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How to impress recruiters
and hiring managers no
matter what they ask you

Extreme
Interviewing
By Steven Richards

J

ohn B. King, a direct marketing consultant in
Norwalk, Conn., is an experienced interviewee and
approaches meetings with hiring
managers with confidence.
Nonetheless, he says, he's
"always apprehensive about that
one question from way out in
left field that appears designed
to undermine my composure."

Mr. Richards is co-managing partner at Joyce
Richards, Executive Search (www.adcareers.com),
in Orinda, Calif., and an instructor at the
University of Phoenix, Northern California
Campuf.

Books on job interviewing promise to
equip candidates such as Mr. King with
answers to hundreds of interview questions. They're well worth their price to
job seekers who have been startled by
such questions as "How's this position
different from others you've applied for?"
Millions of such books have been sold.
The result: Too many well-intentioned,
but. misguided candidates recite the
books' answers rather than applying their
principles to frame responses appropriate to their own personalities and backgrounds.
Sadly, it's common for interviewers to
hear the same canned answers from different candidates week after week.
As an executive recruiter, one of my
favorite questions is "What would your
last manager say is your biggest shortcoming?" If answered at all, I usually hear
variations of: "I work too hard. I'm so passionate about my work, I sometimes lose
Continues on next page
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sight of the big picture. I need to get a life outside
the office."
I grimace inside when I hear these responses.
Some interviewers are more forgiving. "When
I sense I'm getting textbook answers from an
applicant, I have to work that much harder to
uncover their values, style, professionalism, enthusiasm and their potential to complement our
unique culture," says Dennis Eastham, president
of North American Direct Marketing Agencies for
Snyder Communications, a marketing company
based in Bethesda, Md.
Extreme Interviewing
"Extreme interviewing" is a technique that
takes a different approach. It consists of preparing
responses to questions and linking them to the
questions to deliver a positive message. This
approach isn't new. Candidates for elective office
have been practicing it for hundreds of years.
This strategy is especially suited to "projective"
questions that frustrate candidates, such as "What
separates you from your peers?" and "Assuming
you came to work for our company, what do you
think your present manager would say to you on
your last day?"
You can adapt this approach to most questions
recruiters can dream up. Moreover, you'll be
armed with responses interviewers won't have
heard before. You'll be able to answer with enthusiasm and passion that can't be duplicated in a
textbook response.
Success Stories
The first step is to prepare three or more career
success stories and two or more that had less than
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favorable outcomes but were learning experiences.
Success stories are "Kodak moments" from
your career, the more recent the better. They
should appear on your resume and can include
promotions, raises, awards, evaluations and successful projects. Also consider new business successes and any other noteworthy efforts for which
you received special recognition.
Learning experiences are humbling events from
earlier in your career that molded you into the
experienced professional you are today.
Write these stories as if you were creating a 30-

You'll be able to
answer with enthusiasm
and passion that can't
be duplicated in a
textbook response
second radio spot. Use numbers whenever possible. For example, include details on increased revenue, profit, market share and savings. Memorize
your stories and perfect their delivery in front of
a mirror or video camera. Your enthusiasm and
emotional involvement with your employer should
come through loud and clear.
In initial screenings, many recruiters will listen
for how candidates communicate their accomplishments. Susan Allard, a principal in Allard
Associates, a San Francisco executive search firm
that specializes in financial services recruitment,
says she looks for "clear, concise, high quality
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language that resonates with energy, drive and
people skills."
These "stories" become advertising messages
delivered during the interview. As with any good
ad, don't be overly modest or wordy. Each story
should be brief. If the interviewer wants to know
more, they'll ask.
Links
The next step is to connect the interviewer's
questions with your message. These links aren't
always needed, but when done well, they provide
a seamless transition between the question and
its answer.
Successful politicians have perfected this technique of linking the questions they're asked with
the messages they want to deliver. They can be
observed plying their skills at news conferences
and on Sunday morning talk shows. You'd do well
to study their techniques.
Four useful links include:
"That's difficult to say, but let me tell you
about a similar experience at...
"That reminds me of the time when...
"That resonates with the time that...
"They would probably tell you about...
"For example...
The Strategy in Action
Using this technique, a JAVA programmer
from San Francisco's "Multimedia Gulch," wowed
a recruiter who asked her "How did the realities
differ from your expectations in your last job?"
She told him how initially she didn't think her
technical background was adequate for her last
position: However, she said, within eight months
the company promoted her and awarded her a
$5,000 bonus for developing a solution to a problem that had eluded her peers and superiors.
Similarly, a senior product manager used this

September 12 - September 18, 1999

technique with success when interviewing at
Charles Schwab Corp., a brokerage firm based in
San Francisco. He responded to the question,
"What's the one thing you would like to change in
your current boss if you could?" by saying that he
wished his boss would adopt more of a "hands off'
management style. He explained that his current
manager, for whom he had a great deal of respect
and admiration, tended to micro-manage his projects despite his five years of "high achiever" annual performance ratings and record of contributions.
He then went on to enumerate them.
Form and Substance
With succinct, well-rehearsed stories that illustrate how your previous successes relate to the
interviewer's current challenges, you'll be able to
provide extraordinary responses in both form and
substance.
"One of the most important and difficult things
I'm trying to accomplish in an interview is to
determine how someone's previous accomplishments in a different environment may translate to
success in our company," says Mr. Eastham.
"When I meet someone who can do this for me,
someone who-'s thought through how they can
apply their assets to growing my business, I'm
delighted."
Some interviewers use questions to assess candidates' personalities and poise and to test their
ability to think on their feet. These questions can
include such hypotheticals as, "Assume you had
an unlimited budget, how would you furnish and
decorate your new. office?" For many of these
questions, form can be more important than substance.
"In an interview, [most interviewers are] looking to put a third dimension on to what you see
on the resume," says Brian O'Hare, former president of Norwest Card Services, now a subsidiary
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of Wells Fargo & Co., a bank based in San
Francisco. "When you ask someone a difficult
question that has no pat answer, the way they
approach it tells you how their mind works and
whether they're a thinking person who can hold
their own in a highly interactive, give-and-take
environment. Or are they the type of person who
has to go back to their office, think about it and
respond in a memo?"
A Good Story Goes a Long Way
There's nothing Machiavellian about this
approach. Some interview questions are like
Rorschach tests. There are no right, wrong or even
preferred answers. What matters is how the ink
blot is interpreted—how the question is answered.
Many typical interview questions are opportunities to showcase your stories. Consider the question, "What can you do for us that someone else
can't?" Some candidates might struggle to envision
the skill set of the universe of potential candidates
and the innermost workings of the company.
But this question can be parried with, "That's
difficult to say from outside your company, but let
me tell you what I did at..." and fill in the blank
with a success story.
Similarly, to answer the question, "What would
your subordinates say about you?" candidates
might find their heads spinning with a random survey of present and former employees.
Instead, you can answer, "They would probably tell you about the time I..." and highlight
another accomplishment.
Here are some questions to get you started:
D What would your last boss say about you
if I called for a reference?
D Do you set goals for yourself?
D How did your last boss get the most out of
you?
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D Tell me about a time that you had to work
under tremendous pressure and stress.
D What have you done that shows initiative
and a willingness to work?
D How would someone else describe your
management style?
D Why do you want to work here?
D Tell me about a work experience you had
that didn't turn out as expected.
D What was the last thing you worked on
that really challenged or excited you?
D What has been your greatest accomplishment?
D How long would it take you to make a contribution to our firm?
D How have you benefited from your disappointments?
D Why should I hire you?
D Looking back at your last job, how do you
think your performance could have been
improved?
D Tell me about a boss you had that you
didn't like?
D What interests you most about this job?
D What can you do for us that someone else
can't do?
D Assuming you came to work for our company, what do you think your boss would
say to you on your last day?
D How do you respond to tough situations?
D Tell me about a time when you challenged
a policy?
D What would be your biggest challenge the
first 30 days on the job here?
DWhat would your manager say is your
biggest shortcoming? •

