just as nervous as you are in the inter-

viewing process. They feel like they have to get a deeper under-

standing about you and your background in order to evaluate 

you. They usually have to do this with a large number of people. 

Most of the time in the interviewing process, when a hiring or 

interviewing authority asks a question, partway through your 

answer they are thinking about the next question, and then 

partway through that answer, they’re thinking about the next 

question, and so forth.
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On top of that, most hiring or interviewing authorities don’t 

want to look stupid or ignorant. Like most people, they are un-

comfortable saying, “I don’t understand, could you explain it to 

me in layman’s terms so that I really get it?” After all, they are 

the hiring authority. They are supposed to know and understand 

everything as the so-called authority. So, they will act like they 

know exactly what the candidate is talking about, and nod their 

head in complete agreement and understanding as the candi-

date speaks in terms foreign to everyone but himself.

Then, after the candidate leaves, rather than admitting they 

had no idea what the hell the candidate was talking about, they 

will claim that the candidate’s skills, experience, background, or 

personality aren’t what they were looking for.

Explain why you want to leave your job. Next, you need to explain, 

in very positive ways, why you are seeking to leave the company 

you’re with now and why you left other jobs. I cannot overem-

phasize this point. You are going to weave into your explanation, 

along with what you’ve done and how you have done it, all of the 

positive reasons that you left the companies and the jobs that 

you had or the one that you are leaving now.

I have learned a tremendous amount at this job. However, 

I feel that it’s time to take my talents and new skills to 

another level. It doesn’t seem like I have much room for 

advancement where I am.

If you bring up why you left in positive terms—even if it 

wasn’t under the most positive circumstances (for example, you 

were fired)—the whole scenario has a tendency to be more palat-

able to a hiring authority.
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Although I was quite successful at ______________ (com-

pany), they hit some hard times and had to let people go. 

I was the most recent hire in my department, so I was laid 

off. The manager said I would be brought back if a job 

opened up.

This is going to take much thought and practice on your part. 

You always want to tell the truth; but you might have to put a 

spin on it, that, if nothing else, neutralizes any negative conno-

tations. Do not think that an interviewing or hiring authority is 

going to see things from your personal point of view. Trying to 

justify your getting fired, or quitting on a whim, the awful envi-

ronment you were in, the lousy boss, the lousy pay, the lousy 

CEO, your stupid peers, the “going nowhere” job, and so on, will 

do nothing but hurt you. Communicate your positive feelings 

about previous employers . . . and if you can’t immediately think 

of any . . . think harder!

You are also going to communicate in the second phase that 

you absolutely loved every job you ever had. You don’t have to use 

the word love in every instance. But you need to communicate 

that you had a very positive experience with every job that you 

have ever had; that you learned a lot from each one; and that you 

really appreciated the people you worked for. You can communi-

cate this by saying things like:

You know I really love the organization that I work for 

now but unfortunately . . .

In this phase of your presentation, you only need to go back 

maybe three or, at the most, four jobs and describe what I have 

suggested here. If you had jobs before that, unless they are ger-

mane to the position that you are presently applying for, you can 

lump them together by just saying something like:

www.amanet.org


	 Powerful Phrases for Opening and Closing the Initial Interview	 53

American Management Association • www.amanet.org

Before that (meaning the third or fourth position back), I 

was in sales or accounting or engineering (insert your job 

area) for a number of different firms.

You want to make sure that you don’t ramble for so long that 

the interviewing or hiring authority gets bored. Stick to the high 

points in your background that are applicable to the job for 

which you are interviewing. It should not take more than five to 

seven minutes.

Tell stories. It’s very important to weave many stories about what 

you have done as examples of your successes. People love stories. 

People remember stories. People remember you when you tell 

them stories about your past. Stories bypass conscious resistance 

and preconceived notions. Stories, analogies, and metaphors 

about you that pertain to the hiring authority’s need are abso-

lutely the best way to be remembered. Of course, they need to be 

short, to the point, and above all pertinent to the opportunity 

for which you were interviewing.

When leading into a story that appropriately fits the discus-

sion, say to the interviewer something like:

That reminds me of the time I had to fill in for the floor 

supervisor when he was out sick for several weeks.

We once had a strike at the plant that supplied the rubber 

wheels for our carts.

I worked with a person who absolutely refused to do any-

thing that fell outside the strict parameters of her job.

Once you’ve set the stage this way, you can transition 

smoothly into the story demonstrating how you successfully 

handled a specific situation:
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A number of years ago, we had a candidate who held an 

engineering degree from Texas A&M. He was born and 

raised on a chicken farm, which he noted on his résumé. 

Subsequently, in interviews, he told stories about his child-

hood on the chicken farm—how hard the work was, what 

he learned, and so on. The company that hired him admit-

ted that what made him stand out from the other candi-

dates was that his stories gave them confidence that he 

would be a hard worker.

The transition phrase leading to the next part of your presen-

tation is:

Tell me, Mr. or Ms. __________ , how does what I have to 

offer stack up with what you are looking for?

This is a powerful phrase that leads to the next stage of your 

initial interview technique: asking questions and gathering in-

formation. This is one the most important power phrases you 

will use in the initial interview. It is designed to get interviewers 

or hiring authorities to tell you exactly what they are looking for 

and, more importantly, how your skills and experience stack up 

with your competition.

I can’t emphasize the importance of this question enough. 

Candidates are always impressed with the reaction that they get 

from most interviewing and hiring authorities. It is a coura-

geous question and gives you exactly what you need to know.

Asking Questions and Gathering Information

This is a crucial phase of the initial interview, where you begin 

to dig deeper into the details of what the company is looking for, 

how well you fit, and who your competition is. When the inter-
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viewing or hiring authority starts answering your question of 

how you stack up with what he or she is looking for, take notes. 

When the interviewer stops answering that question, you want 

to have a prepared set of questions ready.

Some questions that you may ask are:

What are the most important qualities that a successful 

person in this position should possess?

How would you measure the success of the last person 

that was in this job?

Why was he or she successful? or Why was he or she not 

successful?

In your opinion, what is the most difficult part of the job?

Mr. or Ms.__________________ , how long have you been with 

the company?

Why do you like working here?

What is the most difficult part of your job?

I could go on and on, but you get the idea. Ask enough ques-

tions to engage the employer or hiring authority in the conversa-

tion. You want this person to open up to you as much as he or she 

possibly can about what they want in the person they are going 

to hire. You then have a better idea of how to sell yourself into 

the job.

The following is very important. As the conversation pro-

gresses and you write down some of the highlights of what the 
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employer is looking for, you will reinforce the fact that you are a 

qualified, excellent candidate by going back to some of the jobs 

that you had, or the job you presently have, and talk in even more 

specific terms than before. As the interviewing or hiring author-

ity is sharing with you his or her exact needs, you need to be able 

to relate exact experience, responsibilities, duties, and successes 

that you have had that specifically address the particular issues 

being discussed:

I agree with you that quality is the number-one priority. 

When I worked at ______________ , I always made sure to 

check my figures twice. To me, there’s nothing worse than 

making a mistake that could have been avoided with a 

little extra effort.

In the presentation you made, you talked about each job that 

you either currently have or have had, your duties and responsi-

bilities, and your successes. But you did it in a very broad, de-

scriptive way. Now you are going to use the information that the 

interviewing or hiring authority is giving you and bring up ex-

amples in your current job or your previous jobs that specifically 

demonstrate your ability to do the job under consideration. 

Whereas your initial presentation about your experience and 

background was detailed enough for the interviewing or hiring 

authority to understand what you have done, you now get spe-

cific about particular things that would be of value to the inter-

viewing or hiring authority based on the conversation that 

results from the questions you ask:

You say there’s a need to take action when a project is 

running late. I never feel right when things fall behind 

schedule. I do all I can—come in early, stay late, work 

weekends—to get the job back on track.
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After the conversation has begun to wind down and you can 

see that the interview is nearly over, you close by stating that 

your background and experience fit what the employer is looking 

for, and then you need to ask:

What do I need to do to get the job?

This is the hardball part of the interview. You are either a 

candidate or you’re not, and you need to know right now!

This is one of the hardest phrases to get candidates to use. I 

hear it from candidates, from radio callers, and from my own 

candidates: After I have instructed them to ask this question, 

even after they have agreed to ask it, they don’t. They will even 

admit, “I know I should have asked, but it didn’t seem appropri-

ate . . .”; that is, “I was just too darn scared to ask . . . afraid they’d 

simply tell me I wasn’t going to be considered.” Listen to me: 

“No” is the second-best answer you can get. More often than not 

at this point in the interview, most candidates are going to fear 

“no” so much, they avoid the rejection.

Interviewing and hiring authorities want to hire an individ-

ual who wants the job. I cannot tell you the number of candi-

dates over the years that failed to ask this essential question in 

the interview and ended up being dismissed by the interviewing 

or hiring authority. I know that this is terribly unfair. But life is 

unfair. This is a part of the interview that truly is a contrived 

event. The truth is, there is no real way of knowing whether or 

not you really want this job right now. But, unless you ask for the 

job, you’re never going to get beyond first base.

Whatever you do, don’t fall into the trap of thinking, “Well, 

I’m not really sure that I want the job so, before I commit, I bet-

ter think about it.” Remember, while you are thinking about it, 

somebody else is getting an offer. You don’t have anything to 

decide about until you have an offer.
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Asking “what do I need to do to get the job?” takes courage. 

That’s okay. But if you’re serious about finding a job, you will 

use this question at the end of every interview, especially the 

initial one.

SUCCESSFUL INITIAL INTERVIEW  
TECHNIQUE #2

This technique is for those people who feel more comfortable 

with trying to find out what an interviewing or hiring authority 

might be interested in before they talk about their experience. 

That way, they have some advance warning and can start formu-

lating their thoughts ahead of time on what they will say as the 

interview progresses. It seems to work best with analytical types 

of hiring authorities who are not sales oriented: accountants, fi-

nance people, and information technology folks. 

It isn’t much different than the first technique, except that 

you ask the question about what they are looking for before you 

talk about your intangible attributes and other experiences and 

background. Here’s how it works.

You sit down in the interviewing or hiring authority’s office, 

take a deep breath, and after the pleasantries (as you put the 

legal pad down in front of you), you say:

Tell me, Mr. or Ms. __________ , what kind of candidate 

would you ideally like to find?

As the hiring or interviewing authority speaks, you take 

notes about what they’re looking for in an ideal candidate. You 

may ask a number of questions, but the idea is to find out—in the 

employer’s words—what they’re looking for. Then you can start 

matching your skills and experience to the job opening:
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If you will allow me, Mr. or Ms._____________ , I would like 

to explain why I would fit what you are looking for and 

how I could do the job.

First of all, I am _________________________________________

_____________________________________________ (ten to twelve 

descriptive adjectives to explain your work ethic).

Now is the time to start selling yourself as a candidate:

Based on what you said you wanted in a candidate, I 

would like to demonstrate where these features have 

been beneficial to the people whom I’ve worked for, in 

the light of what you need.

I am currently (or most recently have been) at 

_______________ (company). I have functioned for them in 

the capacity of ____________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

______________________________.

Give a thorough description of exactly what you did, how you 

did it, whom you did it for, and how successful you were—in 

terms a high-school senior could understand. You then empha-

size how much you love the job and the company and the reason 

you have to leave or why you left in very positive terms. Tell a 

story or two.

And before that, I was at ____________ (company). There, I 

functioned in the capacity of ______________________________

_____________________________________.

Again, give a thorough description of exactly what you did, 

how you did it, whom you did it for, and how successful you 

were.
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I was the assistant to the top buyer. I accompanied her on 

all trips to locate new merchandise. We discussed the pros 

and cons of all new items before making a final purchas-

ing decision. The store enjoyed 10 percent growth in each 

of my first two years there, and 20 percent growth in my 

last year.

You then emphasize how much you love the job and the com-

pany and the reason you have to leave or why you left in very 

positive terms. Tell a story, if appropriate.

I loved my work there, and I learned so much working 

with my boss. I would have stayed, but the company was 

bought out by a competitor, and they had their own team 

of buyers.

Continue on with your job history, building the story of your 

experience:

And before that, I was at ____________ (company). There I 

functioned in the capacity of ______________________________

__________________________________________.

That was more an entry-level position, learning the 

ropes from some of the best people in the field. When a 

better opportunity with more chance for advancement 

came along, I felt I had to take a chance and move on.  

But I’ll always fondly remember those early days at 

__________________ (company).

Continue in this manner for at least three jobs, if you have 

that many. If you’ve had a series of short stints at jobs—like more 

than one in the last year or less—you may want to go back fur-

ther than three jobs.
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Note that the only difference between this and the first tech-

nique is that you ask up front what the employer is looking for in 

an ideal candidate. With this approach, you might be able to be 

more specific about the things that the employer wants in a can-

didate in the descriptions of the jobs that you had.

The drawback to this technique is that the hiring authority 

may drive the conversation. You may not get the chance to make 

your presentation because the hiring authority is directing the 

interview. Use your own judgment.

CLOSING THE INITIAL INTERVIEW  
WITH POWERFUL PHRASES

Once you and the hiring or interviewing authority have reached 

the end of the interview, you’re probably going to get some idea 

of what the next steps might be. Don’t be afraid to be assertive 

about pushing yourself into the next steps of the interviewing 

process:

Based on what you said you wanted, I’m an excellent 

match.

Remember, the two most important and powerful questions 

you can ask are:

How do I stack up with the other candidates you have in-

terviewed?

What do I need to do to get the job?

Most often, even though you have pushed for the next inter-

view, a hiring or interviewing authority is going to say some-
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thing like, “Well, we have a number of people to interview, we’re 

going to complete that process and then we’re going to set up 

second interviews.”

This is a perfect time for you to use the following phrase:

Based on what our conversation has been here, I would 

think that I would be in that group, would I not? So let’s 

set up that second interview now.

Then you pull out your note pad or calendar and ask:

When would be good for me to come back?

You will probably still get from the interviewing or hiring au-

thority the standard, “We’ll get in touch with you.” Again, this is 

an excellent time for you to find out how you really stand, rela-

tive to the other candidates with this powerful phrase:

Well, Mr. or Ms.______________ , you must have some idea 

how I stack up with your ideal candidate or the others 

whom you have interviewed. Please tell me what you 

think.

These kinds of questions (and statements) will usually get 

you a good idea of how you stand. It is relatively aggressive, and 

it does not necessarily come naturally or easily. But if you prac-

tice asking these kinds of hardball questions, they will wind up 

becoming very easy for you.

You may use a different phrase to get the same answer:

Based on the candidates that you have interviewed, do 

you think I’m going to be one of the finalists?
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This is a phenomenal question to ask. It takes lots of courage, 

and most candidates, unfortunately, don’t have that kind of 

courage

Another powerful phrase you can use at this time is:

I consider my strengths concerning this position to be . . . 

(my experience . . . my knowledge of your business). What 

do you consider my strengths to be?

AFTER THE INTERVIEW

The first thing you should do after the interview, when you get 

into your car, is take out the notes you took during the interview 

and write down a summary of the interview. Write down the 

high points of the interview and the major issues or topics that 

you spoke with the interviewer about. Summarize for yourself 

where you think your strengths are and where you think your 

weaknesses are—relative to the interview. Write down your in-

terpretation of the things that seemed the most important to 

the hiring authority and make sure that you understand them 

clearly.

Often, in the initial interviewing situation, we think we com-

pletely understand what a hiring authority is looking for, and we 

actually do not! The major reason you want to collect your 

thoughts immediately after the interview is so that you remem-

ber the important points; you cannot rely on your memory. It 

may be a two- to four-week period of time before the second 

round of interviews. You need to be able to refresh your memory 

with detailed notes.
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The Immediate E‑Mail

You have gotten the business card of the interviewing or hiring 

authority at the time of the interview. Immediately after the in-

terview, or as soon as possible, you want to e‑mail the interview-

ing or hiring authority. You don’t just want to thank the person 

for his or her time. More important, you want to reinforce all the 

reasons that you should be hired.

Every interviewing book in the world is going to tell you to 

send a thank-you to the interviewer. You would probably be 

shocked at the number of candidates who don’t do this. One out 

of every seven or eight, even when they’re coached by a profes-

sional, either don’t do it or do it so long after the interview that 

it is ineffective. Of course, thanking someone for the interview is 

obviously important. But what is most important is that you re-

inforce the high points of what the interviewing or hiring au-

thority said he or she wanted and restate where or how you 

address those issues better than anyone else.

The phrases you use in this e‑mail need to be short and to the 

point. Do not ramble about how much you appreciated the inter-

view, how much you like the person, or how you appreciate the 

conversation. This e-mail is going to be read, like the résumé, in 

ten seconds. So this is what it should look like (remember to 

make it look like an actual letter):

Dear Mr. or Ms. ___________________ ,

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today, re-

garding the position with ___________. Your needs and my qual-

ifications are compatible. You stated that you wanted someone 

who has:

•	 (Experience or attributes that the employer said were 

wanted.)
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•	 (Another experience or attribute the employer said were 

wanted.)

•	 (Another experience or attribute the employer said were 

wanted.)

I have given a lot of thought to what we spoke about. I 

would like to reinforce the confidence you can have in me to 

deliver what you need.

•	 When I was at __________________ (company) last year, I 

(accomplished the first thing that you wrote about for  

experience).

•	 Before that, when I was at __________________ (company), 

I (accomplished or proved the second thing you wrote 

about).

•	 And, when I was at _________________________ (company), 

I (accomplished or proved the third thing you wrote 

about).

I’m an excellent fit for you and your company. I would like to 

go to work for you and your firm. This is a win/win situation for 

both of us.

Sincerely,

(Your name and phone number)

When you reinforce what the interviewing or hiring author-

ities say they want, you need to do it in quantifiable terms. State 

things that can be measured objectively, such as percentages of 

quota, longevity on the job, grades in school, stability, being 

promoted consistently—anything that can be measured in a 

quantitative manner. Make sure that you address specific issues 

that the interviewing or hiring authority stated were of value to 

them.

www.amanet.org


66	 Powerful Phrases for Successful Interviews

American Management Association • www.amanet.org

Follow-Up Phone Call

A follow‑up phone call the day after your initial interview can be 

very effective and it is a perfect opportunity to use powerful 

phrases. If you get the interviewing hiring authority on the 

phone—and that’s only going to happen maybe 10 percent of the 

time—you want to use a phrase like:

Mr. or Ms.___________ , Thank you for your time yesterday.  

I really enjoyed the opportunity to interview with you. I 

want to reinforce my interest in you and your company.  

I think I would be a great employee for you because  

______________________________________ (some really impor-

tant point that you learned from the interview that would 

set you apart from the rest of the candidates). I’d like the 

opportunity to visit with you again. When might we get 

together?

Most people don’t think about this kind of phone call, but it 

is tremendously effective. You probably will not get the hiring or 

interviewing authority on the phone, so you’ll have to leave a 

voice mail. The phrase to use for the voice mail might be:

Mr. or Ms._______________ , thank you for the interview and 

the time you gave to me yesterday. I’m very excited about 

the opportunity to go to work for you and your company. 

Please remember that I am a very hard worker and my 

track record in ____________ would really help you and your 

company. I’d like to come back and speak with you again. 

Please call me at 214-823-9999.

If you do not hear back from the interviewing or hiring au-

thority, it’s a good idea to leave this kind of voice mail at least 
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five or six times, maybe with a bit different message each time, 

over a period of two or three weeks. But don’t hesitate to leave 

these kinds of messages. The interviewing process never goes as 

fast as most people think, and you want to keep the attention of 

the interviewing or hiring authority.

Most hiring authorities don’t intentionally think, “I’m not 

gonna call those suckers back. They’re schmucks, and I’m not 

going to hire them anyhow.” The truth is that their intentions to 

do what they are supposed to do are sincere, but the activity just 

doesn’t get done. The process of hiring often slips further be-

hind in favor of other more pressing, less risky, issues. So, a 

timely call, and many of them after that—if you have to—may 

put you on top of the list of potential candidates.

Now, after ten to fifteen days of calling an interviewing or 

hiring authority, with no response at all, you might wind up 

with the conclusion that you should pursue other people and 

other opportunities. Never, never, never take this result person-

ally and do something stupid, like calling the hiring authority 

and leaving a mean, sarcastic voice mail about what they can do 

with the job and that you didn’t want it anyhow. There is often a 

tendency to take perceived rejection personally.

The odds are that if you have not heard from a prospective 

employer in a couple of weeks, you were probably not on the list 

of candidates to be considered. But you never really know. Al-

ways leave the door open, so that if a prospective employer wants 

to still consider you, even after weeks or months have gone by, 

you could resurrect the opportunity.

You never know what might happen. I can’t tell you the num-

ber of people that I’ve placed over the years that have come in 

second or third in the hiring process and wound up getting the 

job. The company hires somebody and after a short period of 

time it doesn’t work out. Then they call the number two candi-

date.
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Some years ago, I had a candidate who came in second place. 

The company was so impressed with his credentials that they 

considered him for another opportunity and hired him . . . seven 

years later. Always be gracious, even if you were told “no.” You 

never know what might happen down the line.
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One of the biggest concerns in the mind of a hir-

ing authority is the fear of making a mistake. Mistakes 

cost the company time and money and can affect the 

credibility of the person doing the hiring.

No matter how sophisticated the interviewing pro-

cess might be, hiring someone is still something of a 

crapshoot. You need to realize that since the hiring au-

thority is trying to minimize risk, there are certain basic 

questions that they will want answered to their satisfac-

tion. Your job in the interviewing process is to assure the 

hiring authority that he or she is not making a mistake—

there will be no risk in hiring you.

There are four basic questions that are the corner-

stones of every question you will get in an interview. It 

could be the first interview with a screener or the ninth 

interview with the CEO. You will not be asked any of 

these four questions outright during the interview, but 

they are there just below the surface. Employers want 

satisfactory answers to all four of the following ques-

tions before they will hire you:

Powerful Phrases to 
Demonstrate Your 
Ability to Do the Job

4
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	 1.	 Can you do the job?

	 2.	 Do we like you?

	 3.	 Are you a risk?

	 4.	 Can we work the money out?

You need to have powerful phrases that are also short re-

sponses for every question the hiring or interviewing authority 

will ask you. You can elaborate beyond the phrase—especially 

with stories—but having an initial response with impact sets 

the stage for a more detailed answer, if necessary.

Can You Do the Job?

Of the four basic questions, the one an employer wants answered 

before anything else is “Can you do the job?” You need to be able 

to demonstrate your skills, ability, and experience. You might be 

surprised by this, but I have found that the ability to do the job 

is only about 20 percent of the hiring decision. However, it is the 

first 20 percent, the threshold that you have to cross before you 

can even be considered—and that’s significant; but it still only 

accounts for about 20 percent.

Now, having said this, you still have to establish your ability 

to do the job. And this is the very first group of questions you 

will get. If you don’t answer them well, you may not get to the 

other questions. These are going to be factual “What did you 

do?” questions. The interviewing authority is trying to discover 

your skill level or potential. There are going to be only four or 

five factual aspects of your work history that will either get you 

to the second interviewing stage or eliminate you. Remember, 

just four or five facts will either support or conflict with what 

you say you can do.
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Following are the most frequently asked questions on your 

ability to do the job and the most effective phrases to use as  

answers.

Questions on your JOB Experience

Needless to say, interviewers will be especially interested in your 

job history, what you’ve done, what you’ve learned, where you’ve 

succeeded, and where you’ve fallen short.

Q.	Tell me about yourself and your last few jobs.

In all of my recent positions, I’ve been successful in contribut-

ing to my company’s profitability.

Q.	Describe in detail what you do in your current job (or in 

your last position).

I really love the job that I’m in now (or the last job I had) be-

cause I really get to contribute by____________________ (then 

explain in fair detail what you do or what you did).

When you are done, ask the interviewer this question:

Did I make it clear what I do (did)?

Q.	What percentage of your week or month was devoted to 

the different functions of your job?

Twenty percent administrative, 30 percent management, 

and 50 percent collaborative effort with my team.
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Q.	What was the most difficult part of your last two jobs?

Even though __________________ was the most difficult part of 

the job, I met the challenge every time.

Adding a short story as to how you overcame a difficult chal-

lenge in each one of your last jobs really works well.

Q.	Describe the best job that you’ve ever had . . . and why it 

was so much better than others.

There have been some wonderful aspects to just about every 

job I’ve had. I have really loved all of them, and they are all 

best for different reasons.

This is a powerful way to lead into your answer.

Q.	What is your greatest accomplishment in your present or 

last job?

Because I was given a chance to perform 110 percent over 

what was expected, I grew professionally and personally.

You are going to get asked this question by just about every-

one you interview with, so prepare. Hiring authorities love when 

you can quantify your success.

Q.	What specifically have you learned from the jobs that you 

held most recently?

In my present position, my persistence (determination, earn-

ing respect, loyalty, and so on) was reinforced when the 

group I led tried five or six approaches to a problem before 
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we solved it. Most people would have stopped at two or 

three.

Tell another short, effective story.

Q.	In what way has your present job prepared you to take on 

greater responsibilities? (You’d better have an answer to 

this question before it ever gets asked.)

I love my job and the people I work with. Unfortunately, I’ve 

reached a point now where I can do my boss’s job. Even he 

has said that. But he isn’t going anywhere and doesn’t plan 

to retire for another ten years. To move up in the company, 

I’d have to relocate.

I’m not bored, but I’m not challenged either. That is why I 

am interviewing with you all. It appears I can really be chal-

lenged here.

Q.	Describe a difficult business problem that you had to deal 

with and how you handled it?

In my last (one, two, . . .) jobs, I had to either fire for cause (or 

lay people off). It was hard. I was successful in doing it grace-

fully, benefitting my company, and with little rancor on the 

part of the employees I had to let go.

Q.	Describe the situation in your last one or two jobs where 

you made a mistake. What was the mistake and how did 

you rectify it? (Be ready to provide a hindsight type of an-

swer. Give the example, but highlight what you learned from 

it. Have one or two of these kinds of stories available for this 

question when you get it.)
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In my present position, we lost a very good employee. Look-

ing back on it, she left for reasons I might have been able to 

fix if I had realized the situation before it was too late.

If I had to do it again, I would’ve been more aware of the 

situation before she left.

Whatever you do, don’t say that you haven’t made any mis-

takes that you can recall. That sounds disingenuous. Talk about 

a challenge and what you learned from it.

Q.	Where have you made difficult decisions before and what 

were they about? (In the last economic downturn, there were 

probably some difficult financial or personnel decisions you 

had to make. Think of one and put it into a one- or two-sentence 

phrase.)

I had to cut $152,000 from my budget and lay off two peo-

ple. Everyone on the team had been a good employee. It was 

a difficult decision.

Q.	Have you ever had to fire someone? Describe the circum-

stances?

Firing people is one of the most difficult tasks that a man-

ager has. But I found that if one does it in a very careful, 

well-documented, reasonable, businesslike manner, although 

uncomfortable for both parties, it can be done gracefully.

You then might add a short story of a circumstance where you 

had to fire someone. Basically, you should communicate that it 

was unfortunate, but it had to be done and you did it in a very 

graceful manner.
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Q.	What kind of people have you hired and what do you look 

for in those people?

I have been fortunate to have available to me wonderful 

people whom I have added to my teams in the past. I look for 

committed, passionate performers. Fortunately, I can and 

have been able to attract them and, just as importantly, keep 

them!

Q.	In your present or last jobs were there any problems that 

you discovered that had been previously overlooked? How 

did you deal with them?

When I came into my job, the department really didn’t want 

to recognize the problem we had with inventory and deliv-

ery. We had a supply-chain software module that no one was 

using. It cost us nothing but a little time to implement and 

now everyone knows where everything is in the product de-

livery cycle.

Q.	Describe a major project that you have worked on and 

how it contributed to the overall good of your employer?

If you have been involved in doing a major project, the per-

fect phrase would be to simply describe that project in rela-

tive detail.

I have been involved in two major long-term, five-year 

projects . . .

This is a place to tell a short story of your and your team’s  

success.
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Q.	Have you ever been involved in long-range planning?

I chaired a committee for a long-range building (or product 

launch or company reorganization or . . .).

Don’t claim that you were involved in long-range planning 

unless you really were, because you may very well be asked about 

your contribution. Your credibility will be questioned if you can’t 

speak about what you did.

Q.	Give me an example of your past job experience that high-

lights your ability to build action plans or create pro-

grams that support management’s strategic goals and 

direction. (You need to have three or four stories that could 

be used interchangeably with questions like this. If in a previ-

ous answer you tell a story that could be an answer to this 

question, you don’t want to tell the same story.)

My department was downsized and our workload was dou-

bled. Rather than react to whatever project came our way, I 

convinced the team that we should outline a process  . . . a 

more efficient process than simply reacting.

It’s working. We are getting more done with fewer folks, 

and the rest of the company knows they can’t just come to 

us and say, “Hey, we need this right now!” We aren’t just 

reacting.

Q.	What were the most important/difficult decisions that 

you made in your present job, last job, or even your job 

before that? (If you have to think about the answer to this 

question for more than a few moments, you appear as some-

body who doesn’t know what they’re doing. It’s best to have at 
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least two or three ideas about what the most important or dif-

ficult decision was in all of the jobs that you have had.)

In the last two jobs I had to lay off 35 percent and 25 percent 

of my staff, respectively, in each position. It was difficult to 

decide who would stay and who would go. I did it with as 

much compassion and decisiveness as possible. It was hard, 

but it worked out very smoothly.

Q.	What are one or two things you wished you had accom-

plished in your present or last job and the job before that?

The economics of the company were such that we had to 

shut down the development of two very good programs (or 

products and so on) because the return on investment (ROI) 

was too far in the future.

Q.	Why have you not been promoted sooner? If you’re so 

good, why haven’t you been promoted? (Don’t let a ques-

tion like this get under your skin.)

The organization I am with has a bottleneck of very tenured 

people available for the few promotions when they come up. 

That is one of the reasons that I’m interviewing with you.

Q.	You really don’t have as much experience as we would 

like, why should we hire you?

With every job I’ve ever had, I never went into the job having 

all of the experience that the employers wanted. In fact, I 

went into three of them where I was hired simply because I 

had more potential than any other candidate.

As you can see, I was successful in every position.
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QUESTIONS ON YOUR WORK ETHIC

Employers want to know what kind of person they’re hiring. The 

interviewer will often ask questions to try to get a sense of your 

attitude toward your work. Your personal work ethic may include 

being reliable, having initiative, and pursuing new skills.

Q.	What kind of job are you looking for?

I’m looking for a position that is going to help make a com-

pany better and challenge me based on my experience and 

background. I’ve had that in every job before.

Q.	What motivates you?

I’m intrinsically motivated to live up to my potential by chal-

lenging myself to do the best I can every day.

Q.	How do you define success?

When I contribute to a successful organization, I am success-

ful. We both grow.

or

Success is the progressive realization of a worthy goal for 

both the company I work for and myself.

Remember. People love stories, and they remember them long 

after they remember most everything else, so tell a story that 

shows a time you contributed to a successful organization.

Q.	Are you a good employee (or manager or engineer or ac-

countant or salesperson or administrative support per-

son or . . .)? How do you know?
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I really love what I do. I am very good at it because I get a lot 

of positive feedback for the job that I do. My performance 

reviews and salary reviews have always been excellent. My 

track record reflects my success.

Q.	What made you choose to become a___________________?

Fortunately, I have a great gift for communicating with peo-

ple (or “for numbers” or “for java development” or “for fi-

nancial concepts”), and I have honed that skill for a number 

of years. It has served me well and been a tremendous ad-

vantage for the people I have worked for.

Q.	How do you approach doing things that you really don’t 

like to do?

Well, attitude is everything. I have found that no matter how 

much I don’t like any particular aspect of my job, if I take the 

right attitude toward it, I’ve been very successful.

I try to break the particular job down into smaller steps 

and accomplish them one at a time. I find that, along with my 

attitude, to be the major reasons I’m successful in taking on 

parts of my job that I really don’t like.

Q.	Have you ever failed in a job?

I’m like a ballplayer who never really lost . . . he just ran out 

of time. Even the very few things that I look back on and oth-

ers might see as failures, I really see as setbacks. But even 

when something didn’t work out, I’ve learned from it.

Q.	When faced with a difficult business decision, what do 

you do? (Make sure you communicate that you do go through a 

number of processes that communicate wisdom.)
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Experience has taught me to think long and hard about the 

decisions I make. I think on paper by writing out all of the 

issues, then seeing how they appear to me over a period of 

time.

I seek the opinions of others who are both close to the 

situation as well as removed from it. I have two or three men-

tors whom I have developed over the years whose opinions I 

respect, and I seek their counsel.

When I have exhausted all of the processes that I might 

go through, I then follow my gut instinct. Once I have made 

the decision, I become committed to it 110 percent and throw 

myself behind it. Unless there is a drastic change in the facts, 

I am unwavering about the decision.

Q.	How do you keep updated and informed in a professional 

sense?

I subscribe to two professional publications: _______________ 

and _______________. I’m an avid reader and always trying to 

hone my skills. Lately, I have been reading __________________ 

by ________________ , and have found it very interesting.

Q.	What is the most recent business lesson you have learned 

and how did you learn it?

I try to be a lifelong learner. Recently, I learned _____________

_________________________.

Be ready with a recent lesson, like “how quickly the market 

can change.” Tell a story to reinforce your response.

Q.	Can you work overtime or on weekends?
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I’ll do whatever it takes to get the work done. I have found 

over my career that since I am a diligent worker, focused  

on the task at hand, and avoid wasting time with unproduc-

tive cohorts, I get more work done in a lot less time than 

most.

I’ll work evenings and weekends if I have to, but that 

hasn’t been necessary in the past.

Q.	How many hours in your previous jobs did you have to 

work each week to get the job done? (Don’t fall prey to this 

loaded question.)

Gee whiz, I’m not on a clock. I really don’t know.

If you had a job where you were paid overtime, the hiring au-

thority may be concerned about having to pay a lot of overtime. 

So, in a situation like this, you would answer by saying:

I was always very careful to be sure that I didn’t work over-

time unless I absolutely had to. I’m a fast worker and usually 

get my work done in the allotted time. Of course, my refer-

ences would substantiate this.

Q.	Can you relocate either now or in the future?

I will do anything that is good for my company and my ca-

reer. Relocation would certainly be included.

Q.	What are some of the things in your last job that you 

didn’t like?
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I was frustrated because most everybody was so negative 

about the poor situation of the company. It’s true that the 

company was eventually sold, but the negativity was hard to 

deal with on an everyday basis.

Whatever you didn’t like, make it a values thing or something 

you could do nothing about.

Q.	What was the last thing you disagreed with your com-

pany about?

I really can’t recall anything of any importance that I minded 

or disagreed with my company on. If there was something, 

whatever it might have been, I certainly don’t remember.

Q.	In what areas could your boss do a better job?

I have a lot of respect for my present boss. He (or she) does 

his (her) job extremely well. There might be some little things 

that he (she) might be able to do a little better because of 

experience, but they must be minor.

Whatever you say, don’t criticize your boss, no matter what 

you think of him (or her).

Q.	How well did you feel your boss rated your performance?

All of the supervisors or bosses I’ve had have given me good 

reviews.

If you have copies of any of these, either with you or that you 

can send to the interviewing authority, doing so would reinforce 

your claim.
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Q.	How did your boss or previous bosses get the best out of 

you? (This is a little bit of a trick question. Just be ready for a 

question like this and realize that there is a simple answer.)

By telling me exactly what the objectives are and then leav-

ing me alone. My motivation is intrinsic.

Q.	Highlight your experience in dealing with interpersonal 

conflict and disagreements by recalling a difficult situa-

tion that you were involved in. (Again, you need to have a 

story.)

One of my peers was promoted over me to become my boss. 

We never got along very well. It has been interesting. I have 

realized that I shouldn’t compete with him. I sat down with 

him right when he first got promoted, and we came to an 

agreement of our mutual expectations. We aren’t the best of 

friends, but we get along in our environment.

Q.	Give me an example of when you were refused or told “no” 

by your company or supervisors.

Two years ago, I asked for a software upgrade from manage-

ment. I asked in a very gracious way and was told “no” in a 

very gracious way, because of budget constraints.

I presented my case again every six months with a demon-

stration in long-term savings the company would realize. 

Three months ago, I was given the budget to do the upgrade. 

I was persistent, but nice.

Q.	What is the most recent skill you have learned?
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I’ve recently taken a course on negotiation as well as an on-

line course with one of my company’s proprietary IT applica-

tions.

Show that you are honing your skills all of the time.

Q.	What is the most important professional lesson that you 

have learned from the jobs that you have had?

To be ready for the unexpected  . . . unexpected conse-

quences . . . unexpected resignations . . . people being peo-

ple. Since we are going to make mistakes, be prepared. 

Making the mistakes isn’t the issue; it is knowing how to 

react to the mistakes, minimize the damage, and rectify 

them quickly.

Q.	If you could start your career over again, what would you 

do differently? (Answer this question very carefully.)

Looking back, I would have found mentors in the companies 

I worked for a little faster. I realize now that they can make 

your life a whole lot easier. I should’ve done it sooner.

Q.	Do you want to move into management?

I do believe I have management potential, but I know that 

good leaders are also good followers. If I prove myself in my 

role, if there are opportunities to advance, I’m sure that I will 

be considered. I will try to do those jobs equally well. If I do 

the task at hand, future positions will take care of them-

selves.
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QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR WORK STYLE

You should be prepared to answer a variety of questions about 

your preferred work style. Above all, your answers should show 

that you are flexible.

Q.	What would be your ideal work group?

I’ve worked in both large groups as well as small groups. Ei-

ther one can be ideal.

Q.	How would you define a “good-fit” work environment?

Where people respect each other and support each other’s 

work.

Q.	Do you work well with other people?

Absolutely. In fact, I’m often told how well I work in groups.

Have a story ready to demonstrate this point.

Q.	Do you prefer to work alone or with other people?

Either way works well. I’m effective with either situation.

Q.	Do you require lots of supervision?

Not at all. My references can attest to that.

www.amanet.org


86	 Powerful Phrases for Successful Interviews

American Management Association • www.amanet.org

Q.	Do you communicate best with written or oral communi-

cations?

I seem to do well with either one.

Q.	Are you creative?

Yes. I came up with a very unique solution to the __________ 

problem in my present position.

Simply cite one or two instances where you were creative. 

Keep all stories short and to the point.

Q.	What are the things that you find most difficult to do? 

(The answer here has to center around something you would 

not be expected to know well. For instance, if you are an ac-

countant or an engineer in an organization, you would use the 

answer that follows.)

The most difficult challenge I have is to operate in a sales 

function.

If you are a salesperson, then you would say:

The most difficult challenge I have is operating in an account-

ing or technical function.

This seems rather obvious, but the answer is very safe.

Q.	And how did you deal with those tasks?

I found someone in that department whose task was difficult 

for me to understand (define the department—accounting, 

engineering, sales, and so on) and asked for their help.
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I often solicit the administrative people in those depart-

ments. Those people sometimes aren’t given enough appre-

ciation for what they do and when someone from a different 

department asks for their help, they are generally more than 

happy to oblige.

Q.	Has there ever been a situation where your work was crit-

icized?

There have been situations where I learned from the mistakes 

I made in some of the work I did. I take criticism well and have 

learned something from every time I’ve experienced it.

Q.	What do you look for in a job?

I’d like the work to be challenging. I enjoy being challenged 

every day. By being challenged, I’m going to grow personally 

and professionally. If that happens, everything else takes 

care of itself.

Q.	Do you prefer to delegate or be a hands-on employee?

I feel comfortable in delegating those things that should be 

delegated and personally doing the things that I do best. I 

know that, when work is delegated, not everyone is going to 

do the job just exactly the way I would. But I’m comfortable 

with that.

Q.	Describe a situation where you had to make a seat-of- 

the-pants decision, without a company policy as a model. 

(Think about two or three situations where you made off-the-

cuff decisions and how they wound up being very good deci-

sions. You can tie these decisions to a working philosophy of 
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integrity, character, and a “do-the-right-thing” approach if 

you really want to look good.)

We made a big mistake with one of our customers. It wasn’t 

really our fault . . . it was the fault of one of our subcontrac-

tors, but that didn’t really matter. Rather than take it up with 

the rest of our company, I took full responsibility for our or-

ganization, right then. The customer was so surprised that he 

started asking on behalf of himself and his firm, “What can 

all of us do about it?”

Q.	For what have you been most frequently criticized? (This 

is like the question about your biggest weakness. Think of 

something that could be positive or negative.)

Sometimes my expectations of people are greater than their 

capabilities. I work very hard, and I often expect others to do 

the same. When they don’t, I question it. I have to remember 

that not everyone works that hard.

Q.	Tell me about a time when you faced resistance or rejec-

tion to your ideas or actions. What did you do?

We had a project to do. I thought we could get it done in 

four weeks, if everyone pitched in and focused. People 

thought I was crazy. The resistance came because people 

would have to work harder and longer to get it done on 

time. I overestimated our ability to complete it on time. I was 

off by two weeks. But we got it done.

Q.	We sometimes run into a person who makes unreason-

able demands of us. Tell me about a time when this hap-

pened to you. (Once again, be ready with a story.)
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I worked for a lady like that in my last job. I found that if I 

simply listened to her demands without reacting at the mo-

ment, then came back to her later with logical reasons 

about what she should expect, I managed to set expecta-

tions and get her demands to be more reasonable. The key 

was to not overreact when the demand was made. I calmed 

the waters.

Q.	Describe a situation where you had worked with a very 

difficult person. How did you handle it?

He/she was difficult to work with/for, but I found a way and 

learned so much from them. I learned that their comments 

and style weren’t personal and I didn’t take them personally. 

It turned out to be a great learning experience, even though 

it was painful at times.

Q.	Describe a situation where you had to make a quick deci-

sion in your last job. How do you make it?

I follow my gut based on some tremendous learning experi-

ences I’ve had . . . both good and bad. For instance, I quickly 

reprimanded an employee who was difficult and uncoopera-

tive. I reprimanded her a number of times, so when I needed 

to fire her, we had plenty of documentation.

Q.	How many levels of management have you had to com-

municate with?

In the smaller firms I have worked for, I communicated often 

with the CEO, even the board. In the larger firms, it was usu-

ally two levels up.
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Q.	Tell me about an experience that illustrates your prefer-

ence between being proactive in speaking to and main-

taining contact with others and waiting for others to 

speak first or contact you.

I knew our group’s budget was going to be cut. I didn’t know 

by how much, but I knew it was going to be cut. Instead of 

waiting until it came out and having to deliver the bad news 

to people and hear moaning and groaning, I prepared ev-

eryone beforehand by asking them to think about how they 

would proactively trim their budget before it was dictated 

to them. They felt more in control of their own destiny, and 

the cuts weren’t as bad as we thought they would be. Peo-

ple were relieved, even proud of themselves, for being pre-

pared.

Q.	How have you shown resilience in the face of . . . ?

Conflict:

I stay calm . . . don’t react to the emotion of the moment. I go 

away, take a deep breath, relax, and think.

Frustrating circumstances:

I try to remember, “This too will pass.” We have been frus-

trated before and come out OK.

Constraints:

I think about possibilities, see the glass as half full not half 

empty, and look for the positive.
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Rapidly changing circumstances:

I think fast . . . think about possibilities . . . this could change 

again at any time.

Shifting priorities:

I’m really good at being ready for change.

Adversity:

I remember the quote from Nietzsche: “What doesn’t kill me 

makes me stronger.”

Multiple demands upon time and other 

resources:

I prioritize, prioritize, and prioritize!

Q.	Do you know when to lead and when to follow?

Good leaders are always good followers. I really try to do 

both.

Q.	Can you identify the critical needs in a situation, deal 

with them, and put the others on the back burner?

Absolutely.
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QUESTIONS ABOUT THE JOB ITSELF

Hiring authorities want to find out what you know about the job 

you’re applying for. Are you simply responding to a job posting or 

do you really have interest in the job and the company?

Q.	What do you know about the position you are applying 

for?

I know your organization is the kind that I would like to 

join, and from what I understand, my skills fit best in this 

position. Can you enlighten me as to exactly what this posi-

tion entails?

This answer gets the interviewer to tell you more about the 

position.

Q.	What makes you think you can handle this position?

In my last two jobs, I inherited a disaster. I’ve always been 

able to deal with very difficult situations.

Have one or two stories ready to back this statement up.

Q.	The job for which you are interviewing requires you to 

wear a lot of different hats. You have never done some of 

these functions. How do we know that you are going to be 

able to do them?

Even though my primary functions were _______ and ______ , in 

most of my positions I have successfully handled several dif-

ferent roles.
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Then provide examples of where you performed a number of 

diverse activities.

Q.	How do we know that you will be successful at this job?

I’ve been successful before; therefore, I know I will be suc-

cessful again.

If you have to back up your statement, you can do it with suc-

cess stories.

Q.	What can you contribute most to our organization?

Over and above my excellent professional performance, as 

I’ve documented in previous positions, I work harder and am 

more committed to work than most employees. Next to my 

relationship with my family comes my work.

Q.	What do you think makes the position you are interview-

ing for different from the jobs you’ve had or the other  

positions you are interviewing for? (Make sure that you 

communicate very positive reasons as to why the job you are 

interviewing for would be a better fit than the one you had in 

the past.)

The job here would be a great challenge. The best part is that 

the people here are really good. You all have done a great 

job in collecting the right folks.

Q.	You seem overqualified for this job. You did this kind of 

thing a number of years ago. Why would you consider 

doing it again?
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I’ve found that very few people are overqualified if they un-

derstand the challenge that the particular job would entail. 

Some of the most challenging things that I’ve done and the 

most gratifying were when I did this kind of thing at XYZ 

Corporation.

This question comes from the interviewer’s fear that, if you 

take the job, you will stay for a short time. You must reassure 

him that this isn’t the case. My long-time friend and Grande 

Dame of all things career, Joyce Lain Kennedy (America’s orig- 

inal careers columnist and author of twenty-three books on  

career development and management), suggests that “overqual-

ified is usually code for one of five perceptions—too many years’ 

experience, too much education, too highly paid, too rigid with 

demands, or too rusted with obsolete skills.” She goes on to say, 

“Why go down with a one-word knockout punch? Come back 

with a strong response—or even a preemptive strike to clear 

the air.”

I wouldn’t accept the job if I thought I wouldn’t be in it for 

a very long period of time. I wouldn’t do that to you or to 

myself. The challenge in a job is what an employee makes it.

I know exactly what I’m getting into. You’ll notice that 

I’ve been on average five (six, seven, eight) years on the 

last few jobs that I’ve had, and I would expect to be on 

this one for as long as it’s here.

Q.	With your experience and background, I don’t think you 

are capable of doing this job. What do you think?

The people I have worked for in the last two jobs had the 

same concern before they hired me. I am an overachiever and 
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have always been able to perform well beyond my apparent 

capabilities.

Then tell a relevant story.

Q.	How does our position compare with the other opportu-

nities for which you are currently interviewing? (If you are 

considering other opportunities—and only if you are—use 

the powerful phrase that follows.)

Taking into consideration everything I know about the other 

opportunities I am interviewing for, the position here with 

you seems to be a little bit of a better match.

Just be sure that you have good reasons for saying that.

Q.	If you could, what would you change about the position 

you’re interviewing for?

Based on most everything I know, it seems that what you are 

asking for in the function of the position is reasonable. I 

really don’t know enough about the position to know what 

might or should be changed.

Q.	What do you like most about this position? And what do 

you like least about this position?

I’m very anxious to take on the responsibility of this job. 

_________ and __________ about the job are most exhilarating. I 

don’t really think that there’s anything about the job that 

I’ve heard so far that I’m going to dislike. I’m sure there are 
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going to be some things that I will like more than others, but 

that’s to be expected in any job.

Q.	Why should I hire you?

Because I can do the job, I’m a hard worker, people like me, 

I’m not a great risk, and I’m sure we can come to an agree-

ment about money.

Q.	If you were offered this job, how long will it take you to 

decide?

If I were offered the job, I should be able let you know within 

a day or, at the most, two.

Q.	How long would you expect to be at this position if you 

got it?

Every time I have left any situation, it has been primarily be-

cause I was really limited. I am very patient and have explored 

every opportunity to the maximum. There was no personal 

growth in the situations, even after I gave it time. As long as 

I am growing personally, intellectually, and professionally, I 

am committed to staying as long as I can. I hate changing 

jobs and companies.

QUESTIONS ABOUT THE COMPANY

Employers need to know that you have some knowledge about 

their business. They will ask questions to determine how much 

you know about the company itself and what they do.
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Q.	What do you know about our business?

From my research, I know that ________________ (for example, 

you are a leader in _______ , you all are new to _______ , or the 

firm is growing rapidly).

Communicate short, direct bits of information about their 

company and their business.

Q.	What is our business’s biggest challenge or problem?

From my research I know __________________. Is that correct?

Again, it isn’t hard to get this information.

Q.	What trends do you see in our profession or industry?

My research and experience says ____________________________.

Be sure you have a good business observation.

Q.	What do you know about our competition?

My research tells me that they really respect you. They say 

you are really a formidable competitor.

Q.	What do you know about our company?

My research has revealed three things. First, _________________. 

Second, ________________________. Third,_______________________.

These points should be really good insights into the com-

pany. By the way, stating “first,” “second,” and “third” followed 

by concise points makes a great impression of precise thinking.
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Q.	Why did you apply to our company? (Here’s a chance to 

demonstrate the research you’ve done on the company and to 

communicate your specific skills by using the following pow-

erful phrase.)

You and your firm are leaders in the business (specify busi-

ness, for example, accounting, finance, engineering, design). 

I have been a very hard-working and successful ______________ 

(accountant, financial manager, engineer, designer). I want 

to be associated with winners.

Q.	If you could choose any organization to work for, where 

would you go?

All of the organizations that I am talking to are quality firms 

with quality people just like this one. All of the positions that 

I am interviewing for have their strengths and weaknesses. A 

job is pretty much what you make it once you show up and 

start working. I see the opportunity to work here in your 

firm as one of the best opportunities available to me.

Q.	How long do you think it will take for you to make a mean-

ingful contribution to our organization?

In my present job, I began to make a significant contribution 

almost immediately. The nature of the work was such that I 

could go right in and immediately have an impact. It was 

really fun.

In the job before that, because of the nature of what the 

company did, it took me five or six months to have a signifi-

cant impact.

All the people that I have ever worked with have always 

said that I’m a quick study and pick things up very quickly.
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Q.	What reservations might you have about working here?

None that I know of. No job or company is perfect, and I’m 

sure that you have your positives and negatives just like any 

other company.

questions for Management positions

Although you will have to answer many of the same questions as 

those above when you’re applying for a management position, 

there will be certain questions specific to your management ex-

perience.

Q.	What is your management style?

I don’t know if I can give my management style a particular 

title or description. I do know that in the past I’ve created an 

environment where people feel like we’re all in this together. 

I’ve been very successful in getting people to do more than 

they normally would in many circumstances.

If you label yourself as one kind of management style as op-

posed to another, you might describe yourself differently than 

the hiring authority who is interviewing you. By not labeling 

yourself, but providing examples of your management or leader-

ship style, as well as providing a story demonstrating your style, 

you play it safe.

Q.	How would you define your job as a manager?

My job as a manager is to reach the goals and objectives of the 

company by hiring and motivating the right kinds of people.
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Q.	What type of turnover have you had as a manager?

Relative to my profession, I had very little turnover in my 

management positions. Fortunately, I hired good people and 

helped them stay motivated.

Q.	How do you motivate your subordinates?

I always try to communicate a “we-are-all-in-this-together” 

attitude. When I’ve done that, folks get motivated. It may be 

a cliché, but I communicate there is no “I” in “team.”

Q.	Give us an example of how you got your staff to support an 

unpopular decision.

I had to cut our budget by $80,000. So, I gave my team a 

choice: We could all, including me, take a 10 percent pay cut 

for the year, or I’d have to lay off at least one, if not two 

people. Everyone—to a person—accepted the pay cut.

This kind of question won’t come up often, but be ready for it 

and have a good story.

Q.	What special problems do you have with the day-to- 

day management of your staff? (If the situation is applica-

ble, the following answer would be an example of a perfect 

phrase.)

My team is dispersed all over the country, and I have to coor-

dinate everyone’s activities. Time zones and different peo-

ple’s schedules are a challenge.
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Q.	Do you have budgetary responsibility? How large was your 

budget? Did you have any problems staying within budget?

I had a budget of $____________ and I was always within it.

Q.	Explain your hiring procedure.

Hiring is one of the most important things I have done. I’ve 

always been very fortunate in being able to discover really 

good people. I have a very specific multistep process of hir-

ing, which has kept me from making as many mistakes as 

most. I still operate on what I’ve learned from one of my 

mentors: “Hire slowly, fire quickly.”

Q.	Describe the biggest mistake you made in hiring.

I hired a candidate one time who was almost too perfect. 

Looking back on it, there was a reason for that . . . the candi-

date who was hired was a big liar and he was really good at 

it. I should have recognized that he was too good to be true. 

I really learned from the mistake.

Q.	Tell me about a situation where you were disappointed in 

your own performance.

There have been a few times when I have overestimated my 

team’s ability to perform. I wasn’t as disappointed in the per-

formance as I was disappointed in my overestimation. I cer-

tainly learned from it

Q.	Give me an example of a new or innovative idea that you 

came up with or implemented.
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I came up with a way of reorganizing our invoicing that has 

reduced our accounts receivable time by thirty-five days.

Q.	Have you ever had to carry out unpopular policies or deci-

sions?

Two years ago, I had to explain to my staff how everybody 

was being asked to take a 15 percent reduction in salary to 

save everyone’s job. Not one of my subordinates quit. They 

didn’t even complain.

Q.	What are people’s greatest misperceptions about you? 

(Think for a moment and pause.)

Well, sometimes it may appear that I take things too seriously 

and come across as not having a sense of humor.

or

I sometimes might appear to be a workaholic and have high 

expectations of others.

Q.	Tell me about a time when you had to get your hands dirty 

by doing a job that was one or two steps below you.

Just last week two people in our accounting department 

were out for three days. It was kind of fun to get back into 

the trenches and do invoicing as well as collection calls.

Q.	As a manager, how have you promoted diversity?

I’ve been able to hire a diverse group of great people. I make 

sure to spread the responsibility equally.
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Q.	How much do you know about the duties or responsibili-

ties of the managers two levels below you?

I’ve been fortunate to always be able to actually take on 

the duties and responsibilities of the subordinates that I’ve 

had. I have functioned in most of their jobs before  . . .  

either in my present company or companies I’ve worked for 

previously. They recognize that I understand every aspect of 

their jobs.

Q.	You have moved up in the management ladder rapidly, 

but it seems like you’ve leveled off. Why?

There are a lot of very good people and managers in the 

company that I am presently with. They’ve been there for 

quite some time. Their seniority and quality is hard to beat. 

That is one of the major reasons that I am looking to change.

On top of that, my personal growth and expansion is lim-

ited there. So, when I add these two factors up, it is best that 

I find a new job for both the company and me.

If I’m not growing and reaching my potential, I’m not 

going to be able to maximize my contribution. It’s mutually 

best for both of us that I leave.

Q.	How have you dealt with disgruntled employees or subor-

dinates?

I’ve been fortunate enough to establish personal policies and 

procedures so that most all of my subordinates have known 

where I stand on certain issues. I have found that being con-

sistent, even about things that everyone may not agree with, 

has been the first and best line of defense.
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I have found that 90 percent of the time, simply listening 

to people, especially when they need to vent, dissipates most 

issues. In checking my references, you will find that I have 

always managed people that way. I have found that even the 

most disgruntled subordinate respects fairness.

Q.	How often have you fired someone?

Fortunately, even when I’ve had to fire anyone, I have made 

it good for both of us. I document the reasons so it is very 

objective. I want to be sure it never comes across as capri-

cious or reactionary. I have tried to create an atmosphere 

and environment where people who aren’t going to make it 

or don’t fit in leave before I have to fire them.

Q.	Have you ever doubted your decision about firing some-

one?

If there are doubts to begin with, I have tried to work the 

situation out with the person before I have had to fire them. 

But once I have let them go, I can’t afford to look back and 

doubt the decision. If it comes to the point where I have to 

let someone go, I’m sure of myself.

Be Prepared

The answers to “can-you-do-the-job?” questions need to com-

municate confidence. You should be ready for questions you 

don’t think about every day. Your work style, for example, isn’t 

something that you articulate on a daily basis. But in the inter-

viewing situation, the answer must roll off your tongue as 

though you recite it all the time.
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The “can-you-do-the-job?” questions are probably the most 

taken for granted by candidates. They think they will have an 

easy time answering these questions. Don’t take for granted that 

you will be able to give confident, competent answers. Prepare in 

advance for a variety of questions with powerful words and 

phrases such as those provided in this chapter. Have relevant 

stories ready to expand upon your answers. And above all else: 

Practice, practice, practice!
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Based on my experience, determining whether you 

will be a good fit in the company accounts for about 40 

percent of the hiring decision. Of the four basic ques-

tions that need to be answered affirmatively (see Chapter 

4), this carries the greatest weight. It comes down to 

whether or not the potential employer likes you. No mat-

ter how good your skills might be, no matter how much 

of a risk you may or may not be, and even if working the 

money out is a foregone conclusion, you will never get 

hired unless you are liked and the people interviewing 

you think you are a good fit.

Of the more than 110,000 face-to-face interviews I 

have personally arranged since 1973, I’ve never had a can-

didate hired who wasn’t, at first, liked by the people doing 

the interviewing and hiring. This fact defies logic and 

common sense. With all of the business acumen and wis-

dom that companies and the people in them are pur-

ported to have, you’d think that the emotional aspects of 

liking someone would have a minimal impact.

But the truth is that hiring people is like buying prod-

Powerful Phrases 
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Be a Good Fit
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ucts. People do it for emotional reasons and then justify the rest. 

I can’t tell you the number of people I’ve placed over the years 

who were hired simply because they were liked by the hiring or-

ganization. I also can’t tell you how many extremely qualified, 

excellent candidates weren’t hired because the interviewing or 

hiring authority did not initially like them.

You can control whether you are liked by hiring authorities 

by showing them that you are a good fit. As a candidate, you 

can’t control certain “cultural” fits like age, gender, religion, or 

schooling (for example, graduating from Ivy League schools). 

However, if you research your interviewing authorities and find 

out about their backgrounds, you can demonstrate something in 

common with them. By doing that you are further on your way 

to being “liked.”

Commonly Asked Questions TO See  
if You Are a Good Fit

These questions will be sprinkled throughout the interview. 

They are going to be personal as well as professional questions. 

Oftentimes, you could be insulted by them if you let yourself. 

(Some may actually be illegal.) But you can never let these or any 

other kinds of questions throw you off emotionally. You can’t in-

terview well when you are emotionally flustered.

What follows are some of the most frequent “Are you a good 

fit?”/“Do we like you?” questions and the most effective power-

ful phrases to use as answers.

Q.	Are you a leader or follower?

Well, in certain situations I am a leader and in certain situa-

tions I am a follower. I can be both.
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Reinforce this answer with stories, if possible.

Q.	What do people like most about you?

People seem to appreciate that I am a team player (deal well 

in tense situations  . . . volunteer to help  . . . communicate 

well both up and down the chain of command).

Pick a phrase that relates to work. Don’t just say something 

like, “I’m a good guy” or “I know a lot about sports.”

Q.	What do they like least? (Regarding what people like least 

about you, keep your answer light. Laugh and say something 

like the following example.)

I’m a lousy golfer (or a poor tennis player or I’m not good at 

telling jokes).

Q.	What are your three greatest strengths? (Strengths should 

be easy for you to come up with. You should determine your 

answers well before you even start interviewing.)

I’m a very hard worker, determined and persistent.

Q.	What are your three greatest weaknesses? (Weaknesses 

are always difficult, but make sure your “weaknesses” can also 

be strengths.)

Well, I’m often impatient with myself.

or

I often expect the same passion and commitment from the 

others that I tend to have.
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I have known people to say just plain stupid things like, “Well, 

to be honest, I talk too much” . . . “I’m late a lot” . . . “I seem to 

have bad luck in jobs and get fired”  . . . “I have bad luck with 

women and jobs” . . . “I get bored easily.” Don’t say anything re-

motely like that!

Q.	What are your hobbies? Outside interests? Books you’ve 

read recently? (Make your hobbies “safe” and related to the 

business world. Don’t talk about anything controversial like 

church groups or political groups unless you know the inter-

viewing authority feels the same way you do. Talk about hob-

bies like golf, tennis, running, cycling, and so on.)

My woodworking hobby allows me to work with my hands. 

When my mind is relaxing while doing it, I often think of 

business solutions.

When asked about books you’ve been reading, make sure you 

are reading some kind of business-oriented book and mention it. 

This kind of question is easy to prepare for and you can give the 

same answer to everyone.

I’m rereading Great by Choice by Jim Collins. Every time I 

read it I come up with some new ideas.

Q.	What do you like and dislike about your present boss?

I really like him (or her) as a person and have learned a lot 

from him (or her).

Do not say anything negative about your current boss.
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Q.	How do you handle criticism?

I really do appreciate constructive criticism; I think feedback 

is the breakfast of champions. I am my own worst critic, but I 

really like hearing what other people think.

Q.	Rate yourself on the scale of one to ten.

Well, my spouse thinks I’m a ten  . . . sometimes! However, 

when I rate myself, I am an eight or nine in some things and 

a six or seven in others. But you will find I do my dead-level 

best to do well in everything I do.

Q.	How would others at your present or previous jobs rate 

you on a scale of one to ten?

I think some of them would rate me as an eight or nine in 

some of the things I do and six or seven in other things I do. 

But they do know that I try to do my best in everything I do.

Q.	Do you ever lie? (This is a catch-22 question.)

If I’m invited to a social occasion that I really don’t want to go 

to, I will say that I have other plans. I guess, technically, that’s 

a lie, but I see no sense in hurting other people’s feelings by 

telling them that I don’t wish to socialize with them.

If the interviewer probes deeper on this question, offer this 

phrase:

It is important to be truthful in all aspects of business. I think 

lying is basically wrong and should only be used in situations 
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as the last graceful alternative where the results are inconse-

quential.

Q.	What are one or two things your present or previous co-

workers dislike about you?

Nobody has ever outright told me anything about myself 

that they said they disliked. I sometimes get the feeling that 

my work ethic and my striving for perfection irritate some 

people.

I’m often very direct and to the point. I’m not sure every-

body can handle that kind of honesty.

Q.	What makes you mad?

There aren’t very many things that make me mad, but I do 

get frustrated, especially with some of the things that my 

sixteen-year-old does (laugh).

I have found that getting mad or angry doesn’t help solve 

the immediate problem. I don’t think any of us perform well 

under the emotional stress of anger.

Q.	How do you make your opinions known when you dis-

agree with management or your boss?

If my opinions are sought out, I respectfully offer them. If 

they’re not sought out, and it is not within my responsibility, 

I probably wouldn’t offer my opinion.

If I felt strongly enough about the issue and thought it 

was important to voice my opinion, I would make a private 

appointment with the appropriate person to discuss my 

thoughts.

www.amanet.org


	 Powerful Phrases That Show You Will Be a Good Fit	 113

American Management Association • www.amanet.org

Q.	If you knew then what you know now, how would you 

change your life or your career? (This is a really good ques-

tion and you need to have a really good answer for it. You 

should mention things that might be obvious. For instance, if 

you have not completed your degree, you might say that, look-

ing back on it, you would have finished your degree. If you 

have had a couple of very short-term jobs on your resume, you 

might say that if you knew then what you know now, you 

wouldn’t have taken those jobs. After you mention the obvi-

ous things, use the following powerful phrase.)

The important thing, for me, is that I’ve learned from every 

mistake I’ve ever made and, fortunately, I haven’t made the 

same mistake more than once. I know I will make others, but 

I’m going to make the best of what I learn from them, too. It 

would be nice if the lessons hadn’t been so painful.

Don’t ever say that you “wouldn’t change a thing” because, 

even it if this is true, not many people will believe you.

Q.	What is your definition of success? Of failure? (These are 

loaded questions that have no absolutely correct answer.)

Success for me is the constant pursuit of a worthy goal where 

I am personally growing and economically providing for my-

self and my family.

The only definition of failure, for me, would be when 

people quit trying and give up. Failure is not an option for 

me, nor should it be for anyone else.

Q.	What makes you better than any other candidate I can 

hire?
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On paper, I may not be better than anyone else. But I am a 

very hard worker, and I am determined to be successful. In 

the final analysis, I have more passion and commitment to 

the job than most people do.

So, with me, you get passion, commitment, and determina-

tion far above what you’d probably get in most anybody else.

Q.	I’m sure that there were some policies in your previous 

companies that you didn’t agree with. How did you han-

dle those?

There might have been some minor policies and procedures 

that I didn’t agree with, but, for the most part, the policies 

and procedures were for the good of the company and ev-

erybody in it.

Don’t ever bad-mouth previous employers or their policies!

Q.	What kind of people do you hang out with? (Be a little care-

ful with this question. Some interviewing authorities may be 

trying to ask you about church groups, political organizations, 

ethnic groups, and so forth.)

I have a diverse group of friends who are all very interesting.

If you were asked about hobbies and you mentioned golf or 

tennis, you might say that you hang out with people like that.

Q.	How would you describe your personality?

I’m pretty even-keeled. I can get excited about stuff but take 

it all in stride. I try not to let the highs be too high and the 

lows be too low.
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Q.	We’re a very aggressive organization here. You seem to be 

a fairly laid-back, rather quiet person. How do you get 

along with aggressive folks?

When people get to know me, they don’t think that I am 

really all that quiet. I am intensely interested in the opportu-

nity with your company, so I’m trying to listen hard to what 

you’re saying.

I’ve always been able to get along with just about every 

kind of person and personality.

Q.	How did you feel the last time you joined a new company 

and a new group of people? How long did it take you to 

integrate with them personally?

It didn’t take me long to get to know and integrate well with 

the people with whom I worked. I try to start out asking peo-

ple about themselves—everybody’s favorite subject—and 

that gets me accepted pretty fast.

Q.	How do you deal with people who you don’t like and who 

don’t like you in the workplace?

I try to respect all of the people whom I encounter; even the 

people I don’t particularly like or who don’t seem to respect 

me. I deal with everybody on a professional level and try to 

keep personal relationships at work to a minimum.

I have to appreciate everyone, but I don’t necessarily have 

to like them.

Q.	Describe a very difficult person that you had to work with 

and how you handled the situation? (You can begin to an-
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swer this question in a light-hearted way by smiling and say-

ing, “My teenage daughter at times . . .” but then add something 

powerful.)

Seriously, I’ve never really had a problem with difficult peo-

ple even if they did not respect me personally. I have found 

the best way to deal with difficult people, as with all other 

people in the workplace, is to perform so well that my work 

speaks for me, and what people think of me personally 

doesn’t really matter.

Q.	Have you ever gotten personally involved or socially close 

to anyone at your work?

I keep my personal life and business life separate. I have seen 

situations where people have become personally involved 

when they work together, and it usually leads to nothing but 

a disaster. It just plain isn’t smart.

Q.	On a personal level what would your previous boss or 

present boss say about you?

I’ve always got along very well with my bosses. I think that 

everyone I’ve ever worked for both directly and indirectly 

thought highly of me. But beyond social engagements like 

dinners or golf games, I’ve always tried to keep our relation-

ships on a business level.

Q.	We play a lot of poker (or, for example, golf, tennis, or bowl-

ing) around here. Are you any good at it? (Even if you are a 

scratch golfer, never admit to being really good at any social 

game or endeavor. You set yourself up as “someone to beat.” 

The phrase to use should be what follows.)
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I do enjoy a competitive game of poker and seem to be able 

to hold my own.

Q.	What was it like for you growing up? (The best answer is to 

describe your growing up as a “great” experience.)

Growing up was a great experience. My family instilled excel-

lent values and a strong work ethic. I’m very fortunate.

If, in growing up, you had to overcome personal or family 

challenges, and they communicate a positive attitude or strong 

work ethic, certainly you can describe the experience. But be 

careful what you say!

Q.	Have you ever had to overcome any personal hardships? 

(Whatever you’d do, do not describe your terrible, acrimonious 

divorces; your run-ins with the law; your DWIs; your being 

thrown out of your house by your spouse; your three bankrupt-

cies; or anything that communicates poor judgment.)

We didn’t grow up with a lot of money. Since I was 18, I have 

been pretty much on my own. I put myself through college 

and graduate school. Looking back, what seemed to be hard-

ships at the time were really blessings. I learned from every 

one of them.

Q.	If you were to invite three famous people to dinner, 

whom would you invite? (This is a dumb question, but if 

you are asked it, you pretty much have to answer it. Avoid 

politicians, religious figures, entertainers, or anybody else 

who could be considered remotely controversial. Sticking to 

business-oriented individuals, alive or dead, is safe.)
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Jack Welch, Warren Buffett, and Bill Gates.

You could also pick people known for their business writing, 

such as:

Malcom Gladwell, Tom Peters, and Peter Drucker.

Q.	If you were me, what question should I ask that you really 

don’t want to answer? (This is also a dumb question, but it 

gets asked more than most people might think. The idea is to 

take you off your guard. Be ready! Keep your answer very light 

and almost funny.)

My golf handicap.

Q.	Do you like me as a person?

Well, I don’t know you very well at all. I think we have good 

chemistry. You are a very good interviewer.

Q.	Describe a situation where you personally or profession-

ally failed? (Watch out for this trap. Be ready for this ques-

tion and answer it with a “safe” story—something like not 

making your high-school or college basketball team, getting a 

B in a very difficult class, or not getting a promotion that you 

felt you deserved will work.)

I failed to get into any of the three Ivy League colleges I ap-

plied to. I put a tremendous amount of effort in getting ac-

cepted to those schools. It was disappointing. I ended up 

going to the state school and it turned out to be a wonderful 

experience. I wouldn’t trade it for the world.
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If you describe a professional failure, make sure you don’t 

blame other people. Take responsibility in the right way. Say 

something like:

We misjudged the market.

or

We didn’t see the recession coming.

Never blame others for your mistakes, even if they were part 

of it. You don’t want to be perceived as a finger-pointer.

Q.	How do you rank yourself personally and professionally 

among your peers? (You don’t want to be too boastful or too 

humble in answering this question.)

I have been fortunate to work with a very successful, hard-

driving organization where the performance bar is set pretty 

high. It is a great challenge to work with such a high-caliber 

group. Sometimes I outperform most everyone, and some-

times I am outperformed.

The great thing is that regardless of my rank, I am pressed 

to perform my best every time. Whether I come in first, sec-

ond, or third isn’t as important as the fact that I grow person-

ally every day.

Q.	Do you have personal and professional goals?

I have personal and professional goals. I write them at the 

beginning of every year, review them daily, and assess them 

quarterly. I believe everyone has to have goals.

Q.	Who is your greatest personal mentor? (One has to be care-

ful here. You need to be careful. Saying something like, “Jesus 
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Christ, my Lord and savior,” might be the truth, but it is real 

risky to say. You’re on much safer ground with examples like 

those that follow.)

My mother . . . my father . . . my older brother or sister . . . my 

high school football coach . . . my first boss.

Then give a short story about how this person was your 

mentor.

Q.	What is the biggest personal mistake you have ever made? 

(This is a loaded question. If you say something like, “I mar-

ried the wrong person and it turned out to be a disaster,” you 

run a real risk. It is simply too emotionally charged and you 

never know how the hiring or interviewing authority is going 

to interpret the answer. So, it is best to play it safe and come 

up with something like making a personal investment that 

went badly, not finishing a degree, or taking a job that turned 

out to be a poor decision due to not doing enough due dili-

gence.)

I invested in a company that went bust in the last recession. 

It cost me a lot of money.

Q.	How did you get your last job?

I worked through a great recruiter who not only got me the 

interview, but helped me beat out nine other very qualified 

candidates.

Q.	What do you do in your spare time? (Your answer to this 

minor question could wind up being a major mistake. If you 

say something like, “I work on my golf handicap every chance 
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I get,” the hiring authority may fear that you are going to be 

playing golf when you are supposed to be making sales calls.)

Business is my avocation as well as my vocation. I read a lot of 

business books and attend lots of seminars on my own time.

Q.	What you think about yourself is most important to us? 

(If this question comes in the beginning of the interviewing 

process, then you want to sell the simple but important as-

pects that a company would want you to have as an employee.)

My commitment, passion, and hard work.

If you’re deeper into the interviewing process and you have 

really done your homework, you should be aware of the most im-

portant attributes that the organization is looking for in any 

candidate.

I understand you all would like to get the company to $200 

million. I have helped two organizations double their size in 

the last ten years. One went from $200 million to $400 mil-

lion and another from $250 million to $500 million.

I know how to help get you where you want to go.

Q.	Tell me about a business experience where you had to de-

cide to either lead or to follow. What choice did you make 

and how did it turn out?

In my last position I took on responsibility for leading the 

conversion project because I had a hands-on knowledge of 

the accounting system and had worked with the SAP soft-

ware before. Although there were others that had been with 

the firm longer, it was clear I could be the most logical choice. 
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The project was delivered three weeks earlier than we pro-

jected.

or

Every good leader knows when to follow. When it’s clear 

that a situation calls for me to listen to others, I go with the 

flow.

Q.	Tell me about a time when you practiced diplomacy when 

communicating with another person or group. (Simply be 

ready for this question with a reasonable story.)

Last year, I had to disband one of the departments that I 

managed. We laid two people off and reassigned four others 

throughout the company. It was a purely economic decision, 

but politically very touchy.

We were so careful about the whole process, even with 

the people we laid off, that when we invited one of them to 

return to work after four weeks, he came back with no hard 

feelings.

Q.	Tell me about the last time one of your subordinates made 

a big mistake. What did you do?

I understood exactly what the mistake was. When I reported 

it to my superiors, I explained that I was the one that was 

responsible. I didn’t tell my superior that I should have been 

checking my subordinate’s work, so he never knew who actu-

ally made the mistake. But it was my responsibility.

Q.	What have you done to implement improvements in your 

work group organization? (Your answer to this question 

should be decisive and precise.)
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I invited a productivity consultant into the organization and 

the whole department took his instructions. It required them 

to stay late an hour and a half one evening a week for eight 

weeks, but it was well worth it. Our productivity improved 

15 percent.

Q.	Sometimes we have to bring conflict out into the open 

and other times avoid it. Tell me about when you’ve had to 

make a choice like this.

Our customer service people were constantly angry at our 

outside salespeople because they claimed the salespeople 

were promising things we couldn’t do, like with pricing and 

delivery times. I brought them together for 45-minute meet-

ings every week to review the accounts. It promoted a “we-

are-all-in-this-together” attitude. After the first rather tense 

meeting, everyone resolved the conflict and things have be-

come a lot better.

Q.	We all have to deal with power struggles or resolve win/

lose situations. Tell me about the last time you were in-

volved in such a situation. (Depending on how the interview 

is going, you might laugh and say, “Well the last time was my 

spouse and I were deciding where to go to dinner. . . . I let 

him/her win.” Then follow up with a serious work-related 

answer.)

My experience has been to create a situation where no one 

feels like they lose. The environment has to be “we are all in 

this together.” When one loses, we all lose; when one wins, 

we all win.

Follow with an appropriate story.
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Q.	Describe to me how you make decisions. (If this question 

catches you off guard, you’ll be dead in the water. Saying things 

like, “Well I just follow my gut” won’t be a good answer.)

I sort out all the facts and write them out so I can see the pros 

and cons. I ask advice from people with experience and 

knowledge. Then I decide. It’s important to make the right 

decision, of course, but I’ve learned that if I ever come to the 

conclusion that my decision was wrong, I need to admit it 

and change it quickly.

Q.	Describe a time when an external customer tried to get 

something from you or your company that they didn’t de-

serve, maybe not outright cheating, but close to it. How 

did you handle it and what did you do?

I had a situation where I knew the customer was being to-

tally unreasonable. The customer’s CEO was fond of yelling 

and screaming at people, getting them emotionally upset, 

and eventually getting his way. I didn’t give in to that. I sent 

him an e‑mail and made a reasonable offer to compromise. 

He kept trying to call me. He even called my boss and yelled 

at him. After a number of weeks, we agreed to settle.

Q.	Describe a time when an internal customer tried your pa-

tience.

Our accounting department was consistently getting reports 

to us so late that our reports to the board were being thrown 

together at the last minute. Accounting people, in situations 

like this, aren’t very flexible. So, I simply went to the depart-

ments that were giving the accounting department the in-

formation they needed and moved their deadline dates back 

www.amanet.org


	 Powerful Phrases That Show You Will Be a Good Fit	 125

American Management Association • www.amanet.org

one week. The accounting department was happy and so 

was everyone else.

Q.	Priorities constantly change in our firm. Recurring chal-

lenges and limitations to resources push us really hard. 

Often it is hard to maintain a positive attitude, and the 

department gets emotionally down. Has this ever hap-

pened to you and how did you deal with it?

I try to look for the positive in every situation. That doesn’t 

mean that I ignore reality, it just means I say to myself and 

the folks I work with, “There’s a positive solution to this . . . 

what is it?” and say things like, “Two years from now we’ll 

look upon this and laugh about how we solved the prob-

lem.” This kind of positive attitude is very infectious and peo-

ple buy into it.

Q.	We all have times when we are very proud of what we’ve 

accomplished, and sometimes we don’t receive the recog-

nition we think we should. Tell me about a time that this 

has happened to you and how did you deal with it?

Getting external recognition isn’t as important to me as my 

knowing that I have done a good job. I’m intrinsically moti-

vated. I care more about living up to my own expectations 

than hearing praise from others.

Q.	Describe a situation where you demonstrated a high level 

of commitment to an organization where you worked. 

(Be ready for a question like this. If you say something like,  

“I stayed late when I needed to  . . . worked overtime when 

necessary  . . . came in on the weekends when I had to,” or 
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something weak like that, you will lose points for a poor  

answer.)

Another department manager had a heart attack in the mid-

dle of chairing a major committee. I happened to be on the 

committee. Most everyone was at a loss as to what to do and 

how long it would take him to get back and so on. I volun-

teered to chair the group. Unfortunately, he never came 

back and took early retirement. But our committee accom-

plished its task.

Q.	What have you done in the past that has demonstrated a 

high level of personal integrity?

My department miscalculated the costs on one of the pro-

posals we made to a client. After we won the contract, we 

realized our mistake. I went to our CEO and explained the 

situation. He wasn’t a happy camper! We decided that I 

would call the customer and explain what happened. The 

customer realized that we needed to make a profit in order 

to fulfill service after the project was completed. We com-

promised and wound up getting two more jobs from that 

organization.

Q.	What was the last creative idea that you came up with 

that affected the group or company that you now work 

for? How did you come up with the idea? (You’d better have 

a good answer for this question. If you have to think about the 

answer for more than just a moment, you won’t appear like 

you’re telling the truth.)

When one of our major customers signed a multiyear con-

tract with us, I came up with the idea to station one of our 
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employees on-site with the client. This facilitated communi-

cations with the customer as well as made the customer feel 

important. The idea just seemed like a logical thing to do.

Q.	What will your boss say when you resign? Will he or she 

be upset?

I’m sure my boss will be somewhat disappointed, but he (or 

she) has always been the kind of person who wants what’s 

best for everyone in their organization. If finding a new job 

is best for my family and me, my boss might be unhappy 

about the situation for his and our company’s sake, but he 

(or she) will be pleased for me.

Q.	What will you miss most about your present job?

The people. It seems like every place I’ve ever worked, I’ve 

had the good fortune to work with wonderful people. But 

I’ll bet there are wonderful people here in your organization 

also.

How This Affects You

Most people think it’s terribly unfair that being liked has as 

much to do with getting hired as it does. Hardly any hiring au-

thority is going to admit how much it affects the hiring decision. 

While the first 20 percent of the hiring decision is based on your 

ability to do the job, being liked or considered a good fit with the 

rest of the company and the individuals in it is a major factor in 

getting hired.

In addition to the people who make judgments based on the 

interview, there’s still going to be a personal compatibility as-
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sessment on the part of the hiring authority. People simply will 

not hire someone they don’t like. (And you probably wouldn’t go 

to work for someone you don’t like. It works both ways.)

Now there will always be people who may not like you as 

much as they like others. That can’t be helped, but, as a candi-

date, you need to be prepared for a personal evaluation. You have 

to be ready to be judged by your social skills as well as your pro-

fessional skills.

I know it’s hard to practice being liked. What’s important is 

to be aware that being liked is a big part of getting hired. Once 

you realize that, you are better prepared to succeed in the pro-

cess.
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These are going to be the most difficult questions 

you will be asked. They’re going to encroach on your 

character, your judgment, and the quality of your deci-

sions, both personally and professionally. Now, the truth 

is that everyone who has ever been hired is a risk. The 

real question embedded in this subject is, “What kind of 

risk are you?” And along with that, “Am I, as a hiring au-

thority, willing to run the risk and put my reputation on 

the line with this person?”

A hiring authority is trying to minimize risk and maxi-

mize a return on investment. It’s a trade-off. Hiring au-

thorities want to minimize their risks, but get as many 

benefits as possible from hiring someone. The greater the 

risks you might present, the more they have to be offset 

by a greater reward. With every risk you present, you have 

to offset those risks with the benefits you can provide. 

The greater the benefits you can demonstrate, and the 

more risks you can mitigate, the better chance you have 

to be hired.

Powerful Phrases 
for Dealing with 
Problems in Your 
Background

6
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Candidates often don’t recognize the risks that they present 

to a prospective employer. In fact, things you think are a positive 

might very well be a big liability. For instance, most people who 

have been the president of a company or owned their own firm 

think that these facts are great assets. I hear it all the time: 

“Wouldn’t they want a candidate who knows how to run his own 

business?” The truth is they don’t! These perceived assets are 

really liabilities. Most employers don’t want to hire someone 

who may come in and try to run the show. So, being the presi-

dent of a company or owning your own company is not an asset 

at all. They are risk factors.

Most candidates don’t realize that hiring authorities are look-

ing at as many reasons not to hire as they are to hire you. They 

perceive the glass to be half-empty more than they see the glass 

to be half-full. If you have had three jobs in three years, they are 

going to think that you are only going to be on their job for a 

year. If you were fired in your last position, they are going to 

think this means they may have to end up firing you. If you’ve 

been out of work for more than six months, they are going to 

wonder what’s wrong with you.

You’re going to have to meet these challenges head-on. Keep 

in mind that you cannot justify them. Saying to a prospective 

employer, “I know I’ve been out of work for two years, but so have 

a lot of other people. Don’t you know that this is a lousy econ-

omy?” will not—I repeat, will not—help you as a candidate.

You will notice that one of the techniques I’m going to rec-

ommend using in some of the situations is what psychologists 

call “changing the base.” It is turning a negative into a positive. 

It is using a powerful phrase to turn a risk into an asset. Many 

times it can be summed up with the phrase:

That is the very reason you should hire me!
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For instance, if the hiring or interviewing authority expresses 

a concern about you having three jobs in three years, a powerful 

phrase would be:

That’s the very reason that you should hire me; I can’t af-

ford to have another short stint on my résumé. Two of the 

last three firms that I worked for, unfortunately, have 

gone out of business. I’d still be there if they hadn’t. As 

long as you will stay in business, I’ll be the first one here 

every day and the last one to leave. I need to stay with you 

for many years.

Notice here that we turned a perceived negative into a posi-

tive. We changed the “base” to a positive. Let’s get started. Once 

in a while, I’m going to offer you more than one phrase for cer-

tain critical, difficult questions.

Commonly Asked Questions  
on Whether You Are a Risk

Q.	Why do you want to leave where you are? . . . or . . . Why 

did you leave your last position? (Remember. Employers 

identify with other employers. Saying anything negative or 

disparaging about the company that you are presently with, 

or are leaving, is not going to do you well. Let me repeat: Say-

ing anything negative about the people that you are working 

for or have worked for will be disastrous.)

I really love my job, I like the people I work with, and I ap-

preciate everything the organization has done for me. How-

ever, the company is in the process of being sold (or under 
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new management or has been contracting for the past few 

years and so on), and I am personally stymied in my profes-

sional challenge and personal growth.

Now that you’ve laid the groundwork, you want to explain 

your move in a way the hiring authority will understand. You’re 

not being negative about your current (or previous) company; 

you’re just looking for a better position.

I can stay in the position that I am in, but for the next several 

years I’m not going to be able to grow beyond the job I’m in 

now. Since my growth is limited, both personally and profes-

sionally, everything else, including my earnings, will stag-

nate. I owe it to myself and my family to seek a new 

opportunity where I can grow and be challenged beyond the 

position that I have now.

You can also describe the job for which you’re interviewing as 

an advancement over the job you have now and mention how 

much you will contribute to their company if they hire you.

This particular position that I’m interviewing for will give  

me the opportunity to_____________________________ , as well as 

really contribute to the growth of your organization. I’m just 

not able to do that where I am now. It isn’t anybody’s fault. 

It’s the nature of what we do and the size of our organiza-

tion.

Q.	You’ve stayed short periods of time in your last three jobs. 

What’s wrong? (The obvious fear behind this question is 

that, if you are hired, you will only stay at that job for a short 

period of time.)
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While you are correct that I’ve had three very short stints in 

my employment, there are two things that are very impor-

tant. First of all, I don’t like it better than anyone else; in fact, 

it has really concerned me. I made mistakes in taking a couple 

of those positions, and if knew then what I know now, I 

would never have done that.

Now you must turn the negative into a positive:

The fact that I’ve had three relatively short positions is one of 

the very reasons I can guarantee stability. I cannot afford an-

other short stint at a job, so I am being very careful about the 

next job I take. Whoever hires me is going to get a passion-

ate, committed employee for at least several years.

Then explain what a hard-working, committed employee 

they’ll be getting if they hire you.

Even though the opportunities did not last very long, I 

worked hard while I was there. The references I have from 

those organizations will substantiate how hard I worked and 

how much I contributed.

It does not do any good at all to try to justify two or three 

short jobs that appear on your résumé. That is a road to disaster.

Q.	You’ve been the president of a firm or the owner of your 

own firm. How do we know that you can work for some-

one else  . . . or that you will take direction? (You’ll first 

need to deflect the assumption that you won’t be comfort-

able answering to someone else after running your own 

show.)
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As president of an organization (or owner of a firm) I an-

swered to customers, employees, the government, the IRS, 

my attorneys, my CPAs, insurance companies, vendors  . . . 

and very often, my spouse. We all answer to someone.

Then explain how you recognize that the responsibility is on 

you to be a good employee.

I have never met a good leader who couldn’t work within 

any organization, and be part of a team, as well as a good 

follower. In this opportunity, I may not lead the organiza-

tion, but I still work for myself. My future earnings will be 

dependent upon how I perform. The only difference is that 

someone else will sign the paycheck.

Next, you must present the positive aspects you’ll bring to 

the organization:

One great advantage in hiring me is that because I have been 

president of my own firm (or owned my own company), I 

understand how hard it is to run a business. More than any-

one else you will interview, I will treat your money like my 

money because I really understand how that works.

Finish strong to allay the lingering fears of the hiring au-

thority:

This all means that I’m going to work just as hard for you as I 

worked for myself. I take direction just as well as I give it, I 

follow just as well as lead, and I do what needs to be done. 

My ego is in check. I’m interested in the opportunity because 

I know I can do a good job for a very good company.
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Q.	You have been out of work for six months (or eight months 

or one year to two years or . . .). What’s wrong? Why haven’t 

you been able to find a job?

As you know with this economy, it’s been a difficult market. 

I didn’t realize what a challenge it would be. I’ve worked 

hard to get a few interviews, and I came close to getting an 

offer twice. The competition is stiffer than I thought it would 

be, and the opportunities are fewer. I have been an excellent 

employee in the past, and I will be again.

Q.	This position with our company requires a college degree, 

and I noticed on your résumé you state only that you at-

tended college, but it didn’t say you graduated? Why did 

you quit?

I didn’t get a chance to complete my degree because . . . (and 

it better be a good reason, like a death in the family . . . I was 

married with a kid and I had to go to work . . . I was putting 

myself through college and the money ran out, so I had to go 

to work.)

Do not say things like: “I was bored . . . college and I didn’t get 

along . . . I didn’t value the chance I had enough and I regret it.” 

Even things like, “I just wasn’t mature enough for college and 

didn’t appreciate it,” won’t work. You must have a good, palatable 

reason for not completing your degree.

Then finish with this powerful phrase:

I do wish I’d finished, but every job I’ve ever had has required 

a degree on paper. I have performed well at all of them. In 

fact, when you analyze my background and check my refer-
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ences, you will find that my not having a degree has never 

affected my performance.

Q.	This position is one or two levels below the jobs you’ve 

had in the past. How do we know we won’t hire you, and 

then in six or seven months someone calls you with a po-

sition like that and you leave? (This is one of the biggest 

fears that any hiring manager or hiring authority has. To hire 

somebody and then have them leave, for whatever reason, is a 

big risk.)

In every company where I’ve worked, I’ve started out at a 

position one or two levels below what I eventually attained. 

I have no intention of wasting anyone’s time, money, or ef-

fort, especially mine or yours; I wouldn’t be trying to get this 

position if I didn’t think that it would be challenging, gratify-

ing work and I wouldn’t have a really good future with this 

organization.

Expand your answer by reassuring the hiring authority that 

you won’t just jump at the next chance that comes your way.

In the past, I would get calls from time to time about inter-

viewing at other organizations or other companies for higher-

level positions. But I was very happy where I was. I enjoyed 

the work, I was challenged, and, frankly, the compensation 

followed my being happy, content, and challenged in the job.

Finally, zero in on what a great opportunity this is and say 

that you’re sure they won’t be disappointed.

If we can make this opportunity happen, I assure you I know 

exactly what I’m getting into and the idea of leaving, or 
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being recruited away for another position, just isn’t realistic 

for me. I like the job, the people, the company, and if we can 

work out the compensation, I am more than confident that I 

will make you an excellent employee for a long, long time.

Q.	Why did you leave your last job so abruptly? . . . or . . . Why 

do you want to leave your current job? How do I know you 

won’t do the same here? (This is one of the most difficult 

and treacherous questions you’re going to be asked. The big-

gest mistake candidates make when it comes to this question 

is that they, first, don’t mention how much they appreciate 

the job they had or presently have and then, secondly, they 

talk about self-centered reasons for either leaving or changing 

jobs.)

You know, I really loved that job for_____________ , and really 

appreciated all of the people whom I was working with. Un-

fortunately, the company had to downsize because of the 

economy and since I was one of the last hired, I was one of 

the first to go.

Another powerful phrase you can use in this situation is:

I really love my job and I love the people with whom I worked. 

But I’ve reached a point where the opportunity for me to 

grow both personally and professionally just isn’t there. They 

are good people and have been good to me. I will certainly 

miss them, and I’m sure that they will miss me, but I am ca-

pable of greater responsibility and authority and the odds of 

me getting that where I am just aren’t very great.

Never criticize, denigrate, bad-mouth, or in any way speak 

poorly of your present or past employer.
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Q.	Were you fired? And why were you fired? (I don’t recom-

mend that you answer this question with something like, “It’s 

the best thing that ever happened to me . . . it was a blessing 

in disguise . . . the job wasn’t working out, anyhow . . . the job 

just wasn’t for me.” These kinds of answers have a tendency to 

come across as flippant and arrogant.)

I really loved that job and the opportunity it afforded me. I 

learned a lot from those people, and the time I spent there 

was gratifying. Unfortunately, because of management 

changes and economic issues, we had to go through a layoff, 

and I happened to be one of the ones who was affected.

Now, if you were fired for any cause, even if you don’t agree 

with it, you need to use this phrase:

I really loved that company. I performed well, but there came 

a time for us, the company and me, to make a change.

Then smile in a very friendly way, stop talking, and keep 

looking the interviewer in the eye. You can follow up with:

And before that, I was at _____________________ (company), 

where I performed very well.

If the cause of your dismissal was an external one, like going 

through a divorce, an illness, an illness in the family—something 

that is now behind you—you should use a phrase like:

Unfortunately I was going through a difficult divorce (or ill-

ness of my parents, spouse, and so forth), and I was terribly 

distracted from my work. I missed a lot of work and wasn’t 
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very focused when I was there. We had to part ways, and I 

understand the reasons.

Fortunately, I have emotionally recovered from the divorce 

and am ready to focus 100 percent on my new job. I have been 

an excellent employee before and will be one for you.

Answering this question, when you have no other choice but 

to admit you were fired, even for cause, takes more practice than 

probably any answer you will ever give in an interviewing situa-

tion. Practice! Practice! Practice!

Q.	Where do you see yourself five years from now . . . or how 

does this job fit into your career goals? (If you answer any-

thing along the lines of, “I have no idea,” you’re dead in the 

water. If you are too audacious and say something like, “I want 

be the president of this company,” you’ll appear foolish.)

I’m not sure of exactly what kind of position I will have in five 

years, but my goal is to be performing in a challenging posi-

tion where my company feels like I’m contributing to its suc-

cess, taking advantage of every attribute that I have. I feel 

that if I do the very best I can every day, push myself to the 

limit, grow personally and professionally, then tomorrow, as 

well as five years from now, will take care of itself.

Q.	How much time did you take off last year? (Be truthful 

about this answer. After all, if a company checks your previ-

ous employment reference, one question they might ask will 

be about an excessive number of absences. So, if you were ab-

sent from work an inordinate amount of time in the past year, 

be sure to communicate that the circumstances were out of 
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the ordinary and that being absent from work is not a habit 

for you.)

I’m a stickler for punctuality and being at work every day. In 

the last two years, there’s been a lot of illness in our family, 

which caused me to be out more than normal. The situation 

has been rectified, and there’s no reason that I wouldn’t be 

at work every day.

Q.	Have you ever had personal financial difficulties? (If you 

have had personal credit challenges caused by a bankruptcy, 

divorce, being out of work for so long, or any other less than 

positive circumstance, the best thing to do it is to admit that 

your credit has been “bruised” and enumerate the circum-

stances that caused the issue. If you think that a rough credit 

history may be an issue for a prospective employer, don’t let 

him or her find out about it when they do a credit check.)

Unfortunately, in this last recession, I had some real problems 

with my credit. It has been bruised. But I have recovered and 

repaired the damage.

If you had to file bankruptcy, the phrase to use is:

You need to know that I have filed bankruptcy. However, I 

have repaired the damage and have had no challenges re-

cently.

Q.	If you inherited a lot of money, say $2 or $3 million, what 

would you do?

I worked all my life and no matter how much money I might 

have in the bank, I would foresee continuing to work.
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No one really knows what they would do if they inherited a 

lot of money, so this really is a silly question. However, the hiring 

authority is afraid of hiring someone and then having that per-

son soon quit, whatever the reason.

Q.	This job pays $10,000 a year less than what you’ve been 

making. How do we know that you won’t take the job and 

then keep looking to try to make up for that difference?

I see this as a career move. To me, money is not the primary 

reason for accepting or rejecting an offer. In fact, the last 

two jobs I accepted were at salaries that were less than other 

offers I had. I am motivated by my career, the challenge of 

the job, and the intrinsic value of doing well. If I do a good 

job, the money takes care of itself.

Q.	If a personal commitment conflicts with a business emer-

gency, what do you do? (This is a somewhat loaded ques-

tion.)

Fortunately, I’ve never been caught in that bind. I’ve always 

been able to make sure that unexpected personal commit-

ments have been taken care of by someone else. Because of 

my personal situation, I doubt that I would have to make that 

choice.

Q.	If you could start your career over again, what would you 

do differently? (This is kind of a trick question. Whatever 

you do, don’t go overboard about all the mistakes you’ve made 

and what you would have done differently.)

You know, I’ve been fortunate; I haven’t made too many mis-

takes in my career, and I’ve sure learned a lot from the ones 
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that I made. There aren’t very many career choices or deci-

sions that I would change.

Q.	How long will you stay with us if you are hired or How do 

I know that you will stay with us for a reasonable period 

of time to be effective?

As you can see, I’ve been very stable in the positions I’ve had 

before, and I would expect that as long as the opportunity is 

fulfilling and the company is pleased with my work, I will stay 

just as long here. I have never really left my jobs so much as 

the jobs have left me for one reason or another.

Or you can use this powerful phrase:

My experience has been that as long as I’m challenged and 

the company I work for is pleased with my work, we both 

grow. As long as both of us are growing, there’s no real need 

for either one of us to make a change.

Q.	Have you ever been asked in any of your jobs to do some-

thing unethical? How did you handle it? (Tell the truth. In 

rare instances, candidates leave companies because they’re 

asked to do unethical things. If you did leave because you were 

asked to do something unethical, don’t make a big, long emo-

tional harangue about how somebody asked you to “cheat”  

and you wouldn’t do it. Simply use the following phrase.)

A few years ago, I was asked to account for an expense that 

really wasn’t for a client. It made me uncomfortable enough 

to where I left the company within a few months. I consid-

ered it crossing the line, and the folks I worked directly for 

didn’t see it that way.

www.amanet.org


	 Powerful Phrases for Dealing with Problems in Your Background	 143

American Management Association • www.amanet.org

You don’t want to come across as “holier than thou” and show 

contempt for people who might ask you to do something out of 

line. Likewise, you need to make it clear that you didn’t agree 

with what you were asked to do, so you refused to do it.

Q.	You are awfully young for this position, aren’t you? I’m 

afraid that, in building your career, you would only stay 

with us for a short period of time.

I know that I’m a bit young to have accomplished what I have, 

but I find that maturity is more an issue of experience and 

being able to perform than it is one of age. As long as I am 

contributing to the business endeavor of the organization 

and personally growing, there is no reason for me to leave.

Q.	You are awfully young for this position, aren’t you? (See 

the previous question. Without the statement that follows 

above, it may relate more to your fitting in than to your age. 

So, it might be a good idea to clarify the question in your re-

sponse.)

I have found that maturity is more an issue of contributing  

to an organization than one of age. I have been fortunate 

enough to be in situations where I was able to contribute 

and grow. Are you asking this because there are few people 

in the organization my age?

Once you get the answer to your question, you can assure the 

interviewing or hiring authority that you have been in this situ-

ation before.

I have always been in departments where I have been 

younger than most anybody the group. In checking my refer-
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ences you’ll find that this has never been an issue—for them 

or for me.

Q.	You will be older than anyone else here . . . how does that 

make you feel?

I have worked in organizations where I was older than the 

majority of the employees and it wasn’t a problem. In fact, 

I’ve provided a great balance of experience that others didn’t 

have. It was great.

Q.	You will be younger than anyone else here  . . . how does 

that make you feel?

I’ve worked in organizations where I was the youngest by far. 

In fact, I provided a great balance for the team.

Q.	You live an awfully long way from here. It will take you at 

least forty-five minutes to get to work one way. With the 

price of gas, as well as your time, after a while, you might 

lose enthusiasm for the job!

I have had to commute before, and I am not bothered by it. 

In fact, it gives me a great opportunity to listen to motiva-

tional tapes and CDs. I use the time to learn and get better. If 

you check my references, you will find that I was rarely late 

for work.

Q.	Were you ever denied a pay raise, got a poor performance 

review, or were passed up for a promotion? What did  

you do?

I’ve never had a poor performance review (be sure this is 

true) and the one or two times in my career that I might have 
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been passed over for promotion, it worked out best for the 

organization and therefore it worked out well for me. My 

experiences then have shown me that if I perform well pay 

raises, promotions, etc., always take care of themselves.

Q.	Do you object to psychological testing? (This is only going 

to be asked by an organization that does this kind of testing. 

If you object, you are probably going to be eliminated as a can-

didate.)

Not at all. I’ve taken them before.

Q.	What do you think about _________________ (any contro-

versial issue, for example, politics, religion, or anything 

in the news that might be controversial)? (If it is some-

thing that is controversial, no matter what your opinion is, 

don’t give it.)

You know I am trying to learn more about _____________ ; I’d 

be interested to know what your opinion is.

Q.	When do you plan on retiring? (This is especially difficult if 

you are over fifty-five or sixty years old.)

My goodness, I love working so much, I don’t know that I 

would ever retire.

Q.	You have been out of work for more than a year and have 

said that you could afford to do that. How do we know 

that if we hire you, you won’t quit after three or four 

months since you obviously can afford not to work?

I was fortunate enough to be able to live frugally during that 

period of time. But it certainly wasn’t an extravagant life-
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style. I need to work not only emotionally and mentally, but 

also economically. I can’t afford to stay out of the workplace 

any longer.

Q.	Have you ever been involved in a lawsuit? Business or per-

sonal? (You have to answer this question very carefully. Law-

suits are usually public records even if they are settled. So, if 

you have been involved in a lawsuit, state that you have and 

give a very brief one- or two-sentence explanation about it. 

Then be quiet.)

In the businesses that I worked for, I have been involved in a 

few lawsuits.

Q.	What will your boss say when you resign? Will he or she 

be upset? (This is a bit of a loaded question. It might be asked 

so that the interviewer can find out if you have confided in 

your present boss, or the interviewer just might throw the 

question out there to see how you react.)

I’m sure my boss will be somewhat disappointed, but he or 

she has always been the kind that wants what’s best for ev-

eryone in the organization. If finding a new job is best for my 

family, and me, while my boss might be unhappy about the 

situation for the company, he (or she) will be pleased for me.

Q.	This job and this company are real big risks. We don’t 

know how long we’re going to be able to make it. What do 

you think? (This is a question that comes up from time to 

time. Sometimes it is a question to test you to see if you are a 

risk taker.)
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I am by nature a risk taker. I don’t have a problem with a risky 

company or a risky opportunity as long as the rewards are 

there.

Q.	Can we contact your references, including present and 

former employers? (The only problem with this question is 

that you might not want anyone checking your present em-

ployer as a reference until after you have left your job.)

I have no problem with you checking my previous employ-

ment references when we get to the proper offer stage. But 

I certainly would not want anyone checking my present em-

ployer as I have not left, and they have no idea that I’m look-

ing for a job.

Q.	Knowing what you know about the job you are interview-

ing for, what are the things that you’re going to dislike the 

most?

Well, from what I know about, there might be some things 

that I may not like as well as others, but I haven’t found any-

thing that I would dislike.

Q.	What is the least relevant job that you had? (Be pensive 

and think about this for a few moments.)

At just about every job I’ve ever had, I learned something. 

There were jobs during college and right out of college that 

weren’t as relevant to my career growth as they could have 

been, but I sure learned a lot by working at them. I’ve always 

felt that, no matter how menial the task, I need to do my 

best.
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Q.	Sometimes people stretch the truth or don’t tell the truth 

in order to protect themselves or their organization. Have 

you ever found it necessary to do this? (This is a really 

tough question. It ranks up there with the question “Do you 

ever lie?”)

Part of being successful in business is being able to present 

things just as they are, for better or for worse. I’ve never 

been comfortable with covering up or stretching the truth. 

My memory isn’t that good and in situations where I’ve seen 

people do this, it inevitably comes back to haunt them. My 

experience is that one lie leads to another and then leads to 

another, and they’re never really to anyone’s best interest.

Q.	What is your energy level like? Describe one of your typi-

cal days. (You must always communicate that you have a high 

energy level. You do that by sitting up and leaning forward 

with relaxed intensity.)

I’ve always been told that I have a high degree of energy. I’m 

motivated to do a good job, and I’ve been blessed with the 

ability to work quickly and be able to maintain that level of 

energy nine to ten hours a day.

Describe your day by making sure you are up and at your job 

very early, undertaking a lot of activity, and going home later 

than most people. You have to communicate doing a lot of work 

and doing it quickly.

Q.	Have you done the best work you are capable of doing? 

(This is a trick question. If you say that you have done the very 

best work you’re capable of doing, it may come across as ego-
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tistical. If you say that you haven’t done the best work you 

were capable of doing, you may come across as an under-

achiever.)

Based on the experience that I have had, I was doing the best 

work that I was capable of doing. The more experience that I 

have, the better my work gets.

Q.	Can you work under pressure? Tell me about the most 

pressured situation you were in. (You should be able to re-

late a good story in answer to this question.)

A few years ago our company was struggling. We had a bank 

note coming due, and the president of our company sent me 

to a customer that would save the company if they bought 

from us. If they didn’t, we would have been in terrible shape 

with the bank and likely lost the company. I was successful in 

getting a contract from the client. It saved the company.

Q.	Describe the most difficult problem you had to deal with. 

(Watch out for this kind of question. It is better to describe a 

difficult business problem than a personal one. Again, a story 

is best.)

Over a period of four months I restructured our company’s 

debt with four different vendors we owed money to because 

things were very tight. We made a deal with each one of 

them, and we are now each one’s best customer.

Q.	How do you manage to interview while still employed? 

(This is a question that’s going to put you on the spot a bit 

regarding your integrity or character.)
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I have accrued quite a bit of vacation, and I’ve been taking it 

to interview.

Don’t be flippant or casual about the answer.

Q.	When would you expect a promotion?

I have found in the past that promotions have come after I 

have performed successfully. In the past, I really haven’t wor-

ried about promotions, because I know that if I do my job 

and I do it better than others, the opportunity to go beyond 

my position will present itself.

Q.	What kinds of decisions are most difficult for you? (An 

answer that communicates compassion and empathy for 

other people is usually a good answer for this kind of ques-

tion.)

It is difficult when I have to fire someone or lay them off, and 

I know it affects not only them but also other people. I have 

done it, and know that I’m going to have to continue to do 

it, but it still isn’t easy.

Q.	Your résumé shows that you been with one company a 

long time without any appreciable increase in rank or sal-

ary. Tell me about this.

I really love my job and the company that I work for. We 

aren’t the kind of company that has a lot of turnover, so op-

portunities to get promoted have been very rare. My com-

pany has given salary increases when they can, but they have 

been strapped for the last few years.
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One of the reasons that I am looking to leave is to experi-

ence personal and, therefore, economic growth. Frankly, 

that’s why I’m interviewing with you and your firm.

Q.	What area of your skills and professional development 

do you want to improve at this time? (Most people never 

think of this question until they get asked it in an interview. 

And that’s the worst time to start thinking about the an-

swer. Most professionals need to be working on their game 

all of the time. If you are a professional in, say, the technol-

ogy area, you need to communicate that you are taking 

courses or improving your skills in some aspect of technol-

ogy. If you are not in a profession where this kind of thing is 

that clear-cut, you need to communicate that you are con-

stantly taking personal development and personal growth 

types of training.)

On a personal level, I am constantly reading and listening to 

motivational and inspirational CDs and books. On a profes-

sional level, I’m involved in two associations and try to take 

at least two daylong professional symposiums a year.

Q.	Why should I hire you as an outsider when I could fill the 

job with someone inside the company? (This is a great 

question, and I am surprised that it doesn’t get asked more 

often.)

My experience has been that if companies can find equal can-

didates internally as well as externally, they should look at 

hiring internally. But I have also found that hiring externally 

brings new blood, new ideas, and renewed energy to the 

organization, and it usually works out very well.
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Q.	How long have you been looking for another position? 

(Hiring or interviewing authorities will be concerned if you 

have been on the job market too long. They will wonder, 

“What is wrong with this person.” Be sure to give a logical and 

reasonable explanation of why you might still be looking. If 

you have been looking for a job for what might appear to be an 

inordinate amount of time, like six months or so, you have to 

answer this question with the statement that you are looking 

for the right opportunity.)

I’ve been actively looking for a position for the past few 

months, and although I’ve had a number of opportunities to 

accept a job, I haven’t found the right match.

Q.	What do you think of your current or last boss and previ-

ous bosses? (This is a great chance for you to shoot yourself 

in the foot. The metaphors and analogies that you give here 

are extremely important. No matter what—even if you were 

fired by the biggest jerk in the world—you absolutely have to 

present your current or last boss in positive terms.)

I’ve been very fortunate. I respected every boss that I’ve ever 

had and have learned an immense amount from each one of 

them. In one or two instances, I didn’t particularly like my 

boss, but I appreciated everything I learned from them. For 

the most part, though, I’ve had really great bosses.

Q.	What would you do when you have a great deal of work to 

accomplish in a short time span? How have you reacted to 

that situation? (Be ready to answer this question with an ap-

propriate story.)

I am constantly setting goals and planning. So, I set priorities 

for myself and for others. If I have a great deal of work to 
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accomplish in a short time span, I have to analyze my priori-

ties and pick the ones that are most important.

Years ago, I reacted too emotionally and tried to get all of 

it done. I have found that, in cases like this, unless someone 

can put twenty-six hours in a day, I have to decide what the 

priorities are and act on them.

Q.	Tell me about a time when your team fell apart. Why did 

it happen? What did you do? (Again, to reinforce your abil-

ity to deal with stress and strain you need a story or two.)

Our accounting apartment was under a deadline to get a due 

diligence report to the CEO. There were five of us in the de-

partment. Two people quit, and one had to take leave for a 

family emergency. It didn’t look like we were going to get 

the report done on time.

Years ago, I would have panicked. But in this case, I called 

the two people that had quit and hired them as independent 

contractors for two weekends. I then hired a contract ac-

countant to organize the report. I asked the CEO for a 

two-day grace period, which she granted. We made the new 

deadline and produced a great report.

Q.	How did you feel about your workload at that company? 

(Never, ever complain about your workload. Explain that you 

appreciated the amount of work you were assigned, and that 

all of the best managers seemed to have a lot on their plate.)

I don’t think I’ve ever felt overloaded—maybe overwhelmed 

at moments, but never overloaded. The way I’ve avoided this 

is to always make a plan, and then work it in a calm, deliber-

ate manner. Now, it may take long evenings and some week-

ends and a lot of focus time, but planning is the key.
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Q.	After I get to know you, what will annoy me about you? 

(Don’t take this bait.)

Well, although I try to work at it, I’m not a very good golfer 

(or tennis player or bowler or poker player or . . .).

Then smile. Don’t get into anything more personal than this. 

It simply can’t help you.

Q.	I see you are working on your MBA (or graduate) degree. 

What are you going to do when you get it? (Some compa-

nies really like people getting graduate degrees and some 

don’t care. It is helpful if you know how many of the manag-

ers or people in the organization have MBA or graduate de-

grees.)

I decided to pursue an MBA (or graduate degree) as much 

for personal growth as anything else. In my experience,  

I have seen that having an MBA (or graduate degree) 

doesn’t necessarily make you a better professional. But, I 

am a constant learner and if it helps along the way, it will be 

of value.

Q.	Wow! Your grades are really low! What happened? (Take 

this question very seriously.)

It did take me a couple of years to really get focused on col-

lege (or graduate school). I was very active in college in orga-

nizations and had leadership positions. I also had to work to 

earn money for college and its expenses. If I had to do it 

again, I would probably work a little harder.
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If your college or graduate school was more than a couple of 

years ago, mention that your job performance has been excellent 

throughout your working years.

Q.	We found that you have had a number of DWIs. Can you 

explain? (It is best that you inform the hiring authority about 

your having DWIs before they are discovered with a back-

ground check.)

Unfortunately, there was a time when I wasn’t as disciplined 

as I am now. That was a while ago, and I assure you nothing 

like that will happen again in the future.

If the DWI has been recent, be able to show that you are en-

rolled in or have completed a rehabilitation program and are re-

ceiving ongoing therapy or membership and participation in AA.

Q.	You are coming back into the workforce after giving birth 

to a child. How do I know you won’t work for a while and 

then decide to stay with the baby?

My family and I always expected that I would go back to work. 

We have great childcare (preferably, a family member). I am 

punctual and I need to work. My career is very important to 

me, and that’s why I’m interviewing with your organization.

Q.	You relocated here because of the job market. How do we 

know that when the market becomes better, you won’t re-

turn to your old town?

My family and I made a conscious effort to move here and 

put down roots. Where I moved from has limited potential 
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and my family there totally understands us moving here. We 

have family in the area as well as good friends. Back home is 

a nice place to visit, but we don’t want to live there.

Q.	You are changing careers. How do we know that if we hire 

you, you may not like your new career and go back to what 

you were doing before?

Changing careers is a deliberate, conscious business deci-

sion. The career I had before has a very limited future. I 

know that I’ll have to take two or three steps backward in 

order to move forward. But I also know that I am going to 

be just as successful in this new career as I was in my last one. 

It will take a few years for me to get to the level I was be-

fore, but I’m absolutely confident I will. I’ve researched this 

new career as well as your company, and I know it’s the right 

thing for me.

How This Affects You

When hiring authorities hire an employee who doesn’t work out, 

they look bad. No matter how many people are involved in the 

hiring decision, the immediate hiring authority is held respon-

sible for a poor decision. The fear of making a poor hiring deci-

sion is a much greater motivator than the hope of a good hiring 

decision.

If a hiring authority has an equal number of good reasons to 

hire a candidate and good reasons to not hire a candidate, the 

candidate will never get hired. Because of the risk, a hiring au-

thority is going to err on the side of safety and may pass up an 

excellent candidate for a lesser person who has fewer risks.

The vast majority of candidates don’t recognize the risk they 
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pose to the hiring authority. You need to be sure that you think 

critically about what risks you may pose to a potential employer. 

Ask your spouse or a close friend about your risk factors. Get 

their honest opinion. This will help you successfully prepare for 

interview questions about your weaknesses, difficult situations, 

and problems in your background.
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So you’ve made it past the first interview and now 

you’ve been called back for a second one. You should be 

congratulated for making it past the initial interview 

since 90 to 95 percent of the candidates don’t make it 

that far. But the process is not over by a long shot. Now 

you have to really step up your game because the compe‑

tition is tougher, and the hiring authorities want to de‑

termine who the best candidate is from among the very 

good ones.

Job seekers, more often than not, make mistakes in 

the interviewing process beyond the initial interview. 

Here are the most critical ones:

➜	 They think that that because they have been invited 

back, they’re going to get hired. This is just another 

step in the process. Managing the steps at this 

stage is different from handling the initial inter‑

view.

➜	 They treat subsequent interviews in the same way that 

they treated an initial interview. Although the basic 

Powerful Phrases for 
Successful Follow-Up 
Interviews
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presentation is the same, follow‑up interviews need to be 

customized and refined to do them correctly.

➜	 They don’t get a clear idea of how many other candidates are 

being moved to the next step and what their backgrounds are. 

The competition is now keener. You have to get a really 

good idea about how many other candidates you are com‑

peting against, what their backgrounds are, and how you 

stack up against them.

➜	 They don’t solicit the help of the initial interviewer in “promot‑

ing” them to the next step. Talk with the initial interviewing 

authority to find out everything you can about the subse‑

quent interviews. How many interviews will there be? 

Who will the interviews be with?

➜	 They aren’t clear about how the subsequent interviews might 

differ from the initial interviews. Ask the initial interviewing 

authority questions like: “What will be the main focus of 

the follow‑up interviews?” “Beyond what I communi‑

cated to you in the initial interview, what more will they 

want?” “What are the strengths I should highlight or 

weaknesses I should bolster in the subsequent inter‑

views?” Get the idea? You can’t assume that follow‑up in‑

terviews will be like the initial interviews.

➜	 They don’t research the company, the position, and the people 

doing the subsequent interviewing in even more depth than for 

the initial interview. Since you now have a better idea of 

what the company might want in hiring someone, you 

should do more in-depth research about the job, those 

who will be interviewing you, and anything else that 

might be pertinent.

➜	 They don’t expend some kind of “going the extra mile” effort in 

subsequent interviews. Any kind of activity or effort that 

will set you apart from the other candidates in subse‑

quent interviews is great. Be prepared to demonstrate 
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your ability to do the job. I encourage candidates to de‑

velop thirty-, sixty-, and ninety-day plans as to what they 

would do in the first ninety days of employment and pass 

them out in follow‑up interviews.

➜	 They relax and forget that it’s in subsequent, follow‑up inter‑

views where most candidates get eliminated. You must inter‑

view better and work harder in follow‑up interviews than 

you did in the initial interviews. This is not the time to 

take your foot off the gas and start coasting.

➜	 They neglect to get the support of the subsequent interviewing 

authorities. This means asking every interviewing or hiring au‑

thority in follow‑up interviews if they are going to endorse your 

being hired. You must ask, “What do I need to do to get the 

job?” and “Will you support my candidacy over the other 

candidates?” It is crucial that you get “buy-in” from the 

people with whom you interview. You want them to sup‑

port you as a candidate.

➜	 They don’t realize how crucial subsequent interviews are. You 

have to interview better than you did on the initial inter‑

views. I often refer to follow‑up interviews as the playoffs. 

Once you’ve gotten through the initial interview, the 

competition really heats up. Now you definitely have to 

bring your A game.

Most candidates simply assume that subsequent interviews 

beyond the initial interview are going to be just like the initial 

one. I’ve even had candidates over the years call me after an ini‑

tial interview and actually say, “Tony, I got the job. They’re hav‑

ing me back for a second and third interview.” They couldn’t 

miscalculate things any greater.

Candidates often have no idea that the subsequent interview‑

ing process is most likely much more difficult and treacherous 

than the initial interview. They aren’t ready for the kind of in‑
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tensity and complication that goes on in the follow‑up process. 

This part of the process is much less predictable and patterned 

than any other stage in the interviewing process.

WHAT TO EXPECT

You absolutely must be aware that the follow‑up interviewing 

process is going to be very different from what you experienced 

in the initial interviewing process. You’re going to basically sell 

yourself in the same way; but there are going to be a greater 

number of variables in this process than there were in the initial 

interview. Just be ready and know that it is a brand-new day and 

a brand-new process; just because you made it past the initial inter‑

view, you can take nothing for granted. Be prepared for playoff inten‑

sity, because now it’s all on the line just like in the playoffs.

Remember, I stated earlier that the interviewing process is a 

staged and contrived event. Well, the reason that most organiza‑

tions involve so many people in the hiring decision is to spread 

the risk. Yes, you read it right. Corporate America will tell you 

that the reason so many people interview a candidate for a job is 

that the more people involved in the decision, the better the de‑

cision. Employers say they want to make sure of the candidate’s 

qualifications: that he or she can do the job, that everybody likes 

the person, and so forth. But the truth is that no one individual 

wants to take on the responsibility of making a poor hiring deci‑

sion and personally have to live with the possibly bad conse‑

quences. People in the hiring process are so afraid of making a 

mistake that if they do, they want other people to share the re‑

sponsibility for the screw-up.

Now let’s cover power phrases to be used when you get be‑

yond the initial interview.
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When the First Interviewer Is Not  
the Hiring Authority

If your initial interview is conducted by a third party or simply 

an interviewing authority, and you make it past this person to 

the second stage of interviewing, you are most likely one of the 

safest candidates to be interviewed. The interviewer who does 

not have hiring authority is usually going to screen out far more 

candidates than are allowed to go forward. This person is going 

to look for more reasons why a candidate should not be considered 

than reasons why the candidate should be considered. As I’ve 

stated before, these people don’t want to look bad.

Once the interviewing authority has told you that you’re 

going to be promoted to the next step in the process, you need to 

be sure that you get this person’s support for future interviews 

within the company. Here is the power phrase to use:

Mr. or Ms._________________________ , I really want this job 

and am convinced that I am the best candidate you could 

hire. I would like you to help me as much as you can 

through the interviewing process.

Even if you have to suggest meeting a second time before you 

go on the subsequent interviews, you want them to share as 

much information as possible so that you perform well in the 

rest of the interviewing process. Here are several power phrases 

you can use:

Based on my experience and the interview with you, do 

you have any concerns about, first, my ability to do the 

job, and secondly, my ability to perform well with the 

other people that I will meet?
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Please give me as much information as possible about 

the next person I would be interviewing with. Who are 

they? What is their role in the position? How many people 

will I be interviewing with? Please describe the whole  

process.

How many other candidates will you be speaking with 

at the next level of interviews? In your opinion, how do  

I stack up with the other candidates? What are my 

strengths? What are my weaknesses?

In your opinion how do I rank with the other candi-

dates. Am I first, second, or third in your opinion?

What has set me apart from the candidates that you 

did not schedule to move forward?

What in your opinion do I need to do to get the job?

As I go through the interviewing process, I’d like to ask 

you if you could coach me through it. You obviously have 

a lot of knowledge of the company and the people in it, 

and I’d like you to help me. Is there a time when we might 

meet either in person or on the phone?

When the First Interviewer Is  
the Hiring Authority

Studies have shown that successful hires are just as likely if only 

the hiring authority is involved, as opposed to several people. In 

fact, one study I read documented that in certain industries and 

professions, it’s actually better to have only one person, the hir‑

ing authority who is responsible for the position, involved in the 

interviewing process. But nobody is ever going to be able to con‑

vince corporate America that they are just as well-off when one 

person does the interviewing and hiring as they are when sev‑

eral people are involved in the process.

This is a much easier situation to deal with than when the 
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first interviewer is not a hiring authority. When the hiring au‑

thority does the interviewing, he or she takes on long-term, per‑

sonal responsibility for the decision. Most of the time, this 

person is going to be responsible for not only hiring you, but also 

contributing to your success or lack of it in the job. This person’s 

reputation is really on the line.

When hiring authorities decide to move candidates up in the 

interviewing process, they are getting other opinions in order to 

protect themselves. Since hiring is a personal thing and these 

people have a personal, vested interest in whoever is successful 

in getting the job, they are likely to help you as much as they can. 

So, here are the power phrases you should use:

I’m excited about the opportunity to move along in the 

interviewing process. Thank you! I really want this job and 

want to do everything I can to get it. So, could you please 

explain to me the rest of the hiring process? How many 

people will be involved? When would you like to make a 

decision?

Do you have any concerns about my ability to do the 

job? In your opinion, what are my strengths? What are my 

weaknesses?

How many other candidates are going beyond the in-

terview that I had with you? How do I stack up with those 

other candidates? If you were to compare me with the 

other candidates, how would I rank?

Who are the other people that I will be meeting with? 

I’d like to do research on them. What is their role in the 

decision-making process? Individually, what might they 

like or not like about my background? Can you describe 

their personalities? What is their relationship with you 

and the job that I am applying for?

Provided I do well in the next series of interviews, do 
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you have any concerns about my ability to do the job? Will 

you hire me?

I really want this job, and I would like to go to work for 

not only the company, but with you personally. Can you 

help coach me for the people I will speak with during the 

rest of the interviewing process?

Can you tell me about the people I will be meeting 

with? Do they have any pet peeves . . . prominent things 

that they like or don’t like  . . . things I need to be con-

cerned about? 

Based on our interview, are there any things that I 

should clarify about my experience or background with 

the next interviewing authority? Do you think this person 

will have any concerns about my ability or my experience?

Multiple Interviews

Mark my word, and you better remember this: The more people 

who are involved in the interviewing process, the more difficult 

it is going to be to get hired.

I am constantly amazed at the number of interviewing au‑

thorities above the hiring authority who have a completely dif‑

ferent idea about what kind of candidate should be hired than 

the initial hiring authority does. You would think that once an 

organization decided it needed a particular type of individual, 

all the people involved in the hiring decision would be reading 

from the same page, and have some consistent idea among them 

about what kind of person they ought to hire. Unfortunately, 

most of the time this just isn’t the case.

In the past few years, I’d say the average number of interviews 

that you’ll go through to get hired is four. But, over the years I 

have seen as many as ten different interviewing authorities in‑

volved in one hiring decision. However, for most professional po‑
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sitions if your initial interview is with a screener, you will 

interview with four different authorities. It is a good idea if you 

are called back for a second interview to find out how many in‑

terviews there will be in the process by using the power phrases 

mentioned previously.

Time Is Your Enemy

The longer the interviewing process takes, and the more people 

who are involved in it, the less likely it is that you, or anyone else 

for that matter, will get hired. There is no normal time period 

that is standard for the interviewing process. I have experienced 

interviewing/hiring processes that took fifteen minutes, and I 

have experienced ones that took eighteen months; and some 

that got started but then ended with no one being hired.

One of the issues you’re going to have to deal with in the in‑

terviewing process is the paradox of urgency. The paradox of ur‑

gency states that every interviewing and hiring authority 

absolutely, unequivocally, urgently has to fill his or her posi‑

tion . . . someday. Most interviewing or hiring authorities whom 

you interview with will act as though filling the position you are 

interviewing for is the most important thing they can be doing; 

that it is their number-one priority; and that they are going to 

set everything aside until they’re successful at finding the per‑

fect candidate. But it just isn’t so.

SUCCESS PLANS FOR FOLLOW-UP 
INTERVIEWS

The strategy for follow‑up interviews is not far off from the 

strategy that you used in the initial interview. To a certain ex‑

tent, you’re going to do exactly what you did in the initial inter‑
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view with a couple of added steps to give you the advantage. 

Again, the process is simple, but most people don’t think to do it.

When you get to interviews beyond the initial interview, you 

will basically give the same kind of presentation about yourself 

that you gave to the person that did the initial interview. You 

will want to take into account everything you learned about the 

next people that you are interviewing with: their likes, dislikes, 

and concerns. In a way, you will want to customize your presen‑

tation based on what you learned about them from the previous 

interviewer. It is not easy, but it is simple enough.

Whether you have just one interview beyond the initial inter‑

view or nine interviews, you need to gain as much information 

as you possibly can about the people that you are interviewing 

with. The best way to do that is to pick the brain of each indi‑

vidual interviewer before you go to the next level. Find out as 

much information about subsequent interviewers as you possi‑

bly can. Ask about their professional life, their personal life, their 

family, their hobbies, their personal likes or dislikes—whatever 

the initial interviewer is willing to share. You never know what 

even minor detail you might have in common with the next in‑

terviewing authority that will set you apart from the other can‑

didates.

Remember. You’re going to give the same basic presentation 

about yourself to everyone you interview with. You’re going to 

treat them just exactly the same way as you did the initial inter‑

view authority. As you wind down the interview, you use these 

power phrases:

Thank you for meeting with me. I really appreciate the 

opportunity. Please tell me how I stack up with the other 

candidates you have interviewed.

Do you have any concerns about my ability to do the 

job you are hiring for?
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Have I made my experience and ability clear to you?

How do I stack up with the other candidates that you 

have interviewed?

What do I need to do to get the job?

In sales terminology, you are “closing” the sale. You are doing 

everything you can to get the support of the person that you are 

interviewing with. No matter how many second, third, fourth, 

and fifth interviewing authorities beyond the initial interview 

you speak with, they are going to have a say in your being hired. 

Don’t be duped by any of them saying to you, “Well, I’m really 

not important in the hiring decision. They asked me to inter‑

view you as a courtesy.” Don’t buy it! If the people you’re speak‑

ing with couldn’t say no and eliminate you as a candidate, they 

wouldn’t be interviewing you.

Now, after you ask this last question, don’t be surprised if the 

interviewing authority says something like, “Well, I’m really 

leaving the decision up to the direct hiring manager. So, I will 

get with him or her and give my input.”

If you hear this kind of thing—and it’s likely you will—you 

have to use this power phrase:

Mr. or Ms. _______________ , it is obvious that your opinion 

means something, or I wouldn’t be interviewing with you. 

From what I understand you are highly respected in the 

organization. Do I have your support? Are you going to 

tell Mr. or Ms. _______________ to hire me?”

This is a phenomenally powerful phrase. It is aggressive, di‑

rect, and to the point. The interviewing authority may very well 

try to beg off by saying something like, “Well, it really isn’t my 

decision.” If you hear something like this, you need to use this 

power phrase:
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I understand your position, but it’s important for me to 

know that I have your support and your vote. I’m sure the 

hiring authority will ask your opinion, and I need to know 

I have your support.”

I can’t emphasize enough how important it is for you to use 

this line of questioning. I also can’t tell you, unfortunately, how 

many candidates over the years, to whom I have taught these 

power phrases, can’t quite bring themselves to use them. Be‑

cause they fear rejection, they don’t use them and give me the 

namby-pamby excuse, “Well, it just didn’t seem appropriate.” Or 

something like, “It just didn’t seem like the right time to say 

that.” What this tells me is they didn’t have the courage to ask 

the cold, hard question: “Are you going to hire me?”

The higher up the management chain you interview, the 

more this kind of respectful bluntness will be appreciated. Deci‑

sion makers love it when candidates use these kinds of qualify‑

ing phrases. In fact, don’t be surprised if the interviewing 

authority smiles and says something like, “You are the only can‑

didate I’ve interviewed so far that has asked me these questions. 

I appreciate your courage.”

Even if you don’t get the answer of, “Yes, I will support you,” 

you will definitely be remembered by the interviewing authority. 

This kind of courage is the kind of thing that decisive hiring 

managers really appreciate. And they don’t hear it very often.

Don’t forget to write thank-you e‑mails to these interviewing 

authorities in the same way you did with the initial interviewing 

authorities. Reiterate why you were a great candidate and a few 

reasons as to why they want to hire you. Be specific; don’t write 

something vague like this: “I am a qualified candidate. This is an 

excellent opportunity for both your firm as well as myself. I 

would do a great job. I would appreciate your vote and your sup‑

port.”
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Many people get to a second, third, or fourth interview and 

think that since they have gotten this far, they have a lock on the 

job offer. They relax in their intensity, alter their presentation, 

and basically quit selling, thinking it’s a done deal. This is a ter‑

rible mistake!

At each succeeding interview, you should present yourself in 

exactly the same manner as you did with the initial interview. If 

your system is working, don’t mess with it. You should only alter 

your technique based on what the immediate interviewer might 

tell you about the next interviewer.

If the initial and subsequent interviewing authorities make 

suggestions about your presentation, make sure you alter your 

presentation to incorporate their ideas. Keep in mind that if in‑

terviewing authorities promote you to the next stage of the in‑

terviewing process, they have at least stated that you might be a 

viable candidate. If you ask the right questions as I have sug‑

gested, you’ll not only get their support, but you will get their 

input and suggestions on how you might be able to interview 

successfully up the ladder.

Once you have completed each subsequent interview, follow 

up with e‑mails, letters, and phone calls, if appropriate. I would 

not recommend calling an interviewing authority whose job is 

to simply “gut check” or provide another opinion in the inter‑

viewing process unless you bonded with him really well. You do 

want to phone the actual hiring authority and ask him or her 

about the decision. The more aggressive and assertive you are 

about selling yourself and closing on being the candidate who 

should be hired, the better off you are. You can be pushy, asser‑

tive, and confident without being obnoxious. Follow your gut, 

but don’t be afraid you will lose the opportunity because you are 

too aggressive.
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In this chapter I will discuss questions that would be 

asked for specific positions or professions in interview-

ing situations. (The job titles and/or descriptions are pre-

sented in alphabetical order to make them easier to find.) 

Naturally, you will have at your command the ability to 

discuss the specialized aspects of your field. The power-

ful phrases here are designed to apply to a broad range of 

questions in a particular discipline or role within a com-

pany.

ACCOUNTANT

Q.	What makes you a good accountant?

My work is accurate, on time, and I interface well 

with other departments by appreciating what they 

do and their particular challenges and promoting the 

idea of “I’m here to help. What can I do to make your 

life easier?”

Powerful Phrases 
for Specific Professions 
and Positions

8

www.amanet.org


174	 Powerful Phrases for Successful Interviews

American Management Association • www.amanet.org

ADMINISTRATIVE PERSONNEL

Q.	What do you consider your administrative strengths?

Punctuality . . . also I’m always at work. I hardly ever miss a 

day . . . I work fast and accurately and can take on responsi-

bility beyond the scope of my job.

ADVERTISING

Q.	Describe the most successful advertising campaign you 

designed (or worked on) and the one that was the least 

successful . . . and why wasn’t it successful?

The most significant one—and it’s easy to remember big 

wins—is a $1 million project we did eighteen months ago 

that directly led to one of the company’s most successful 

product launches.

The biggest flop was something I was involved in five 

years ago. It flopped because of two major assumptions we 

made that turned out to be very wrong. I sure learned from 

that  . . . lessons that are indelibly imprinted in my mind. I 

never take nor allow my team to take anything for granted—

especially assumptions.

ARCHITECT

Q.	Have you recently worked on a building of this scope?

Yes. I am a registered architect, NCARB-certified and LEED 

AP with fifteen years’ experience at two firms involved in 
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aviation (or healthcare, education, and so forth) projects 

with the title of senior project manager. I just finished a 

building very similar to the one you want to construct look-

ing at this set of drawings. We brought it in six weeks early 

and under budget by $1.2 million.

ARCHITECTUAL DRAFTER

Q.	We have interviewed a number of good drafters, what 

makes you different?

I am an AutoCAD guru with twelve years’ experience. I’m 

working now with the new 3D version of Autodesk 3D 2013 

and Revit.

ATTORNEY

Q.	What distinguishes you from other trial attorneys you’ve 

seen in the courtroom?

I’m a tough, tenacious, and really smart litigator with a 

proven track record of receiving outstanding verdicts on be-

half of my clients.

While I am recognized as being able to think quickly on 

my feet in high-pressure trial environments, I feel that my 

greatest strengths lie in my ability to create winning trial 

strategies, and to then meticulously plan, prepare, and exe-

cute them.
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AUDITOR

Q.	What do you think the most important skills are for an 

auditor?

To be well organized, and I have previous work papers to 

prove that I am . . . concise written skills, the ability to meet 

deadlines, attention to detail, good business acumen, and, 

most important, the ability to communicate with other busi-

nesspeople in terms they understand.

BANK PRESIDENT

Q.	What do you feel makes a good president?”

First and foremost would be integrity and character. Obvi-

ously, qualifications and experience would be second. I think 

just as important is work ethic. In today’s society, especially 

with the younger generation, the work ethic is a little lack-

ing. These are the three qualities I feel make a good presi-

dent. You have to lead the team and lead by example.

BOOKKEEPER

Q.	What, in your opinion, makes the difference between a 

good bookkeeper and an excellent one?

I don’t see my position as a job. I see my job as a career. I take 

personal responsibility as well as pride in what I do, even in 

the most mundane aspects of the job. I have found that the 
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excellent bookkeepers I’ve interacted with all perform the 

same way.

BUSINESS ANALYST

Q.	What’s the most difficult challenge ahead for today’s busi-

ness analyst? And how does your background prepare you 

for it?

Business analysts must evaluate and synthesize information 

provided by a large number of people who interact with the 

business, such as customers, staff, IT professionals, and exec-

utives. We also work to facilitate communication between 

organizational units.

Then describe what you feel is the hardest thing to deal with 

and how you have handled this challenge in your career as a 

business analyst.

The biggest challenge facing most business analysts today is 

the rapid expansion and contraction of business organiza-

tions. I’ve experienced two companies that downsized and 

one very big merger. My ability to get all the departments to 

communicate and understand what’s going on got me a pro-

motion and the best performance review in the department.

CHEMIST

Q.	What are the three most important attributes of a  

chemist?
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Curiosity, concentration on detail, and being able to work 

independently without a lot of supervision.

CHIEF FINANCIAL OFFICER (CFO)

Q.	What are the three most important skills that a CFO needs 

to possess?

A successful CFO must be a good strategist and have a clear, 

articulate understanding of how finance fits the mission of 

the company. A CFO must be a good translator/interpreter 

and communicate to everybody in the company a financial 

strategy in terms they all understand, and the CFO must be a 

leader  . . . articulate and charismatic enough for people to 

follow.

CHIEF INFORMATION OFFICER (CIO)

Q.	What is the biggest failing of most CIOs?

The biggest failing that most CIOs have is the inability to not 

only communicate and build relationships with the rest of 

the C-suite, but have an open door and dialogue with the 

other departments. So often, the IT department seems to be 

out on an island by itself.

COLLECTIONS MANAGER

Q.	What is the biggest mistake you’ve learned from in man-

aging the collections department?
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The biggest mistake I’ve seen collections departments make 

is to not have very specific, clear policies that everybody 

knows and practices. I found that when we insist on a specific 

system and follow it, collections go up and even those that 

owe money appreciate our system.

CoNSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT

Q.	What is your typical management process for a construc-

tion job?

I receive approved building plans, reach out to subconsul-

tants for bids, value engineer bids, establish contract, begin 

trades in standard construction fashion, describe points of 

inspection with the subs, review and approve pay apps, set 

up product warranties, turn over the project to the opera-

tions for final inspection, correct any items discovered by the 

operations team, and move on to the next project.

CONTROLLER

Q.	What makes a good controller?

A good controller is a person who understands the financial 

aspects of the company to the last detail and can clearly ex-

plain them to every department in the company, so those 

departments see his or her role as supporting and facilitating 

their mission.
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CORPORATE RECRUITER

Q.	What would be your most immediate contribution to the 

company, if you were hired?

I produce quality candidates quickly based on the needs of 

the hiring authorities. I use a number of recruiting tools, 

Boolean searches, personal contacts, LinkedIn, and, fortu-

nately, I have a phenomenal database of contacts. After that, 

I work really, really hard and really fast.

CREATIVE ARTS

Q.	How do you sustain creativity?

Earlier in my career, I learned good habits from as many cre-

ative people as I could . . . reading, listening, studying, and 

absorbing every aspect of what creative people do. Now, I 

find that little things, like the mood I’m in, the people who 

are around me, and intrinsic motivation to be creative, keep 

me in a creative mood.

CREDIT MANAGER

Q.	What is the greatest mistake you’ve made as a credit man-

ager?

In my very first job as a credit manager, I had been promoted 

into the position when my boss retired . . . the two owners 

were brothers, and one of them operated with very little re-

gard for credit policies. I guess I felt intimidated by him. One 
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of his better customers got far behind in paying us. I wasn’t 

insistent enough in letting the brothers know how far be-

hind the customer had gotten . . . almost $100,000.

Always end by explaining what you learned from the mis-

take:

We ended up getting paid, but if I would have intervened 

sooner with strong policies, we wouldn’t have run into the 

problem. I learned then to make very clear policies and get 

everyone’s buy-in.

CUSTOMER SERVICE

Q.	Give us an example of your success in customer service.

In my last two positions, I was always given the most difficult 

customers . . . the ones that were threatening lawsuits. I have 

a tremendous amount of natural empathy, as well as great 

training in dealing with customer issues. I pride myself on 

being technically competent and communicate a tremendous 

degree of understanding. I’m also very efficient and seem to 

be able to deal with more customer issues than most. I truly 

love my job.

EDITOR

Q.	What are the attributes of a great editor?

Clarity, intellectual courage, a healthy ego but not an in-

flated one, a mastery of the English language, a realization 
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that my job is to help writers look good, and, as important as 

anything, having the people skills to not bruise the authors’ 

egos while helping their writing become more clear.

ENGINEER

Q.	How would you rate yourself compared to other engi-

neers?

I would compare myself very highly. I have a unique ability to 

see things from an engineering point of view, but also to be 

able to communicate well with nontechnical and business 

professionals.

ENTRY LEVEL POSITION

Q.	How do we know that you’ll be a hard worker and that you 

will be successful here?

I’ve been successful at everything I’ve ever done since I was 

fourteen. I was very successful in high school. Then I was very 

successful in college. I worked hard in high school and col-

lege, and got involved in a lot of social and leadership roles. 

I’m confident that I will be successful here.

ENVIRONMENTAL ENGINEER

Q.	What were the biggest challenges in your last position as 

an environmental engineer?
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The reason I am a good environmental engineer is that I inte-

grate science and engineering to improve the natural envi-

ronment and, more important, I am able to communicate 

that with the nontechnical people in the companies I have 

been with.

Once you’ve explained why you’re good at what you do, dis-

cuss the challenges and how you’ve handled them.

Environmental engineering is often looked at as a compli-

ance department, making people do what they don’t want 

to do to comply with laws and so on. I am great at getting 

nontechnical people to understand how the contribution of 

environmental engineering is actually good for their busi-

ness.

FINANCIAL ANALYST

Q.	What is the difference between a good financial analyst 

and an exceptional one?

A good financial analyst will be able to collect and analyze 

all of the data pertinent to the project. An exceptional fi-

nancial analyst offers opinions and strategies based on the 

philosophical foundation of the organization they are work-

ing for.

GRAPHIC DESIGN

Q.	What makes a great graphic designer?
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A lot of what a great graphic designer produces is subject to 

artistic interpretation. The great graphic designers are great 

artists, have great skills with composition and tools and soft-

ware, and they understand business and marketing; they can 

visualize a great outcome. And they have a great work ethic.

HOTEL MANAGEMENT

Q.	If we were to hire you, what would be the first few things 

that you would do?

The very first thing I would do is to quietly, in a low-key way, 

meet with all of the staff. I want to find out what’s going on 

with the property, and the people who are actually interact-

ing with the guests will know that best.

After I get a thorough assessment through the people 

working there, I would analyze the P&L of the property.

Doing those two things will give me a good foundation 

and a good start. I want to make this kind of assessments 

before I recommend any changes.

HUMAN RESOURCES

Q.	What do you believe is the role of the HR department in 

relation to the mission, vision, and strategies of the busi-

ness?

The HR department needs to be integral in manpower plan-

ning; managing the hiring and termination process; handling 

wage, salary, and benefits assessments; and overseeing the 
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administration of performance appraisals, record keeping 

and compliance, employee welfare and motivation, labor re-

lations, and employment policies.

INDUSTRIAL ENGINEERING

Q.	What makes you a good industrial engineer?

Not only do I have a good track record of making processes 

more effective, more efficient, and safer, I have been really 

good at getting my ideas integrated into the people side of 

the organizations I have worked for.

The people I’ve worked with don’t see me as an industrial 

engineer so much as they see me as somebody who helps 

make their life better by integrating my suggestions and 

ideas into their everyday work life.

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY

Q.	What sets you apart from the other successful IT candi-

dates we have interviewed?

I’m a student of my profession. I truly love what I do. When 

I’m not doing it, I’m thinking about it. I’m always taking extra 

courses and seminars to keep me up on what I love.

INSIDE SALES

Q.	How would you describe a successful inside salesperson?
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First of all, someone with very high energy to make lots of 

calls. Secondly, someone bright enough to know who to call 

and what to say with very little direction. Thirdly, someone 

motivated enough to push themselves without being micro-

managed.

INSIDE SALES MANAGER

Q.	What makes a successful inside sales manager?

Recruiting and hiring the best people available . . . training 

and compensating them well, but also making them feel 

good about what they’re doing and making them feel spe-

cial . . . hitting a reasonable quota . . . letting the folks that 

work for me know that I have their back and push them gen-

tly and firmly.

LEGAL ASSISTANT

Q.	How do we know you will work well under pressure?

It seems that every firm or attorney that I’ve ever worked for 

saved everything to the last minute . . . the last minute be-

fore depositions, trials, even settlement negotiations. I 

learned that I have to accept that we are running on Mach 

speed all the time.

I stay calm, take a deep breath, and don’t get emotionally 

distracted. I focus on the goal and write out plans to reach 

the goal. I seem to provide a calming tone to an intense en-

vironment.
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LOGISTICS MANAGEMENT

Q.	What is the major contribution of logistics management 

to our business?

The real opportunity in supply chain and logistics is to under-

stand your trading partners and be conscious of the cost sav-

ings that the department can control. With efficiency, the 

logistics department becomes an integral part of maximizing 

the ROI.

MACHINIST

Q.	What are the three most important traits of a good ma-

chinist?

The first is to be dependable . . . so many people in my line of 

work are undependable. Second, practice a lot and rely on 

your experience. Third, be a student of the work and teach 

others when possible.

MARKETING

Q.	What is the most significant accomplishment you have 

had in the last three years?

In the last three years, I’ve managed two major marketing 

projects. I delivered both of them before the deadline and 

well under budget. Both projects led to significant revenue 

and profit.
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MORTGAGE BANKER

Q.	What are the most important things you’ve learned that 

make you a good mortgage banker?

The best mentor I ever had told me that the difference be-

tween a good mortgage banker and an excellent mortgage 

banker is that the excellent one asks for and works mostly off 

of referrals. He or she listens to the clients, guides them, and 

works for them. After that it’s a numbers game . . . the more 

people you talk to, the better you do.

NETWORK ENGINEER

Q.	We’ve had some problems with our networks. What can 

you do to make them more reliable?

I’m a self-motivated network engineer with proven abilities 

and expertise in architecting, implementing, and trouble-

shooting a wide variety of cost-effective complex network 

and security solutions that really work. I take ownership of 

my space so you don’t have to worry about it.

NURSE

Q.	What made you become a nurse?

I truly love people and what I can do to help them. I’m a 

natural caregiver. Even before I got into the profession, I 

loved every one of my courses and graduated with excellent 
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grades. Since then, I’ve worked in a number of different de-

partments in a number of different settings, had very diverse 

nursing jobs, and I’ve loved every one of them.

OPERATIONS MANAGER

Q.	Our firm is three times the size of any organization you 

have worked for; how do we know you can do our job?

While it is true that I have worked in smaller firms than yours, 

the basic principles are the same. In checking my references, 

you will find that I am very careful in budget projections, 

supply-chain management, people management, and effi-

ciency.

In every place that I have ever worked, I’ve seen that 

things have run smoothly and economically. The size of the 

organization and projects are relative, but the principles of 

success are the same.

PARALEGAL

Q.	Why did you choose to pursue a career in the legal field?

I want to work in a fast-paced environment that offers me a 

wide range of experience and knowledge. As a paralegal, I 

enjoy supporting different attorneys and acting as a liaison 

to the clients who are usually under extreme duress.
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PHYSICAL THERAPIST

Q.	What are the biggest drawbacks to being a physical thera-

pist or challenges that you have experienced?

I’m naturally a caregiver and really want to help people. It 

gets frustrating when I teach people what to do and they 

don’t practice it. Being patient when that happens is proba-

bly my biggest challenge. I strive to build great rapport with 

people, and most of my clients really appreciate what I do for 

them. Sometimes I wish I could help more.

PLANT AND PRODUCTION OPERATIONS

Q.	What’s been the most difficult challenge for you to handle?

We had some big changes in our manufacturing process over 

the last two years. Rather than implement them quickly and 

cause widespread confusion, I instituted a program to make 

the changes gradually and slowly. By doing it this way, we 

didn’t interrupt our process of getting the products out on 

time, but we also kept people from being overwhelmed and 

therefore frustrated with change.

PUBLIC RELATIONS

Q.	Give me an example where you turned a bad PR event into 

something worthwhile.

A few years ago, one of our plants had a terrible chemical 

leak. The press gave a lot of attention to it . . . even the EPA 
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got involved. Fortunately, I had established a good working 

relationship with all of the media. We turned it into a posi-

tive. We immediately admitted our mistake, cleaned it up, 

and started a foundation for the environment in our part of 

the state.

QUALITY ASSURANCE

Q.	What’s been the biggest challenge of your career in qual-

ity assurance and how did you deal with it?

When I took over the department in my last company, we 

were known as the “no” department because the depart-

ment had stood in everyone’s way. I established standards of 

quality, reliability, safety, and effectiveness and communi-

cated them to not just our department, but to all of the de-

partments, even marketing. Now, our department is seen as 

an integral part of the team. We are even asked to partici-

pate in policy making in other departments.

QUALITY CONTROL

Q.	You don’t have as much experience as we would like. Why 

should we hire you?

The excellence I’ve shown throughout my career so far is 

what’s most important. I changed quality programs at two 

organizations. The quality procedures I developed became a 

national standard for the firm.
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RETAIL MANAGEMENT

Q.	What do you think the biggest challenge for retailers is?

With the challenge of the Internet, retailers have to develop 

value-added relationships with customers. Customers have 

to have a great experience coming to our stores.

SALES

Q.	What makes you a good salesperson?

I am intrinsically motivated. I know how to work the num-

bers. In the last four years, I have never been less than 110 

percent of quota and as much as 150 percent of quota.

SALES MANAGEMENT

Q.	What is the hardest part of being a sales manager?

The first thing is to be able to choose really good, motivated 

people. Then teach them the process of successful sales, 

monitor the process, and hold them accountable.

SOFTWARE ENGINEER

Q.	What are your strengths as a software engineer?

I’m a fast, head-down coder who writes unbreakable, bul-

letproof code. I require minimal supervision, get along really 
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well with everybody, and will meld beautifully with your 

team.

SOLUTION ARCHITECT

Q.	What have been your biggest professional challenges?

The obstacles I face include the fact that we have many de-

partments using systems that aren’t connected, leading to 

data duplication and sometimes multiple versions of the 

“truth.” It’s not enough to keep machines and applications 

running; I have to make sure that critical information can 

move through these systems and reach the right people at 

the right time.
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One of the biggest challenges you have in your job 

search is to manage unemotionally, objectively, and 

mindfully the process of finding a job from one step to 

the next step. Most people get to the “finals” and quit 

working the process. They think that when they reach 

third base, it’s just a matter of time before they reach 

home. This is a big mistake! You cannot afford to count 

on anything until you actually have an offer and a start 

date.

Almost everything about a job opportunity can 

change between the initial search for a candidate and the 

final offer and acceptance. If there’s anything I’ve learned 

since 1973, it’s that what companies normally start out 

looking for in an employee from the top to the bottom of 

the organization—the titles they will give, the duties and 

responsibilities that are associated with a particular job, 

and, probably most important, the money they’re willing 

to pay for it—can change anywhere from a small amount 

to a drastic amount from the beginning of the job search 

to the filling of the position.

Powerful Phrases for 
Clarifying the Job Offer 
and Discussing Money

9
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I’ve experienced candidates getting starting salaries as much 

as $60,000 a year more than what a company originally wanted 

to pay. They accomplished this simply because they did not qual-

ify themselves out of the opportunity in the initial part of the 

interviewing process, and they proved value to warrant a larger 

starting salary. Too often, candidates start qualifying opportu-

nities before they establish their value to a prospective employer.

Continue to sell yourself and communicate what you can do 

for a company right up to the point that you are the one the or-

ganization wants to hire. Then you can talk about what the com-

pany can do for you.

QUESTIONS TO ASK AT THE TIME  
OF AN OFFER

Before accepting any job offer, you must ask yourself: “Do I clearly 

understand everything I need know about this job?”

Up until now, your interviewing process has pretty much 

been a one-way street. If you’ve sold yourself like you should 

have, the hiring authority wants to answer all of the questions 

you may have. He or she wants a win-win deal, too. Once you are 

told that you’re the person a company would like to hire and they 

want to make you an offer, it is your turn to start asking ques-

tions. Explain that you would like to have a meeting with the 

hiring authority and get as much clarification about all the ques-

tions you might have about the job offer. Unless the hiring au-

thority is out of state, always have this kind of discussion 

face-to-face. Never do this over the phone, unless you absolutely 

have to.

When you meet with the hiring authority, he or she may 

think that you’re ready to accept the job, or at least start talking 
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about specifics such as title, money, and so on. You should start 

out using the following phrase:

Mr. or Ms. ________________ , I’m really excited about this 

opportunity. However, I have a number of questions about 

things that I would like to discuss with you. So, before we 

get down to the nitty-gritty, I’d like to find out . . .

Prepare a list of questions about the opportunity that you are 

either unclear about or haven’t had a chance to ask before. The 

hiring authority will have covered or explained many of the is-

sues that you might ask about in the interviewing process. How-

ever, now is the time to get clarification. Do not hesitate to get 

into as much detail as you need in your analysis of the offer. And 

do not hesitate to ask for an audience with anyone whom you feel 

can answer your questions. As much as you can, make sure you 

have a clear understanding of everything before you consider ac-

cepting the job.

There should be no loose ends or unanswered questions. Sit 

down and write out everything you think you know about the 

job that you gathered in the interviewing process. Write down 

all the questions that are not clear to you. Then ask your ques-

tions using the phrases that follow in this chapter and take notes 

on the answers.

Q. What are your professional and personal expectations 

of me?

If you don’t already know, you certainly want and need to 

know the answer at this point. Don’t be surprised if you hear 

some aspects of the job that you don’t recall hearing before. 

Often, in the interviewing process, assumptions by both parties 
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are made. You’ve been focused on selling yourself, but you now 

want to be sure you totally understand the expectations.

Q. Can you describe the working environment here?

The interviewing process probably gave you a really good feel 

for this, but you want to hear it. Pay special attention to the met-

aphors and analogies you will hear.

Q. What is your management style?

On average, you’ve probably only spent one or two hours with 

this person in a rather contrived atmosphere. You want to listen 

to make sure what you hear is consistent with what you saw or 

experienced. Again, listen to the metaphors.

Q. What is the management style of your boss and the 

company?

If you hear, “Well, my boss is totally different than me. He’s a 

real piece of work,” or, “This company is pretty tyrannical, but 

we operate differently in this group,” you’ll get one impression. If 

you hear, “It’s pretty consistent with my style,” you’ll get another 

impression. You just need to know.

Q. What are your personal plans with the company?

By throwing in some personal questions now and then, you 

create a conversational environment, rather than an interview 

environment. “We are all in this together” becomes more real 

when you ask about the hiring authority’s personal future.

Q. How would you describe the philosophy of the com-

pany as well as your personal philosophy?
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You may have already gotten a picture of both of these in the 

interviewing process, but it doesn’t hurt to ask again to see if you 

get consistency. You don’t have to agree with everyone’s philoso-

phy, but you do have to feel compatible with it

Q. How would you describe the culture and values of the 

company?

Culture can be a tricky issue. If you hear, “Well, we work 

hard, but we also party hard,” and you are not that kind of per-

son, you may not fit in. If you hear, “We are here for the money, 

and that is all we care about,” and you’re passionate about per-

sonal growth and not concerned about money, you might want 

to dig deeper to see if you can live with this approach. If you  

are young and single and expect a social life with your co- 

workers and you hear, “We are very family oriented here. Most 

of us are grandparents. We work hard, but don’t socialize with 

each other outside of work,” this job may not be a source of so-

cial relationships.

Q. How would you describe my potential peers?

It is good to get an idea of what the boss thinks of all of the 

people you will be working with. Listen to the metaphors and 

analogies. If your potential bosses describe your potential peers 

as “slugs,” “lazy,” “less than competent,” or “brilliant,” “wonder-

ful,” “great,” they will probably say the same thing about you 

someday soon if you take the job.

Q. If I were to accept this offer, what can I do when I start 

to be most effective and contribute to alleviating your 

biggest problem?
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Potential employers love to hear this kind of question. It 

shows that you really are concerned about what you can do for 

them. Therefore, when you are considering an offer, that is, what 

they might be able to do for you, you’re showing concern about 

what you can do for them. In other words, keep selling!

Q. What is the percentage of turnover in the company?

Don’t be surprised if your hiring authority doesn’t really 

know the answer to this question. The only time your hiring au-

thority is going to know this is if turnover in the company is 

very high. If you find out that turnover is high by asking this 

question, the hiring authority will automatically explain to you 

why. The reason may make a big difference as to whether or not 

you take the job.

Q. What is the turnover in this department?

Again, you certainly want to find this out. If there is a great 

deal of turnover in the department, the hiring authority will 

automatically give you the reasons why. The answer to this 

question may or may not make a difference in your taking the 

job. However, you at least need to know what you’re getting 

into.

Q. How often is there turnover in the job I’m discussing 

with you?

You may already know this from the interviewing process, 

but you might want to confirm it. If it seems higher than nor-

mal, it is fair to ask “Why?” If the answer is, “We promote out of 

this position often,” it is one thing. If it is, “We can’t find anyone 

to do the job right,” you may want to ask more questions.
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Q. What are the major problems facing the company and 

this department?

Notice if this is consistent with what you have heard before. 

Often, in the final stages of the interviewing process, a hiring 

authority may come clean with you about issues in the company 

or the department that no one wanted to mention before. Up 

until now they didn’t want to discourage you as a candidate, but 

now they don’t want you to be shocked at some issue the first day 

you show up for the job.

Q. What are the traits you see in me that are good for this 

job and made you want to hire me?

You need to know how you are perceived by the hiring au-

thority.

Q. Based on what you know of me, what might my weak-

nesses be in light of this job?

Again, you just want to know what the expectations are. The 

perception of you and how you really are once you are on the job 

will be different. Don’t worry about the weaknesses; we all have 

them. Again, you want to get an idea of expectations.

Q. Why do you want to hire me? What did I demonstrate 

to you that the other candidates didn’t?

Listen closely to this answer. You might have assumed cer-

tain reasons why you’re being offered the job. You will also learn 

what you did to outdistance the other candidates. This informa-

tion may come in handy if you need to negotiate regarding sal-

ary and benefits when the time is right.
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Q. Why didn’t you hire from within?

You probably already know the answer, but it doesn’t hurt to 

ask again, now that things are getting serious. Don’t be surprised 

if you hear, “We sure came close to promoting from within and if 

we don’t work things out with you, that is what we might do.” A 

little leverage just slipped away.

Q. What aspects of the job or the company am I going to 

be surprised about?

The hiring authorities probably will think a minute and then 

either drop a bombshell on you with a fact or some information 

that will shock you, or they will say something neutral like, 

“What a nice person I am.”

Q. What are the worst aspects of the job?

These issues may have been mentioned somewhere in the in-

terviewing process, but now that things are getting serious you 

need to make sure you know them.

Q. Is the company planning any layoffs or downsizings?

This will be a simple “no” or “not that I know of,” or “oh, yeah, 

we go through that every year or so.” When you get this last an-

swer, be bold and ask, “If there are layoffs, how will it affect this 

job?” It is obvious that no one is going to intentionally go to the 

trouble of hiring anyone and then lay them off soon after they 

hire them. But I have seen candidates who were hired and within 

a month or so laid off. No one can predict these things . . . or at 

least will never admit to it.
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Q. How will my success be measured in this job?

You need to know exactly how your success will be measured. 

If you are in sales, it is obvious that you will be measured by the 

sales you make and the quota you attain. But success in other 

professional positions is not quite as easy to measure. Also find 

out if and how this measurement will be reflected in salary re-

views. Get specifics and write them down. You don’t want to take 

a job and later be surprised by the way performance and salary 

reviews are practiced.

Q. How is performance measured? How often? How does 

that relate to the job I’m considering?

You may be shocked to find that many firms have no formal 

performance measurement systems. If there is a formal perfor-

mance measurement procedure, you’ll now find out what it is. 

Pay particular attention to find out if salary reviews or incentive 

bonuses are associated with the tools the company uses. Don’t 

fret if a company doesn’t have a formal performance measure-

ment program; just know what they do use. Get copies of the 

procedure or performance measurement tools if you can.

Q. What happened to the last person in the job?

You need to know this. If the person was fired, you need to 

know the circumstances. If you learned the answer to this ques-

tion during the interviewing process, you will want to get clari-

fication now. I have known candidates to track down the person 

who was fired to get an idea about the situation. If a person was 

promoted out of the job, ask to speak to that person. You want to 

learn as much as you can about what you are getting into and 

this is a great way to do it.
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Q. Is the company seeking to grow? How?

Very few organizations are going to tell you that they don’t 

want to grow. But, if you have done your homework, you will 

know what the track record of growth, or lack of it, has been for 

the company itself. You’ve probably also picked up the direction 

that the company is going during the interviewing process. 

Some organizations will admit that they don’t want to grow too 

rapidly. If a company intends to grow by acquisition or merger, it 

may affect your particular position. Acquiring a company or a 

merger can create function duplication. If they are in the process 

of being sold, you need to know that, too.

A standard follow‑up question here, no matter what you’re 

told should be:

Q. So, how might that affect this position?

Listen carefully to the answer. Most of the time, you’re going 

to hear something like, “Oh, it really won’t matter!” You’d better 

listen to how the person says this more than what they say. 

Often, companies need to hire somebody because they need a 

certain task or job done immediately. They may or may not be 

thinking, or even care, about what might happen to the position 

in the future. Growth, or lack of it, may not affect the job you’re 

interviewing for one way or the other. Simply listen to the an-

swer, and then follow your gut.

Q. Exactly how much travel is involved with the job?

Usually, if there is an inordinate amount of travel involved in 

a job, you would have heard about it during the interviewing pro-

cess. However, if there is travel involved in a particular job, you 

need to know exactly how much. So, get a very specific number 
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of days and number of nights per week or per month that travel 

is required. One person’s definition of “some travel” is different 

than another person’s. You need to know in terms relative to 

what you can or can’t do.

Q. Is there relocation now or down the road?

If immediate relocation is involved in the position, you will 

probably learn about it in the initial part of the interviewing 

process. Relocation is an expensive venture and companies 

don’t do it unless there’s real value for them. It is often cheaper 

to find someone in the local area to do a specific job than it is to 

relocate someone, even a proven employee, to where the job is. 

If relocation is involved now or later, be sure that you are clear 

about what the company will and won’t do regarding reloca-

tion.

Q. How long do you plan to be in your position with the 

company?

How someone answers this is as important as what they say. 

Once in a while, a hiring authority will tell you how long they 

plan to stay in the job. It is good to know if the hiring authority 

has plans beyond his or her present position. If you get an an-

swer like, “Most people here stay in their positions for about 

three years and then rotate to other departments of the organi-

zation,” you’ll realize that you will be faced with the same op-

portunity. If you get, ““I have absolutely no idea. I just take 

things day-to-day, month-to-month, and year-to-year,” then at 

least you have an idea of how this person feels about his or her 

future.

Q. Why have people in the past failed to do well at this job?
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This is a great question. Often, you will have gotten a sense of 

how people did in the job you’re interviewing for before you get 

to this point. However, it’s a really good idea to ask this question 

at the time of getting an offer. If you hadn’t gotten the real rea-

son as to why people have failed before, you will probably get it 

now. The reason you hear can be very revealing and may end up 

making a difference in your taking the job. Listen very carefully 

to the answer that you get to this question. Whatever the hiring 

authority tells you, they may be saying this same thing about 

you some day.

Q. What are the company’s major strengths and weak-

nesses?

Now that the company is strongly considering you and they’re 

trying to hire you, you might hear more than just the party line. 

Don’t necessarily expect something different than you’ve al-

ready heard, but it doesn’t hurt to ask. Since you’re now being 

invited to be an insider in the company, you may get a more real-

istic idea about strengths and weaknesses.

Q. What are your personal strengths and weaknesses?

The best time to ask this question is right after you ask the 

same question about the company. You asked a similar question 

when you asked this person what it was like to work for them. 

Let this person talk about their personal strengths and weak-

nesses. Listen carefully to what they say. The kind of strengths 

and weaknesses this person describes will be the kind of things 

he will look for in others, that is, you! Take good notes. See if 

what you hear is consistent with what your potential peers say 

about this person.
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Q. Can you explain the organizational structure of the 

company and of the department?

This is pretty simple and straightforward. You may have been 

unable to find this out before this interview.

Q. What are the trends in your industry?

If you’ve done your research correctly, you will know the an-

swers to this already. But it doesn’t hurt to find out what your 

potential boss thinks.

Q. Does the company have any present or pending legal 

issues?

You’ll probably be one of the few, if not the only, candidates 

who asks this question. If you’ve done your homework, you al-

ready know most of the legal entanglements that the company 

may be involved in. This is not only asking about those but also 

any pending ones. It’s rare for businesses not to be involved in 

some minor litigation, but major litigation can literally put small 

businesses in great jeopardy. If the hiring authority does not 

mention a legal issue that you know could have some major im-

pact on the company—and therefore your new job if you accept 

it—now is the time to ask about it. Be sure you understand where 

the litigation might be before you accept a job.

Q. How is the department perceived by the rest of the 

company?

Notice the metaphors that the person uses to describe how 

the department is perceived. Whatever description the hiring 
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authority uses is likely the way he thinks he is perceived. So, if he 

says something like, “We are very respected because we provide 

accurate information on time,” or, “The performance of the de-

partment affects everybody in the company, so we’re very care-

ful,” you probably know what you’re getting into. Likewise, if the 

person says, “We are the most hated department in the company 

because we say ‘no’ to everything and everybody,” you’ll have a 

different impression.

Q. Are there written goals for the department? Who sets 

them?

Even if there are not formal goals for the department, this is 

a good question to ask. If the department has formal goals for 

the year, it would be a good idea to ask to see them. If the goals 

are imposed on the department, you’ll find that out. If the de-

partment does not have any written goals, you’ll find that out, 

too. The sales department with no written or formal goals can-

not be very effective. The accounting or purchasing department 

may be a different story.

Q. How many people have been in the job in the last five 

years? Where are they now?

Listen carefully to this answer. If no one that had been in this 

job in the last five years is still with the company, it may not be a 

good thing. If people are promoted regularly out of this position, 

that may be good. If there is a high degree of turnover in this job, 

you need to know why. If you hear, “Everyone who has been in 

this position has been incompetent,” watch out! No matter how 

good you think you are, the same thing may be said about you in 

the future. If you hear, “Well, I really don’t know why people 
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leave this job so often,” you need to do further investigation. See 

the next question.

Q. May I speak with the person that has left (or is leaving) 

the job?

If the person presently in the job or the person that’s leaving 

the job is still with the company, you should be given access to 

them with no problem. If you can’t speak to the person who is 

presently in the job or has been at the position most recently, you 

will not get a tremendous insight into the job. In some instances, 

the company may not want you to get exposure to the person 

who is presently in the job. This shouldn’t be a deal killer one 

way or the other. Listen carefully to the circumstances that have 

caused the position to be open.

Q. What would be my access to you? Daily, weekly, monthly?

You’ll get a really good idea of the manager’s style when he or 

she answers this question. You will also get a sense of how much 

autonomy you may have in the job. Balance the answer to this 

question with the answer you get to how much authority you 

might have. If you have a lot of responsibility but very little au-

thority, and you only see or hear from your boss once a month, 

you may be in for a real challenge.

QUESTIONS TO ASK WHEN THE POSITION 
INVOLVES MANAGEMENT

What follows are questions for this specific scenario with fur-

ther explanations.
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Q. Why are there no internal candidates for this job?

This is the biggest question that you need answered. Compa-

nies have a tendency to promote from within, so if you’re inter-

viewing for a management position, you better get a very clear 

and convincing set of reasons as to why no one has been pro-

moted from within. There may be some very legitimate, reason-

able business reasons as to why there are no internal candidates 

capable of being promoted. But it also might be that nobody in 

the company wanted the job! Even though you may want the job 

and it may very well be good for you, you must be absolutely 

comfortable with the answer to this question.

Q. How much authority will I have in running the depart-

ment (the group, the facility, and so on)?

You already may have picked up on a lot of the authority you 

will have in the interviewing process. But, now you need to get a 

real, detailed understanding of your authority. Having profit and 

loss responsibility usually carries a lot more authority than not 

having it. Don’t assume you’ll have it because you think you 

heard it in the interviewing process. You were focused on selling 

yourself then; now you are focused on qualifying the job, your 

expectations, your ability to do it, and your desire to land.

Q. I would like to speak to peers about the position that I 

am interviewing for. Can we arrange that?

Unless the organization you’re interviewing with is replacing 

somebody confidentially, it should allow you to talk to managers 

in the same kind of position you are applying for. You’ll get more 

insights about the company and the job from your potential 

peers, and especially those in management positions, than you 
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will from anyone else in the company, even the people you were 

interviewing with. If the organization doesn’t want you to talk 

to other managers, it should raise a big red flag to you. Even if 

filling the position is confidential and they’re replacing someone 

without their knowledge, a hiring authority should be able to 

provide you with other managers who may talk to you on a con-

fidential basis. Don’t underestimate what you’ll learn by doing 

this.

Q. Are there any difficult personalities on the staff that I 

will be supervising?

Pay attention to the hiring authorities’ initial response to 

your question. If he or she hesitates and has to answer the ques-

tion carefully or pensively, you know that you might have real 

challenges here. Let the hiring authority describe to you all of 

the people on the staff that he knows about. People are often 

really uncomfortable when they get a new supervisor. So you 

need to be prepared for any difficulties, especially difficult per-

sonalities that you may inherit.

Q. Are there any members of the staff that should be  

let go?

Many times when a new manager is being brought on board, 

people who ought to be fired or moved around are left in their 

place until the new manager is hired. Upper management will 

insist that there is enough turmoil going on with hiring a new 

manager and simply leave the difficult task to the new hire. Be 

ready for any kind of answer to this question. If there are really 

big problems, you will probably have heard about them during 

the interviewing process. But now it is time to press on this. Un-

less you are very lucky, you will probably have to replace one or 
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more of the staff members. You can assume these people should 

have been let go a long time ago, and their dismissal has been 

postponed because it is enough of a hassle to find a new man-

ager. So, listen well.

Q. How are the people in the department going to react 

to an outsider as a manager?

You may have gotten a hint of this answer in the interview-

ing process. However, the hiring authority that you were talking 

to is so interested in the moment, that is, getting someone hired 

for the position, they don’t really care what reaction a new man-

ager is going to get. Trust me, if you are in this situation, there’s 

enough emotion throughout the whole staff that it is going to 

take a number of months for everything to settle down. No mat-

ter what you’re told in answering this question, assume the 

worst.

Q. May I speak with the staff I will be managing?

Unless the present person is being replaced or the hiring is 

strictly confidential, you should be allowed to talk to all of the 

people that you’re going to be managing. You will have a much 

better understanding of what you’re walking into after you do 

this. I would recommend you begin with the administrative or 

support staff. These people always have a very clear idea of what’s 

going on in a department, both positive and negative. Should 

you take the job, you’re going to hear it anyhow, so you might as 

well start now. If you’re not allowed to talk to the staff that you 

might be supervising, take that as a big red flag.

Q. What are the biggest problems in the department?
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The answer to this question will be interesting. If you’re told 

the same things that you heard from the staff you were going to 

supervise, then you’re in real good shape. At least everybody 

knows what the problems are. If there were no problems that 

needed to be solved, they wouldn’t need to hire you or anybody 

else to solve them. The key here is to find out if everyone from 

upper management on down agrees with what the problems are. 

Even if they don’t agree, at least you will know what everyone’s 

point of view is.

Q. What condition is morale in and why?

This can be part of the previous question. After you’ve spo-

ken to all the people you will be supervising, you will know how 

morale is. The reason you ask this question of upper manage-

ment is to find out if what they feel and what the subordinates 

that will be working for you feel are the same. Don’t be surprised 

if they’re not.

Q. Who are the problem employees?

You’re probably going to find this out when you interview ev-

erybody on the potential new staff. But it is always better to get 

upper management’s opinion. If you are forewarned about who 

is going to be your biggest challenge, you might approach them 

a little differently. Don’t be surprised if you’re told that no one is 

a real problem, but you find out the contrary once you interview 

the potential staff.

Q. Who are the stars that can help my transition go 

smoothly?
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Like with the previous question, forewarned is forearmed. 

You’ll get a great idea about who can help you and who can hin-

der you if you interview everyone in the correct way. But it 

doesn’t hurt to have upper management’s ideas about who will 

support you the best.

Q. Are there any staff members that are in line for a pro-

motion? Did any of them apply for this job?

The first part of this question is asked in order to get an an-

swer to the second part. It’s nice to know whom upper manage-

ment thinks might be good to promote. But it is imperative that 

you know who among your potential new staff has applied for 

the job that you are considering. If you wind up supervising 

someone who applied for the job that you accept, their not get-

ting the job may have a real impact on your relationship with 

them. These people can be extremely helpful in your transition 

as a new manager, if they want to be. They can also be your 

worst nightmare and sabotage just about everything you’d do. 

Supervising a person who thought that they were qualified to 

do the job you got takes a lot of careful communication and in-

teraction.

Q. If I have budgetary responsibility, how large is the bud-

get? Has the department been above or below budget, 

presently and in the recent past?

You need to know what kind of an economic situation you 

might be walking into. Hiring authorities may not want to offer 

this information. In recent economic times, budgets have been 

slashed and yet performance expectations have been high. If 

your two predecessors have left or moved on because they 

couldn’t get their job done with the budget they have been given, 
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you need to know. If the department or group has gone over bud-

get, you need to ask the obvious, “Why?”

Q. What kind of reports am I going to be responsible for? 

Are they internal company reports, or governmental 

ones?

In these days of Sarbanes-Oxley laws, public companies espe-

cially, but private ones, too, are much more careful about most 

everything financial. Departments such as sales, which tradi-

tionally didn’t have to be much concerned about reporting, now 

have to be very careful about how they report sales the company 

has made. They can no longer easily report sales that make 

things look good for a while, then go back and amend the reports 

later. If you’ve been in financial positions, you are probably fa-

miliar with all of the kinds of governmental reports you will be 

responsible for. But it certainly doesn’t hurt to make sure you 

have a clear idea about what you will be responsible for and what 

you won’t.

Q. Does the company plan to make any immediate acquisi-

tions or be acquired or change in any way that might af-

fect the job we are discussing?

Look for hesitancy on the part of the hiring authority when 

answering this question. If you do find out that the company is 

up for sale or looking to be acquired, think about the kind of po-

sition that you’re interviewing for and what kind of duplicity 

there might be in another organization. If you sense that there 

may be an issue here, it certainly doesn’t hurt to just bluntly ask 

the hiring authority something like, “Look, I really don’t want to 

accept a position and then be involved in a merger or acquisition 

and have the job I take be at risk. Is there a chance of that hap-
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pening?” If the hiring authority has any integrity at all and there 

is some kind of pending event, he or she will tell you.

Q. What is the greatest opportunity facing the company? 

Its greatest challenge?

Asking this question allows the hiring authority to give a bal-

anced answer. The “greatest opportunity” might be nice to know, 

but your real interest is in finding out what the “greatest chal-

lenge” is. If the greatest challenge is surviving a gigantic lawsuit, 

you need to know. The answer to this question will most often 

be fairly benign, but you just might be surprised at any answer 

you might get. It might be one that could change your whole 

opinion of the opportunity. Caveat emptor.

DISCUSSING MONEY

The hiring authority will usually have questions for you to an-

swer regarding money. Most people think that these are some of 

the most difficult questions to deal with in the interviewing pro-

cess. Frankly, if all of the other questions about being able to do 

the job, being liked, and being a risk are answered, even reason-

ably well, these questions about money are relatively easy to deal 

with. In fact, the answers to these questions are merely an out-

growth of all of the previous ones. The more an organization 

wants to hire you and the more you want to go to work for them, 

the easier it is to work out the money. So, the better you sell your-

self and the more desirable you are to an organization, the more 

likely they are to compensate you fairly.

Q.	What are you currently earning? or What have you been 

earning most recently? (This is a simple question and re-

www.amanet.org


	 Powerful Phrases for Clarifying the Job Offer and Discussing Money	 217

American Management Association • www.amanet.org

quires a simple answer. Just share with the hiring authority 

exactly what you have been earning or are presently earning. 

Whatever you do, don’t inflate the numbers.)

In my present (past) position I’m earning $_________.

Q.	What kind of money would you like to earn? (Hopefully, 

you will have some idea about the salary range for the posi-

tion that you are interviewing for. However, your stock an-

swer in a situation like this should be the following.)

I’d like to earn as much as I can, commensurate with the ser-

vice that I give. I am just as interested in a fulfilling and chal-

lenging position as I am in the money I want to earn. I have 

found that if the position is right for me, and I am right for 

the company that I’m going to go work for, the money is usu-

ally going to take care of itself. What kind of money for this 

position did your organization have in mind?

Always discuss money in relationship to the job that needs to 

be done.

Q.	What kind of salary (or earnings) are you looking for? 

(This is a slightly different version of the previous question.)

Salary and earnings are important, but equally as important 

to me is the company, the job, the people, and the future. In 

the past (or presently), I have been earning $_________. What 

is the salary (or earnings) associated with this job?

Q.	You have been making $______________ and the money 

associated with this position is significantly less. How  

do we know that you will be happy? (In this situation,  
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you have to find out exactly how much of a difference there is 

between what you have been making and what this particular 

position pays. If you have been out of work for any amount of 

time, the truth is at this point you are making absolutely 

nothing.)

I realize there is a difference between what I have made 

(. . . . or what I am making now) and this position. However, I 

have found that if the opportunity is right and I am able to 

perform at my best, the difference in the money isn’t as im-

portant as the quality of the job and the opportunity.

Q.	What is the most money that you have ever made? (An-

swer this question judiciously. If you’ve been in sales, for in-

stance, and your earnings have fluctuated over the years, give 

an average of the last few years. Bragging about making a lot 

of money will never help in negotiations. If you made an inor-

dinate amount of money several years ago, I would recom-

mend not even mentioning it. Again, the answer to a question 

like this has to center around not just what you’ve earned, but 

the challenge of the job opportunity itself.)

There have been a few years in which I’ve been fortunate 

enough to be with organizations where my bonus earnings 

were sizable. But I realize that those are very uncommon. I 

am more interested in the opportunity, the challenge of the 

job, and the potential. If those things are taken care of, my 

earnings will reflect my performance.

Q.	What do you consider most important: a high salary,  

job recognition, or advancement? (Once again, combining 

earnings with job performance is the best thing you can do.)

www.amanet.org


	 Powerful Phrases for Clarifying the Job Offer and Discussing Money	 219

American Management Association • www.amanet.org

I have found that the better job I do and the harder I work, 

recognition, advancement, and, especially, money usually 

take care of themselves.

Q.	What kind of benefits are you expecting? (In the past few 

years, benefit plans, especially in the insurance area, have sky-

rocketed in costs, particularly for companies with a hundred 

people or less. So, there is no such thing as “standard” bene-

fits. It is not uncommon for organizations to have drastically 

reduced their benefit plans for their employees. The purpose 

of this question is to find out if there is going to be a great 

deal of difference between the kind of benefits that you have 

had before and the kind of benefits that might be offered with 

this company. Again, you really don’t want concerns about 

benefits to interrupt the interviewing process until you have 

finally sold yourself.)

Benefits, like money, to me are not as important as the com-

pany, the job, and the professional challenge. I will certainly 

take the benefits package into consideration if an offer is 

made, but right now those kinds of things shouldn’t be an 

issue.

Some candidates jump the gun and start negotiating money 

before they hear the whole offer. It’s not a good idea to pick out 

one or two issues about an offer until you have heard and com-

pletely understand all of the compensation, benefits program, 

and any other aspects of the offer. Things like base salary, salary 

reviews, commissions, and so forth may have a great flexibility. 

After you’ve heard the entire offer and you want to negotiate the 

salary, here is the most successful way to do it:
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Remember, Mr. or Ms. _________________ , I do want this job. 

My employment here will be good for both of us. How-

ever, I need to ask, is that the best you can do regarding 

the salary?

Then stop talking! If the hiring authority responds with 

something like, “Why do you ask?,” you’d better have a good rea-

son, such as:

Well, my last salary was (is) $60,000, and I’d like to see if 

we can get to $65,000. What can we do to get there?

Now is the time to negotiate. If you’ve managed the inter-

viewing process correctly, you already have a good idea of what 

the salary and compensation range for the position is. Money is 

simply a part of the job offer negotiation. Treat money with grace 

and ease, like any other part of the interviewing process.
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benefit plans, 219
benefits (to prospective employers)

defined, 19–20
to offset risk of hiring, 129–131
use in interviews, 49

bookkeeping jobs, power phrases for, 
176–177

bosses
access to, 209
criticism of, 82, 110, 137, 152
disagreements with, 112
prospective, 205, 206
relations with, 116, 146

business analyst jobs, power phrases 
for, 177

career changes, 156
chemists, power phrases for, 177–178
chief financial officers, power 

phrases for, 178
chief information officers, power 

phrases for, 178
child care issues, 155
closing phrases

for cold calls, 20–21
effectiveness of, 3
for initial interviews, 61–63

cold calls
closing, 20–21
features/advantages/benefits 

statements in, 17–20
follow-up, 22
in-person visits as, 26–27
power phrases in, 15–17
purpose of, 9–10
what to say, 12–15
whom to ask for, 10–12
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collections management jobs, power 
phrases for, 178–179

college. See education level
communication

with all employee levels, 47
diplomacy in, 122
of job qualifications, 43, 48
with management, 89
oral vs. written, 86
proactive, 90

commuting, 144
company culture/values, 199
company morale, 213
company ownership

changes in, 204, 215
as hiring liability, 130, 133–134

compensation
denial of raise in, 144–145, 150–151
lowered, 141, 217–218
negotiating, 196, 201, 216–220
and performance, 203

competition
comparisons with, 2–3, 62, 164, 201
in follow‑up interviews, 159, 160

conflict management, 83, 90, 123
construction management jobs, 

power phrases for, 179
controllers, power phrases for, 179
controversy, handling in interviews, 

145
corporate recruiters, power phrases 

for, 180
cover letters

characteristics of, 37–38
power phrases in, 41
samples, 38–40

coworkers
compatibility with, 85, 89, 112,  

115–116, 211
prospective, getting information 

about, 199, 213–214
prospective, getting information 

from, 210–211, 212
creative arts jobs, power phrases for, 

180
creativity/innovation, 86, 101–102, 

126–127
credit history, 140
credit management jobs, power 

phrases for, 180–181

criticism
of bosses, 82, 110
handling, 87, 88, 111

customer service departments, as 
interview contacts, 10

customer service jobs
power phrases for, 181
skills for, 124–125

decision making
about hiring (see hiring  

decisions)
as job skill, 74, 76–77, 79–80,  

87–88, 89, 124, 150
unpopular, 100, 102

delegating work, 87
downsizing. See layoffs
DWIs, 155

editing jobs, power phrases for,  
181–182

education level, 135–136, 154
e‑mail

attachments to, 41–42
crafting messages for, 30–37
for interview follow-up, 64–65, 

170, 171
power phrases in, 41
résumé delivery via, 14, 29–30
subject lines, 30–31

employee turnover, 100, 200,  
208–209

employment duration, 132–133,  
136–137, 142, 143, 145–146

engineering jobs, power phrases for, 
182–183, 185, 188

entry-level positions, power phrases 
for, 182

environmental engineering jobs, 
power phrases for, 182–183

ethics violations, 142–143
executive experience, as hiring 

liability, 130, 133–134

failure
definitions of, 113
explanations of, 79, 118–119

features (of job candidates)
defined, 19
use in interviews, 49
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finances. See also compensation
management of, 214–215
personal difficulties with,  

140–141
reporting on, 215

financial analysis jobs, power 
phrases for, 183

firing. See terminations
follow‑up e‑mails, 64–65, 170, 171
follow‑up interviews

and candidate’s job skills, 70
hiring authority in, 163–166
mistakes made in, 159–162
multiple, 166–167
power phrases used in, 3, 168–170
setting up, 62
strategy for, 167–171

follow‑up letters, 171
follow‑up phone calls

in cold calling, 16–17
after initial interview, 66–68
keeping records of, 22
after subsequent interviews, 171

goal setting
personal, 119
by prospective employers, 208

graphic design jobs, power phrases 
for, 183–184

hiring authority
finding, 10–12
in follow‑up interviews, 160, 161, 

205
as interviewer, 5, 164–165
job offers from, 10, 196–197
risk assumed by, 69, 129–131,  

156–157, 162
hiring decisions

conflicting opinions on, 166
emotional basis of, 1–2, 107–108, 

127–128
as management job skill, 101
speed of, 1

hotel management jobs, power 
phrases for, 184

human resources (HR)
bypassing in job search, 17
power phrases for jobs in,  

184–185

industrial engineering jobs, power 
phrases for, 185

information technology jobs, power 
phrases for, 185

interviewers
as hiring authorities, 164–165
job candidate’s knowledge about, 

168
soliciting support of, 163–166,  

169–170
suggestions from, 171

interviews. See also follow‑up 
interviews

closing, 57–58, 61–63
cold calling for, 9–21
duration of process, 1, 167
following up on, 64–68
four basic questions underlying, 

69–70
importance of, 5–6
initial vs. subsequent, 160–162
multiple, 166–167, 171
nature of, 43
with people you know, 6–9
personal questions in, 114,  

116–117, 120–121, 129, 140–141,  
154

successful techniques for, 44–61

job function
explained in interviews, 50–51
interviewer’s questions about,  

71, 92
job offers, questions to ask about, 

196–216
job openings

candidate’s questions about,  
46–47, 54–58

filling internally vs. externally, 151, 
202, 210, 214

interviewer’s questions about, 
92–96

levels of, 136
time needed to fill, 25

job postings (online)
and cover letters, 39
responding to, 29

job search
duration of, 152
management of, 195–196
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job seekers
aggressiveness of, 31–32, 170, 171
determining fit of, 109–127,  

143–144
knowledge about prospective 

employers, 96–99, 160, 168
likability of, 107–108, 112, 127–128
overqualified, 93–94
as risks to hiring authorities,  

129–131, 156–157
as risk takers, 146–147
traits communicated by, 43–44, 

48–49, 201
underqualified, 94–95

job skills
documentation of, 42
establishing, during interview, 

70–77, 105
improving, 83–84, 132, 151

Kennedy, Joyce Lain, 94

lawsuits
involving job candidates, 146
involving prospective employers, 

207
layoffs

explaining in interviews, 52, 137, 
138

by prospective employers, 202
leadership

documentation of, 42
job candidate’s potential for, 84, 

108, 121–122
legal assistants, power phrases for, 

186
Lehrer, Jonah, 2
likability, 107–108, 109, 127–128
logistics management jobs, power 

phrases for, 187
lying, 111–112, 139, 142, 148

machinists, power phrases for, 187
management

communicating with, 83, 89, 112
interviewing for, 84, 99–104
questions about job offers in,  

209–216
style, 198

marketing jobs, power phrases for, 
187

mentors, 84, 119–120
mergers (corporate), 204
Microsoft Outlook, 22
mistakes

describing in interviews, 73, 101, 
120, 126, 133, 141–142

made by hiring authority, 69, 162
made by subordinates, 122
made in follow‑up interviews,  

159–162
Mlodinow, Leonard, 2
mortgage banking jobs, power 

phrases for, 187
motivated reasoning, 1
motivation

and energy level, 148
of hiring authorities, 156
of others, 100
self-, 78, 125
of subordinates, 100

network engineering jobs, power 
phrases for, 188

numbers/quantifications
in follow‑up e‑mails, 65
in power phrases, 41

nurses, power phrases for, 188–189

operations management jobs, power 
phrases for, 189

overqualified applicants, 93–94
overtime work, 81

paralegals, power phrases for, 189
performance reviews

and compensation, 203
as cover e‑mail attachments, 42
explaining in interviews, 82,  

144–145
personal questions

to ask hiring authority, 198–199
in interviews, 114, 116–117, 120–121, 

129, 140–141, 154
personal relationships at work, 115, 

116
physical therapists, power phrases 

for, 190
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plant/production operations jobs, 
power phrases for, 190

power phrases
on being a good fit, 108–127,  

143–144
to close initial interviews, 61–63
in cold calls for interviews, 15–17
on company knowledge, 96–99
in compensation negotiations,  

220
in cover e‑mails/letters, 41
effectiveness of, 2–4
in follow‑up calls, 66
for follow‑up interviews, 165–166, 

168–170
in initial interviews, 47, 54, 57–58
on job experience, 71–77
on job knowledge, 92–96
on management positions, 99–104
to offset hiring liabilities, 130–156
to set up interviews with business 

contacts, 9
to set up interviews with family 

members, 8
to set up interviews with known 

contacts, 7–8
for specific professions/positions, 

173–193
on work ethic, 78–84
on work style, 85–91

pressure, handling of, 149, 153
previous employment. See also work 

history
absences from, 138, 139–140
duration of, 131
level of, 136
reason for leaving, 49, 51–53,  

131–133, 137–139
references at, 147

prioritization of responsibilities, 91, 
152–153

promotions
from within company, 202, 210
denials of, 144–145
expectations of, 150
explaining in interviews, 77

psychological testing, 145
public relations jobs, power phrases 

for, 190–191

quality assurance/control jobs, 
power phrases for, 191

record keeping
of initial interviews, 63
of people called for interviews, 6, 

22–23
recruiters (corporate), power phrases 

for, 180
references

to back up claims made in 
interviews, 133, 139

obtaining through cold calls, 15
permission to contact, 147

referrals, asking for, 15–17, 26
rejection

as impersonal, 67–68
preparing for, 5

relocation, 81, 155–156, 205
resignation submissions, 127, 146
résumés

getting employers to read, 29–42
hand delivering vs. e‑mailing, 14
to referrals, 16

retail management jobs, power 
phrases for, 192

retirement, 145
risk

assumed by hiring authority, 69, 
129–131, 156–157, 162

assumed by job prospect, 146–147

salary. See compensation
sales jobs

compensation negotiations for,  
218

measuring success at, 203
power phrases for, 185–186, 192

short-term employment
and acquisitions/mergers, 204
and age, 143
and child care, 155
explaining reasons for, 132–133
hiring authority anxiety about, 

142, 145–146
and job level, 136–137
and layoffs, 202
and relocation, 155–156

social skills, 128
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software engineering jobs, power 
phrases for, 192

solution architects, power phrases 
for, 193

stories
about business lessons learned, 80
about contributions to company 

success, 78
about diplomatic communications, 

122
about firing employees, 74
function of, 53–54, 105
about handling unreasonable 

demands, 88–89
about power struggles, 123
about problem solving, 149
vs. quantifications, 41
about strategic planning ability, 76
about working under pressure, 149, 

152–153
stress, handling of, 149, 153
success

definitions of, 78, 113
measuring, 203
substantiating, 93

terminations
explaining in interviews, 51,  

138–139
of job predecessors, 203, 206
managing, 74, 104, 211–212

thank-you messages, 64, 170
time management, 91, 152–153
travel requirements, 204–205

unemployment
and compensation negotiations, 

218
as hiring liability, 130, 135,  

145–146

voice mail
and cold calls, 11–12
to get interviews, 23–24
for interview follow-up, 66–67
leaving multiple messages on, 

24–26

websites, to find interview  
contacts, 11

work ethic, 48–49, 78–84
work experience, insufficient, 77
work history. See also previous 

employment
applied to potential new job, 56, 

58–61
executive/ownership positions in, 

130, 133–134
interviewer’s questions about, 

70–77
job functions in, 50–51
and pregnancy, 155
relevance of, 147
summary during interview,  

44–46
workload, handling of, 153
work style, 85–91, 104
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What Today’s Job Seekers Need
to Know About Themselves 
and Their Competition

Chapter 

1

T his book is about how to answer and ask questions in the interview-
ing process so that you, the candidate, can get the best job possible. In
order to answer questions correctly so that you can get a job offer, as

well as ask questions so that you can evaluate a job offer, you need to be aware
of your condition, so to speak, as a job candidate. 

The emphasis of this book is not just to know how to answer and ask ques-
tions skillfully, but to put into context those answers and questions so that you
can not only get a job offer, but choose the right one. Over the last few years,
the context—that is, the market, the rules, the situation, etc.—of being a job
applicant has drastically changed. The job search market is always erratic and
highly volatile, and the past few years have been no exception. 

There is a phenomenal amount of paradox in the context of being a job can-
didate today. On one hand, the U.S. economy has been adding over 110,000
new jobs every month for about the past two years. Unemployment has held
at about 4.5% of the working population—close to a six-year low and a far cry
from 6% to 6.3% in the early 2000s. But, even though the economy, on paper,
is expanding, there is a phenomenal amount of erraticism with businesses in
the United States.

We will discuss the context of the average U.S. company (if there is such
a thing as “average” in today’s markeplace) and the hiring authorities in those
firms in the next chapter. In this chapter, I’m going to describe the 
context of today’s job seeker. If you understand this context, answering and 

3
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asking questions in the interviewing process is going to be a lot easier. You
will understand better how to get the best possible job. 

Gone are the days of looking for a job and at the same time seeking a “ca-
reer path” within that same firm. If, as a job candidate today, you ask a hiring
authority what the career path with the company will be, you will either get a
big lie or, if the hiring authority is honest, you’ll get a blank stare, a pregnant
pause, and a truthful answer of, “I really don’t know.” 

Keep in mind that my perspective comes from personally working with
thousands of hiring managers since 1973. I am personally on the front lines of
dealing with hiring on a daily basis and have been since I began in this pro-
fession. Our firm deals with hundreds of companies on a monthly basis and
thousands on a yearly basis. 

This book is going to relate to you the context of real, in the trenches,
frontline U.S. businesses and hiring in this country. Keep in mind that the
vast majority of businesses in the United States employ fewer than 100 people.
I will get into it further in the next chapter, but suffice it to say, most busi-
nesses do not, contrary to popular belief, operate with common sense and dis-
tinct business acumen. The sad truth is that many businesses in this country
lack common sense and can be greedy and ignorant (often reflecting the peo-
ple who run them). In spite of these negative factors, the U.S. business climate
is still the most successful in the world and it will continue to be. 

As a candidate, however, when you go to answer or ask questions in the in-
terviewing process, you need to be aware that the vast majority of U.S. busi-
nesses and U.S. business people do not operate with pristine theory or
foolproof business acumen. Complaining about it won’t do any good. You just
have to deal with it. 

Putting Yourself in Context
In order to perform well in the questioning of the interviewing process, you
need to recognize a little bit about yourself and your peers looking for a job
in today’s market. If you understand your own context, as well as the context
of the people you are interviewing with, successful interviewing will be easy. 

As mentioned above, the idea of going to work for an organization and
building a career path for any reasonable length of time simply isn’t realistic.
This is the reality of the context of today’s job candidate.
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Highlights from a recent study published by the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics of the U.S. Department of Labor showed that: 

• Persons born from 1957 to 1964 held an average of 10.2 jobs from the
ages of 18 to 38. These baby boomers held an average of 4.4 jobs while
ages 18 to 22. The average fell to 3.3 jobs while ages 23 to 27, 2.6 jobs
while ages 28 to 32, and 2.5 jobs from ages 33 to 38. 

• These baby boomers continue to have large numbers of short duration
jobs even as they approach middle age. Among jobs started by workers
when they were ages 33 to 38, 39% ended the job in less than a year and
70% ended in fewer than five years. 

• The average person was employed 76% of the weeks from age 18 to
38. Generally, men spent a larger percent of weeks employed than did
women (84% vs. 69%). Women spent much more time out of the labor
force (26% of weeks) than did men (11% of weeks). 

• This group also experienced an average of 4.8 spells of unemployment.
Business Briefings recently reported that a 40-year-old average U.S.
worker has changed jobs ten times. 

The average 40-year-old worker in the United States changes jobs every two
years. Although the Bureau of Labor Statistics has never attempted to estimate
the number of times people change careers in the course of their working
lives, my sense is that the older we get, the more stable we become in our
jobs. In fact, a Department of Labor statistic bears this out. The DOL showed
that the median tenure of workers aged 55 to 64 was 9.6 years—more than
three times that of the younger workers. The worker at age 55 to 64, how-
ever, as we will analyze, sees the world differently then the 28- or 29-year-old
worker. My sense is that the stability factor of these older workers isn’t as
much a reflection of today’s business as it is a reflection of the values that were
established when they first entered the work force thirty-five or forty-five
years ago. 

One challenge to compiling labor statistics is that there is no consensus as
to what, exactly, constitutes a career change. For instance, if a person is pro-
moted in an organization from a sales position to a sales manager’s position or
from an accounting position to an accounting manager’s position, has his or her
career changed from sales and accounting to a career of management? It

What Today’s Job Seekers Need to Know About Themselves and Their Competition 5
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would depend on how you define it as a career change. If a web designer was
laid off and then took a job as a production supervisor for six months, then went
back into web design, has he or she changed careers? There is no way of hav-
ing a consistent definition of what “changing careers” means. 

As a friend of mine, Paul Hawkinson, who is the editor of The Fordyce 
Letter (February 2007, p. 6), the foremost U.S. publication for the recruiting
industry, writes that:

It seems that we’re becoming a nation of “itinerant fruit pickers”
where almost all jobs are impermanent. When CEOs are playing “musi-
cal chairs” with increasing frequency and most other senior executive
level jobs are just transitory in nature, it’s no wonder that America’s work
force has adopted a similar mindset. Especially since employers are no
longer keeping “retirement watches” in their inventory because so few of
their employees are kept on board long enough to get them. Loyalty is a
two-way street and that street is full of potholes these days.

Let’s face it; life on this earth is temporary, anyhow! 
With this in mind, your approach to the interviewing process is going to

be different. Your “career” will likely be a string of two-and-a-half- to three-
year stints for at least the first 75% of your working life. 

The Uncertain Attitude of the U.S. Worker 

Although the economy is expanding and unemployment is lower than it’s been
since the late 1990s, the perceptions of risk and insecurity on the part of the
U.S. worker do not match this reality. Although people think the economy is
better, they aren’t sure if they are actually better off as individuals. The aver-
age U.S. worker feels insecure about both job and future employment. 

As stated above, the United States added an average of about 175,000 new
jobs every month in 2006, and more than 110,000 every month in 2007, and
we’ve gone from 6.3% unemployment in 2003 to between 4.7% and 4.5%
today. The average income in the United States was up 6.5% in 2006 over
2005. Salaries were up 6.9% in 2006 over 2005. U.S. households’ net worth re-
cently hit $52 trillion, which is a record high, and corporate profits also are up.
As a country and as individuals, we should be encouraged if not elated. 

But in spite of all of the positive signs, we as individuals are pessimistic,
uncertain, and, to say the least, vulnerable. Countless corporate restructurings
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and layoffs have destroyed the concept of career-long employment that for
too long sustained the U.S. workers’ confidence. 

Lifelong employment is a thing of the past. Louis Uchitelle, who wrote The
Disposable American (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006), notes that, between
1981 and 2003, some 30 million U.S. workers were displaced due to layoffs,
according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. A modern form of contracting
the workforce began with “layoffs.”

Quite a number of surveys confirm that the percentage of individuals
“somewhat likely” or “likely” to be laid off or fired has steadily risen over the
past decade. Layoffs are not going to go away, but they don’t have to be as nu-
merous as they have been since the late 1990s. Uchitelle asks, “Are we going
to once again be a community of people who feel obligated to take care of
one another, or are we going to continue as a collection of individuals each in-
creasingly concerned only with his or her well being? If we can band together
again, as we did during the 40-year stretch that started in the Depression and
ended with the Vietnam War, job security will gradually return to the United
States,” according to Uchitelle. His hope couldn’t be further from the truth.

Even on the CEO level, stability is treacherous. In 2006, a U.S. company
CEO departed either voluntarily or by force every six hours, double the num-
ber of CEOs who left their jobs in 2004.

Political commentator Ruy Teixeira* observed that the United States is a
“nation of unhappy campers.” He cited a Hart Research Associates/AFL-CIO
poll that found 54% of Americans are “worried and concerned about reach-
ing their economic goals.” The majority of these people felt that their real
wages were declining, felt that their earnings were not keeping up with prices,
and worried “very or somewhat often” about the cost of living rising faster
than their income. In spite of the reality of things like low unemployment and
high household net worth, over 75% of Americans are both dissatisfied with
the country’s economic situation and worried about achieving their economic
and financial goals. The concrete facts don’t support our fearful attitude. 

This fearful attitude reaches all strata of employees. Traditionally, the least
educated are far more economically insecure than their better-educated peers.

What Today’s Job Seekers Need to Know About Themselves and Their Competition 7
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Workers with less than a high school education are the group most likely to re-
port significant employment and financial anxiety. However, recent studies
indicate that college-educated U.S. workers, with perceived “comfortable”
earnings, are experiencing the same significant levels of anxiety. 

In addition, the percentage of U.S. managers, mostly degreed, who felt they
were doing worse financially in a given year than in the previous one has in-
creased over the last three decades. In fact, the rate of job losses among the
most educated, those with a college degree, has increased more steeply than the
rate of job loss among the less educated. In one study that included proportion-
ate samples of all education and economic levels, close to 50% of the individu-
als surveyed reported that they would be very fearful of finding a job with the
equivalent pay and benefits to their current job if they lost their current job. 

Rising levels of insecurity, even among those who have traditionally been
in the highest and most secure levels of employment, suggests that the U.S.
dream is under a lot of pressure. It appears that the most advantaged among
us are lying awake at night, thinking about job and economic issues. National
disasters like 9/11 and extended war, as well as regional “recessions” caused
by things like Hurricane Katrina and the subprime housing bust don’t help.
They reinforce economic and job fears. 

Generational DNA 

Know who were the most exciting players of the 2006 Super Bowl were, don’t
you? Well, it wasn’t the football players. The high point of the Super Bowl
was the four players who entertained everyone at halftime. Mick Jagger and
the Rolling Stones, whose average age is 62.8 years, entertained and tran-
scended generations of workers. Their energy was fantastic. Their product is
at least thirty years old, but they give a great original delivery every time they
perform. Baby boomers in the work force! 

Soon, there will be four generations of people in the work force and there-
fore four generations of people competing as job candidates. The “traditional-
ists” born between 1922 and 1943, the “boomers” born between 1943 and 1960,
the “Gen-Xers” born between 1960 and 1980, and the “Millennials” or “Gen-Y”
born after 1980. Each generation has a different perspective of a work role. 

It is important to know where you personally fit in the “generational DNA”
because you’re going to be competing with different people from different
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generations as well as interviewing with different hiring authorities of differ-
ent generations. We’ll look at the need to be aware of this regarding hiring au-
thorities in the next chapter, but here I will discuss how this reality affects you
as a candidate regarding your competition—other candidates. 

Traditionally, U.S. business has had to deal with, at most, two working
generations at a time. Even then, the values of those generations were not
drastically different. Primarily because of technology, there is a much greater
difference between all of the generations that are now and will be in the work
force. Their differences have come faster and are greater than ever before.
These differences are going to be revealed in the interviewing process. They
can work for you or against you, depending upon your recognition of them. 

The “traditionalists” are known for their loyalty, hard work, and faith in
their institutions, i.e., employment, government, and social (e.g., churches,
schools, etc). They remember World War II and, if they didn’t experience it,
felt the immediate impact of the Great Depression. They’re fiscally responsi-
ble. Work/life balance is very important to them, and if they haven’t retired yet,
they’re likely to just “redirect” their careers. 

“Boomers” have a tendency to identify themselves with their career
achievements. They invented the 60-hour or more workweek and the getting-
ahead-through-hard work ethic. There are 80 million of them in the work
force. They have a tendency to be optimistic but see themselves as “change
agents.” They are idealistic, but not as trusting in their government as their
predecessors as a result of Vietnam and Watergate. 

“Gen-Xers” grew up with the advancement of technology. They are adept
and comfortable with change in their resources, hard working but want an in-
dividual balance of work and play in their lives. They’re the first generation of
latchkey kids and the first generation of techies. They have a tendency to trust
themselves more than the group and are independent but flexible with change.
Their job security is to be constantly learning. Their attitude is that “If I know
enough, and am getting new skills, no matter what happens, I can always find
a job.” They have experienced scandals in business as their predecessors ex-
perienced scandals in government. The drastic and erratic changes in business
don’t bother them at all. They like to be in control and want fast feedback.

The “Millennials” (Gen-Y) grew up with technology. Everything can or
should move fast with them, they’re eager to learn, and they enjoy question-
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ing. They grew up with customized iPods, 24-hour media, 180 TV channels,
the Internet, a global marketplace, and September 11th. They have a ten-
dency to be pragmatic, collaborative, and really understand a worldwide global
perspective. They like teamwork, are flexible, have a keen sense of time man-
agement, and are the ultimate multitaskers. 

So, how does this affect you? Well, if you were 25 years old and had three
jobs in three years after you got out of college or five jobs in five years since
you entered the work force and you’re interviewing with a 62-year-old tradi-
tionalist who has been with the same company for thirty-five years, or started
it, for that matter, you’re going to have to interview differently than you think!

If you are a 60-year-old “boomer” interviewing with a two-year-old com-
pany founded by three 25-year-old “Millennials” who are high risk takers, you
are going to have to alter your interviewing style. 

These cultural differences also will have an impact on how the hiring au-
thority views his or her company. We will discuss that in the next chapter. Just
be ready for the generational DNA differences in today’s economy. This aware-
ness will impact your questions and answers in the interviewing process. 

Your Emotional State 

On top of these new issues in the interviewing and hiring workplace, you, as
a candidate, still have to confront the age-old issue that looking for a job is an
emotionally difficult thing to do. Having to find a job, whether you have one
or you are looking full-time, is an emotional strain. Next to death of a spouse,
death of a parent, death of a child, coupled with divorce, looking for a job is
the fourth most emotionally stressful thing we do. Today, more so than in any
other time in our history, even though the economy is on healthy recovery,
research shows that you as an individual are very insecure about keeping your
present job. If you have a job, you are scared that if you lost it, you couldn’t
replace it at the same level. 

No matter how often a person looks for a job, it is still emotionally stress-
ful. People are usually scared and frightened. I discuss this state in detail in
my book The Job Search Solution, but suffice it to say here that when people
are frightened, scared, and emotionally distressed, they won’t interview well
unless they are prepared for the shock. 

10 ACING THE INTERVIEW: How to Ask and Answer the Questions That Will Get You the Job
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When it comes to answering interview questions in this state, unless a can-
didate thoroughly prepares and practices, there is a great likelihood that this
emotional unease will be revealed and thereby destroy any chance at a good
interviewing process. When people are in such an emotional state, they have
a tendency to focus on their own needs and forget that their goal in the inter-
viewing process is to sell themselves to a perspective employer. They have to
focus on what they can do for the potential employer rather than what the
employer can do for them.

When people are emotionally stressed, they usually want to focus on their
own needs, rather than on the needs of someone else. They often forget that,
in order to get a job offer, they have to focus on how they can solve the hiring
authority’s problem—his or her needs, not those of the candidate.

I would emphasize that one of the purposes of this book is to prepare you
for the emotional strain of looking for a job that is reflected in the interview-
ing process, especially in answering and asking questions. If a candidate 
answers and asks questions in a nervous, self-centered, fearful manner, he or
she simply won’t get hired. 

There are many ways to deal with the emotional strain of interviewing,
but one of the most important things that an individual can do will be em-
phasized in this book and that is to practice for the interviewing process so well
that fear is minimized, if not eliminated. If you practice the answers to the
questions in this book and understand the real reason that certain questions
are being asked, the emotional strain of the interviewing will be minimized. 

Likewise, if you are prepared to ask the right kind of questions about an
opportunity, at the right time, the probabilities of making a mistake in taking
a job will be minimized. Again, asking these kinds of questions takes practice.
Candidates are so often anxious about getting a job offer and possibly losing
or taking one that they often forget to ask the right questions, even if they
know them. This book will keep that from happening to you.

Paradox of Interviewing

There is a great paradox of interviewing that has become even more promi-
nent over the last few years. Just recognizing this paradox is going to put you
one step ahead of your competition. The paradox is simply this: You are going
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to interview and are being interviewed for a position as though the position was
one you are going to be at for the rest of your career. 

It is very rare for any hiring authority or hiring organization to admit that
it’s going to hire you or anyone else for a two-and-a-half- or three-year period
of time. Most organizations would be better off to admit the average tenure
of the individuals in the particular groups in their organization—i.e., account-
ing, engineering, sales, and so on—and interview people with that kind of
time span in mind. In other words, they should be asking themselves, “What
could this person contribute within the two-and-a-half- to three-year period
of time she will be here?” But I’ve run into very few hiring authorities or hir-
ing organizations that will interview in this manner. 

So, you are going to interview for each position as though it is going to be
for a “forever” relationship. But you know and I know and your hiring author-
ity knows that’s not very likely. This is one of the illusions to the interviewing
process and one of the reasons that it is a staged-contrived event, which I will
discuss a little more in another chapter. 

The importance of the transiency of the new position that you might take
is this: Since you are probably not going to build a “career” at your next job,
you’d better view your next position as a “building block” for your career. In
other words, you have to be asking yourself in the interviewing process, to the
best of your ability, “Does this job build upon the experience that I have had
before? Is it going to enhance the experience that I’ve had before? If I get two
and a half years of this kind of experience, can I leverage it in the future?” 

Now, these kinds of questions, especially the one about leveraging the
new job in the future, are going to be very hard to answer. The business en-
vironment, as I will explain in the next chapter, is more erratic than it is ever
been and it isn’t going to change. So, knowing what you can do to leverage the
experience of a new job may be very difficult to predict. But you need to be
asking yourself that question.

If you’ve been out of work for the last six months and you manage to get
a job offer, this issue may not be as important to you. But, with the expansion
of the job market, you will hopefully have more than one or two potential job
offers. So one of the questions that you have ask yourself (a question that peo-
ple have not had to ask in previous generations) is, “Is the job that I have been
offered a positive continuation of the experience that I’ve had, and will I be

12 ACING THE INTERVIEW: How to Ask and Answer the Questions That Will Get You the Job

ch01.qxd  11/12/07  10:50 AM  Page 12

www.amanet.org


240	 Free Sample Chapter from Acing the Interview

American Management Association • www.amanet.org

able to leverage it for a better opportunity for to build my career two and a half
to three years from now?” 

The answer to this question may make the difference in the job offer that
you may take. No one is ever going to be able to predict the future accurately,
but you need to get some sense of “where can I go with this experience later
on when I change jobs again?” There will be some job opportunities that you
may get that will be better for you in this regard. 

So, the paradox of the interviewing has a great implication on your career.
Simply take it into account and be mindful of it.

How These Things Affect You
What all this means to you is very simple. You need a job or you need to change
jobs. But the process and decision making used during your job search and in-
terviewing processes is a lot more complicated than it is ever been.

Even though the job market is expanding and there are more job oppor-
tunities than there have been in the past few years, it is likely that you will
change jobs more often than you ever imagined. You are more afraid of los-
ing the job you have, if you have one. You are insecure about being able to re-
place the one you have if you have to leave it or you lose it. Your competition
over the next few years will be people from four different generations of work-
ers. You’re going have to try to build your career on a number of different
jobs with a number of different companies. And, on top of all of this, you still
have to deal with the emotional distress and dis-ease of finding a job . . . again
and more often than you like.

You need to be better prepared for every interview. Knowing how to deal
with the toughest interview questions as well as asking the most important 
interview questions for your own protection are crucial to your job search 
success. 
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