Interview Skills That Work!

By Rochelle Melander

John, a high-level magazine editor, had failed at five job interviews when he came to me for coaching. John is an expert at putting together content that sells magazines. He's also intelligent and a bit impatient with others. At job interviews, John wanted to prove his expertise. He often did so by criticizing a magazine's current editorial decisions. Instead of sounding smart, John appeared arrogant and rude. He offended the very people he needed to win over: his potential employers.

John and I worked together to modify his role in an interview. While demonstrating his expertise was important, John first needed to build relationships with the interviewers. John and I worked on two techniques that build relationships: listening and clarifying. These techniques helped John land the editorial job of his dreams and also made him a better editor and manager. 

As John earned, listening well is harder than it seems. When we're supposed to be listening, we're thinking about what to say next, daydreaming about a new project, or interrupting with our own thoughts. Is there a better approach? Absolutely! 

First, appreciate what the speaker is saying. Make eye contact with the speaker. Use verbal and nonverbal cues to show that you are paying attention. That might mean shaking you head  "yes" or saying, "Interesting." In turn, pay attention to nonverbal cues from the speaker. How is the person sitting? Is the speaker looking at you? Make mental or actual notes of what the speaker says for future reference. Finally, ask questions to gain a deeper understanding of what the speaker is saying.

Often, we respond to what we assume the other said or what we fear the other said instead of what they actually said! When a boss says, "This job isn't getting finished fast enough," we might hear, "And you are to blame!" But is that what the boss is saying?  Don't assume! 

Clarify. Never assume that you know what the speaker meant by a vague statement. Ask, "Can you say more about that?" Ask, "Can you give me an example of what you mean?" Ask, "How can I be helpful in this situation?"

Communicating is about building a relationship.  The first two steps in that process are simple: listen and clarify.
