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Guide Contents
This short guide is designed to help a job applicant like you prepare for an interview. It 
will advise you on:

•  What to bring and wear to an interview
•  How to research the company prior to your interview
•   What aspects of your background to emphasize during the interview
•  How to answer the most common job interview questions
•   How to avoid pitfalls in the process
•   How to deal with a telephone interview or a panel interview
•   How to write a thank you note after the interview
•  How to accept a job offer

This guide is comprehensive but short. It’s designed to tell you all the basic information 
you need to know to succeed in your interview. Consider consulting an Interview SOS 
coach if you have additional questions.

About interview sos
We hope you’ll consider using Interview SOS as part of your successful job search.Inter-
view SOS provides career services including:

•  Resume writing
•  Job interview preparation
•  Graduate school interview preparation
•  Career counseling services

We meet with clients across the USA and around the world using the telephone, Skype, 
and Google Chat. Our company is led by experienced career services professionals who are 
committed to providing top notch career coaching to our clients. Our headquarters is in Los 
Angeles, California. This book is written by Vijay Ingam, the founder of Interview SOS.

You can reach us at 1-800-212-2670 or the visit the Interview SOS website at 
www.interviewsos.com and use our easy form.
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suGGested PrePArAtion time 
for An interview
You should expect to spend 2-8 hours preparing for a typical job interview. The 
more time you spend preparing for a job interview, the more likely you are 
to get the job. Remember that your overall goal in the job interview process is 
to impress the hiring manager(s) enough to pick you over the other applicants by 
presenting your educational background, skills, credentials, work experience and 
personality in the best possible light. If you come to an interview having completed 
the preparations described in this guide, you should be better prepared than the 
vast majority of job applicants; that’s how you get the job.Candidates with special 
situations or those applying for specific job types may require additional prepara-
tion. Consult your interview coach for guidance.

suGGestions for the interview
•  Always be 30 minutes early for a job interview and plan to have reliable transporta-

tion ahead of time.
•   Start your conversation with each interviewer by greeting them with a firm handshake.
•   Dress in business formal attire (see our guidelines below).
•   Express your interest in the company very early in the interview. You can say, “I am 

very excited to have the opportunity to interview for this position.”
•   Maintain eye contact with your interviewer and smile.
•   Ask each interviewer to give you a business card or professional contact info, including 

email (you will need this to send a thank you note and in orderto follow up later).
•   Be friendly and conversational with everyone you encounter, including administra-

tive staff, other candidates for the position, and security
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whAt do you brinG And weAr to A 
job interview?
We have the following suggestions regarding attire and personal grooming for men 
and women during job interviews.

reCommended Attire for men
•   A recently dry cleaned and pressed navy blue, grey, or black suit
•  A blue or white collared button-down long sleeve shirt (pinstripes are acceptable)
•  A nice but conservative tie
•  Dark colored socks
•  Brown or black leather belt and shoes
•  No sandals or open-toed shoes
•  Conservatively combed hair (if you have long hair, put it in a ponytail)
•  The only jewelry you should wear is a wristwatch
•  Pull out your earring if you have one (you can wear it later, just not during the interview)

reCommended Attire for women
•  A recently dry cleaned and pressed dark blue, black, cream, beige, or grey dress suit 

(make sure the length is below the knees) or pantsuit
•  Conservative leather shoes (no open-toed shoes)
• Hair in a bun, ponytail, or in a carefully-combed conservative hairstyle
• Limited jewelry and tastefully done makeup

» Plan to be 30 minutes early to your job interview.
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for both sexes we suGGest:
•  Shower well, groom yourself, and rinse with mouthwash or use breath mints before 

the interview.
•  Conceal any tattoos.

These guidelines are applicable in the vast majority of interview situations. Please con-
sult your interview coach if you need any clarification.

we suGGest thAt you brinG the followinG items to your interview:
•  Two copies of your resume on white resume paper
•  A list of references (call your references to confirm they are prepared to answer 

inquiries) or letters of recommendation
• A complete work and salary history including dates of employment, location, sal-

ary, and contact information for all prior employers
• Copies of any professional certifications
• A leather portfolio with a notepad
• Two pens (black or blue)
• Your cellular phone (turned off before the interview begins)
• A copy of your driver’s license, social security card, and passport

Having these items on hand will facilitate your application process and aid you in com-
pleting any required paperwork.

» aPProPriate attire for a job interview
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» GroominG and hyGiene are always imPortant for an interview

reseArCh And PrePArAtion Prior
to the interview
You should anticipate spending 2-8 hours researching the job, the company, and pre-
paring answers to interview questions prior to a typical job interview. If you know the 
company or the industry well, you may require less time.

reseArCh the ComPAny And your role in it

Read the job descRiption
•  Identify the key skills and traits required for the position.
•  Identify aspects of your background (education, job history, interests, etc.) that 

show you have those skills and traits. Make a list and try to touch upon these dur-
ing the job interview.

ReseaRch the company
• Read the company website and recent press releases.
•  Google the company, along with the business unit you will be working in.
•  Know the basic facts about the company, such as how large they are, where they 

have offices, and the nature of their main business.
•  Research how your role fits into the company.
•  If you can learn about the people who will be interviewing you, research their 

backgrounds as well.
•  Reach out to any contacts you have in the organization; tell them you will be inter-

viewing for a job and ask t hem for feedback and advice.
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PrePAre �-8 questions for the interviewer
•  These questions should subtly show that you researched the company and think 

positively about it. Examples:
»  “I noticed you recently hired a new CEO, Person X, do you expect positive changes in 

the company’s business as a result?”
»  “On your website you describe your exciting new product Z, how are customers 

responding to this product?”

•  You can always ask your interviewer questions about their personal experience at 
the company. Examples:
»  “How long have you been at company X?”
»   “What has your experience at company X been like?”

Guidelines for AnswerinG job
interview questions
whAt emPloyers Are lookinG for
Before you begin preparing answers to common job interview questions, you need 
to know the characteristics that employers are looking for in potential applicants. 
Employers typically like job applicants with the following traits:

»  the best PrePared job aPPlicant usually Gets the job.
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•  Reliable
•  Proactive and take initiative
•  Work well in teams
•  Have energy and enthusiasm
•  Self-motivated
•  Versatile
•  Organized

Throughout the job interview, try to subtly show you have the above characteristics 
by providing examples from your professional or academic experience in which you 
demonstrated these traits.

motivAtions, AsPirAtions, And thouGht ProCess
The biggest mistake that most job applicants make is not presenting their motivations, aspira-
tions, and internal thought processes in a positive light. Some examples of common mistakes:

•  Don’t say you quit your job because you disliked your boss, instead, say you did it because 
you felt there was no room to grow or you were interested in another opportunity, etc.

•  Don’t say you’re interested in a position because of the money; say you’re inter-
ested in the growth opportunities or your admiration for the company, etc.

Acceptable motivations include interest in the job and the industry, a desire to expand 
your knowledge and skills, or seeking greater challenges. Your thoughts are your own, 
so always present your internal thought process in a positive light.

you’ll wAnt to follow these Guidelines in AnswerinG
interview questions:

•  Make sure your answers are clear and easy to understand  (as a guideline, your 
answer should be simple enough that a high school senior could understand it).

•  Focus on fulfilling the needs of the company that is hiring you, not your own needs.
•  Prepare your answers to common job interview questions before your interview 

and rehearse your answers.
•  Show you have the required skills described in the job description.
•  Prove you can handle yourself professionally in the workforce and will be a reliable 

employee.
•  Show you have insight into the importance of your work and its impact on your 

previous employers.
•  Whenever possible, mention the positive financial impact of your activities (“saved 

$100K annually” or “led to $300K in additional revenue”).
•  Provide examples of yourself proactively seeking solutions to workplace problems.
•  Never repeat a negative assessment of your performance made by someone else.
•  Never say anything bad about a past employer, coworker, boss, teacher, or anyone 

else during a job interview.
•  Never swear.
•  You can sugar coat the truth, but never lie during a job interview.
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» a firm handshake and a winninG smile can Get you the job.
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the most Common job interview 
questions
question �: “tell me About yourself.”
Give a short 2-3 minute pitch summarizing your background, credentials, and skills as related to 
the job you are applying for. This is often called an “elevator pitch.” Focus on your personal, pro-
fessional, and academic achievements. There are many ways to answer this question; we sug-
gest starting with your professional goals and current position. Next, go through your resume in 
chronological order, including jobs and education. Summarize each job or aspect of your educa-
tional background in 1-3 sentences, focusing on your accomplishments. End by saying how your 
experience and background make you the ideal candidate for this position.

Current Job or Profession
Example: “I’m an experienced financial analyst”

Aspiration or Professional Goal (should be related to the job you are applying for)
Example:  “Seeking a role as the Director of Finance in your company.”
Education: Institutions studied at, degrees pursued including notable, career-relevant 
achievements, or activities at each institution

Example: “I got my BA in Accounting from USC, where I was president of my sorority 
Kappa Zeta and took coursework in financial modeling.”
Work History: Mention past jobs, including company name, your role, the number of 
years you worked there, and major accomplishments, achievements, and recognition.

Example:  “After graduating, I worked as an accountant at Bank of X for 5 years, during which I was 
promoted from junior accountant to manager. My major accomplishments included landing 3 
new accounts for the company totaling $3 m in new revenue and streamlining our accounting 
system resulting in $100 k in annual cost savings. I currently manage 3 junior analysts.”

Mention Credentials:
Example:  “I have completed the requirements for the CPA designation, and I am li-
censed in the state of California.”
Summary: End by summarizing how your skills, educational background, and work ex-
perience will make you an ideal candidate for the position described.

Example:  “In summation, I think that my educational background in accounting and 
work experience in finance have made me into a proactive, detail-oriented financial 
manager who is a good fit for this role.”

Complete Example:
I’m an experienced financial analyst, seeking a role as the Director of Finance in your 
company. I got my BA in Accounting from USC, where I was president of my sorority 
Kappa Zeta and took coursework in financial modeling. After graduating, I worked as 
an accountant at Bank of X for 5 years, during which I was promoted from junior ac-
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countant to manager. My major accomplishments included landing 3 new accounts for 
the company totaling $3 m in new revenue and streamlining our accounting system 
resulting in $100 k in annual cost savings. I currently manage 3 junior analysts. I have 
completed the requirements for the CPA designation, and I am licensed in the state of 
California. In summation, I think that my educational background in accounting and 
work experience in finance have made me into a proactive, detail-oriented financial 
manager who is a good fit for this role.”

After going through the major items in your resume, you’ll have to trim or add content in 
your elevator pitch to fit into the 2-3 minute time frame. Always try to focus on the most 
important career relevant portions of your resume when writing the elevator pitch.

Make sure you ask for feedback about your elevator pitch from your Interview SOS ca-
reer coach (or a friend). Practice your pitch until it comes naturally to you.

question �: why Are you leAvinG your Current job, or why did you leAve 
your Previous job?
When answering this question, always focus on the positive. Mention the things you will 
gain from the new position, such as added responsibility or new opportunities, rather 
than negative aspects of your current or last job. You should never criticize your current 
employer or the people you work with. Don’t mention salary as a primary motivator.

» interview sos career coaches really add value when ProvidinG 
feedback on your answers to common job interview questions.
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question �: whAt is your GreAtest strenGth? whAt Are your strenGths?
Select strengths that are appropriate for the job. Cite examples from your work experi-
ence or education that demonstrate you have that strength.

question �: whAt is your GreAtest weAkness? whAt Are your weAknesses?
This question is important for showing self-insight as part of the job interview process. 
Don’t say that you have no weaknesses. Instead, focus on:
•  Weaknesses you have corrected
•  Strengths that are weaknesses in specific situations

question �: why Are you interested in this Position or ComPAny?
This question is an opportunity for you to demonstrate your research regarding the 
company. You should say that you are interested in the company or job because of 
growth opportunities, your admiration for the company’s products or mission, or other 
aspects of the job that align with your personal goals and ambitions. Don’t say your 
primary motivator is salary.

question �: tell me About your GreAtest AChievement.
It’s better to use a work-related success to answer this question, but you can also use 
examples from your educational background. The situation-action-result framework is 
useful in answering questions like this one. You should identify the situation and prob-
lems that you encountered (situation), how you overcame them (action), and the posi-
tive consequences of your efforts, preferably financial (results).

Example:
“My greatest achievement is the turnaround plan I wrote for the underperforming 
smaller stores of company Y.”

Situation
“Company Y had underperforming small stores that were about the size of Radio Shack, 
and they were run as if they were larger stores the size of Best Buy.”

Action
“After speaking to the store’s staff and analyzing their financial statements, I began to 
realize the smaller stores were underperforming due to excess inventory, inefficiently 
scheduled staff, and lack of locally targeted marketing. I came up with a comprehensive 
turnaround plan that included reducing inventory, adjusting staff scheduling, and tar-
geting marketing expenditures to local markets.”

Result
“The company saved $500 k in reduced inventory and witnessed an increase in sales 
of 30% or about $1 million a year. Making these smaller stores work was critical for the 
potential future growth of the company in smaller markets.”

The situation-action-result framework can also be used to answer other job inter-
view questions.
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question �: how do you deAl with ConfliCt?
The appropriate answer to this question is to say that you are a “peacemaker” or a “me-
diator” who tries to resolve workplace conflicts, while enabling those with conflicting 
personalities to work together.  Provide a specific example of a situation at work or at 
school in which people found themselves at odds but were nevertheless able to over-
come their differences and work together. Mention specific things you did to overcome 
conflicts.

Never say or imply that you often find yourself in conflict with other people (regardless 
of who is to blame).

deAlinG with illeGAl questions
In the United States, it’s generally illegal to ask job interview questions regarding:
• Race
• Religion
• Ethnic background
• Sexual orientation
• Children
• Marital status
• Age

However, we live in the real world, where companies and interviewers are not aware of 
the law and sometimes discriminate. We suggest that you use your own judgment in 
answering these types of questions should they come up.  You may no longer be inter-

» how do you Plan to resPond to discrimination if you encounter it?
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ested in working for the company after being asked a discriminatory question.

Our suggested response to an illegal question is:
“I’m sorry, but I don’t feel it’s appropriate for me to answer that question as part of my job 
interview. However, I would be happy to discuss how my skills and qualifications make me 
the best candidate for this job.”

telePhone interviews
Companies often use telephone interviews to screen job applicants before bringing 
them into further rounds of interviewing. Telephone interviews can also be used if a hir-
ing manager is in a remote location. Telephone interviews should be viewed just as seri-
ously as in person interviews. Similar preparations are required. The primary difficulty 
with telephone interviews is that it can be hard to respond to questions given over the 
phone because you don’t have the visual cues from facial expressions and body lan-
guage to assess your interviewer’s thinking. However, there are also some advantages 
to telephone interviews. For instance, you can easily refer to your notes during a tele-
phone interview. We suggest you take advantage of this benefit by having your notes 
handy during the interview (Don’t read straight from your notes.).

» you can refer to your notes durinG a telePhone interview.
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Our recommendations for telephone interviews include:
•  Prepare as if it was a regular interview.
•  Sit alone at a table in a quiet room with your interview preparation notes handy 

during the interview. 
•  Make hand gestures and speak as if your interviewer were in front of you.
•  Make sure you have a reliable phone, preferably a landline, ready for the interview. 

If you have to use a cellular phone, make sure it is completely charged and has 
excellent reception prior to the interview.

•  Remember that your tone of voice is particularly important in a telephone inter-
view, because that’s how you convey your enthusiasm and feelings.

PAnel interviews
Sometimes you’ll face a team of interviewers instead of a single interviewer. The panel inter-
view requires that you connect with all of these interviewers at the same time. Expect to get 
questions from all of the panel members at some point during the interview.

Our suggestions for panel interviews include:
•  Prepare as it if was a regular interview.
•  Move down the line of interviewers and make sure you introduce yourself to each 

one with a firm handshake and a smile at the beginning of the interview.
•  When you answer a question from a specific panel member, start by having eye 

contact with the panel member asking the question, and after about 20 seconds, 
adjust your eye contact to address other members of the group to show you are 
directing your answer to them as well.

•   Ask for a business card from every member of the panel and send a unique thank 
you note to each.

» don’t be afraid of Panel interviews!
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how to PrePAre for skills testinG
Sometimes employers will give you skills tests to assess your knowledge of the software pro-
grams you’ll be using, along with other tests concerning skills or knowledge required for the po-
sition. They will usually warn you ahead of time so you can be prepared for such testing. Some-
times an employer will use testing software that is designed to assess your skills and knowledge. 
Other times they will ask you to demonstrate your ability to perform a few common functions 
on a computer program or answer a few questions about a specific subject. The best way to pre-
pare for a skills test is to know the subject or computer program you are being tested on, but be 
aware that sometimes skills tests can be on aspects of a subject or computer program that you 
do not use regularly. Interview SOS suggests the following preparations:

tests on miCrosoft offiCe APPliCAtions (miCrosoft exCel, word, 
PowerPoint, ACCess or outlook)
Before taking a skills test on a Microsoft Office program, we suggest you use the Professor 
Teaches Office 2010 from Individual Software. It’s a great program that shows you how to 
use most basic functions on each of the major programs of the Microsoft Office Suite. Ex-
pect to spend 3-4 hours learning the basic functions for each program. We suggest doing 
both the basic and advanced lessons for each office program prior to a skills test.

tyPinG tests
We suggest using either Mavis Beacon Teaches Typing or Typing Instructor before tak-
ing a test to improve your typing skills. Depending on your current typing skills and 
those required for the position, you should anticipate spending 10-40 hours learning to 
type well if you don’t have the skill already.

ACCountinG softwAre
To prepare for tests on accounting software such as Sage Peachtree, we suggest using 
Mastering Peachtree Made Easy Training Tutorial. To learn QuickBooks, we suggest Mas-
tering QuickBooks Made Easy v. 2013 Video Training Tutorial Course DVD-ROM.

subjeCt tests
If you anticipate a subject test on something like financial accounting or nursing, we 
suggest spending a few hours reviewing a respected textbook on the subject, even if 
you feel you are already knowledgeable.

thAnk you notes
Write a thank you note after the interview (be sure to get a business card from the hir-
ing manager).The thank you note does the following:
•  Shows your appreciation to the interviewer for taking the time to meet with you.
•  Expresses your continued interest in the job.
•  Mentions something professionally-related about the job interview you found 

interesting (always positive).
•  Reminds the interviewer about any aspects of your background that make you 

especially qualified for the position.
•  Should be sent within 24 hours! Email is best, but written notes are acceptable if 

mailed the same day.
•  Send a unique note to each person you interviewed with.
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sAmPle thAnk you note
Dear [Person X],

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me to discuss my interest in [position A] at [com-
pany Z]. I particularly enjoyed our discussion regarding_____.

I was very excited about the position because of ______.

I think I’m a good candidate because _______.

Thanks,
[Your name]

ConClusion
Thank you for reading this guide. We hope you will consider using our services as part 
of your successful job search. Good luck!

About interview sos
Interview SOS provides one on one job interview preparation, graduate school interview 
preparation, resume writing, and career counseling services to clients across the USA and 
around the world using the telephone, Skype, and Google Chat. Our company is led by ex-
perienced career services professionals who are committed to providing top notch career 
coaching services to clients. Our headquarters is in Los Angeles, California.

our mission
Our mission is to provide an educational service that helps job applicants succeed in 
the interview process by demonstrating their skills, experience, and educational cre-
dentials. The interview is the most critical piece of the job application process, and we 
want our clients to be able to present themselves in the best possible way. We help our 
clients by giving them an assessment of their applications and helping them to empha-
size their strengths and mitigate weaknesses. We want our clients to feel confident, well 
prepared, and aware of what to expect during the job interview.
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