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Killer Answerstothe Most Commonly Asked Interview Questions

Wondering how you should answer the most commonly asked questionsin an
interview? Thisarticle provides someinsight on how to answer those questions
and prepare for an interview. Come prepared to the interview, be prepared to
answer the questions, and be prepared to think on your feet and you will do
well in your interview.

By Jim Cipriani Jr*

Early in my career running arecruiting and placement company, | accompanied a candidate on an
interview for a Computer Operations job at a prestigious client that | desperately needed to impress. |
thoroughly prepared and grilled him in order to help him put his best foot forward. 1 mock interviewed
him for hours and fired out every question | could think of. | thought | had prepared, coached and honed
his skillsto perfection. We walked into the hiring manager’s office confidently. My candidate had an
impeccable resume, pressed interview suit and an answer to every interview question | could imagine. |
was feeling confident. We settled into a mahogany and leather clad conference room and the hiring
manager asked my candidate hisfirst question, “what do you know about the position?” My candidate
promptly answered, “not much.” After cursing under my breath and pulling my jaw up off my lap |

sank into my seat, crawled onto the floor and slithered out the door on my belly.

Needless to say he didn’t get the job. Perhaps it was my fault. | had prepared him for every difficult
guestion | could think of but had failed to prepare him for the obvious. Now, severa years and
thousands of interviews later, | profess that failure to prepare adequately for an interview is adeath
sentence. All other things being equal, he or she who is better prepared wins. However, you cannot
prepare for every question, and although this article is designed to better prepare you to succeed in an
interview, realize that to succeed you must think on your feet. The candidate | escorted to the interview
could have answered better than he did. | cannot teach you or anyone how to think on your feet,
however, | can help by giving you killer answers to the most commonly asked interview questions.

Redlize there are thousands of interview questions and you cannot be prepared to answer them all. |
have heard bizarre and ineffectual questions designed to see how quick you can think on your feet such
as, “If you were afruit, what would you be and why?’ Y ou can also expect situational questions that
that are difficult to prepare for and are designed to see how you would react to an infinite number of
situations. Thisarticle is designed to help you prepare to give killer answers to the most commonly
asked interview questions.

Below isalist of the 15 most commonly asked interview questions | have run across:

What do you know about the company?

What do you know about the job?

Tell me about your background / Tell me about yourself?
What are your greatest strengths?

What are your weaknesses?
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What is your greatest accomplishment?

What is the greatest difficulty you' ve had to overcome?
Why did you leave your previous employer(s)?

What are you looking for in anew job?

Why should | hire you?

What do you want to be doing in five years?

What value can you lend to this company?

Describe the best and worst manager you’ ve had?
What is the most difficult problem you’ ve had to solve?
How much are you looking to make?

v
v
v
v
v
v
v
v
v
v

What do you know about the company? Thisoneiseasy. The only way to blow this question is not
to prepare, and if you fail to prepare, you deserve to lose the job. A quick internet search will bring you
to the company’ s home page and should give you all you need. Hours of research is not necessary. An
understanding of the industry, the products or services a company offers, how the company
differentiates itself, the corporate mission or value statement and a quick visit to the “ news releases”
section on the company web site to discover new product releases, strategic partnerships or other tidbits
should suffice. If the company doesn’t have a news release section on their website, a Google search
should give you additional insight.

Thekiller answer to this question isto ask the interviewer a specific question about something you read
on the website. Thiswill demonstrate you have done your research (especially important if the
interviewer failsto ask you what you know about the company). “I saw on your website that you have a
strategic partnership with ABC company. How has that relationship helped you competitively?”
Another killer responseisto find out who the company executives are and to perform a Google search
on their names. Y ou may find nuggets of information about their personal interests, community
involvement, recent awards they have won, and much more. “1 understand your CEO was just
nominated for Entrepreneur of the Y ear. How has his entrepreneuria spirit helped your company?”’
There is no need to over prepare, but asking questions that demonstrates you did your homework will
distinguish you from the other candidates.

What do you know about thejob? Thisisalittle tougher. Often al you have seenisabrief
description written in an ad. In order to find more information you can visit the employment section of
the company’ swebsite. If you are working through a recruiter he or she should have lots of detail for
youl.

Thekiller answer to this question isto let the interviewer know you called the human resources
department, receptionist, customer service department or other people who have the same job in the
company to get the inside scoop on the duties and responsibilities. After you let them know you went
the extramile to research the position ask them to describe what the duties and responsibilities are.

Tell meabout your background / Tell me about yourself. Thisis perhapsthe #1 asked question. In
my estimation the majority of interviewers come unprepared to an interview and do not have alist of
guestions to ask you. This question is an easy one for interviewers and it is essential to be prepared to
answer it succinctly. There are two ways to answer this. Thefirst isto ask the interviewer what they
want to know or how far back they want you to go. The other isto simply fire away. Either way, you
blow this question when you talk too long, babble on or go off on tangents.
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Thekiller answer to this question is to give them a dose of persona experience. Let the interviewer
know who you are and why you are special. Mix the work experience with what you |earned about
yourself along the way. “I was brought up in aloving but financially needy family. | learned at a young
age that work gave me independence. | worked my way through high school and college and have had
to work hard for everything I’ ve ever achieved. After graduating from Canisius College | went to work
for Xerox as asales representative and | quickly learned that you have to learn and improve every day in
order to succeed in such a competitive environment. | was fortunate to be surrounded by some of the
best in the industry and it helped raise the level of my performance. | continually was ranked #1 or #2
among my teammates and would have stayed there forever if there was a chance to advance without
having to leave Buffalo. | then took a promotion to become a sales manager at United Sales Associates
and had to learn how to motivate othersin order to succeed. Etc...”

When you share asmall dose of personal information and expose a bit of what defines you as an
individual your openness and honesty endears you to the interviewer. Remember keep it short and to the
point. An answer that lasts longer than one or two minutes may get you into trouble.

What areyour greatest strengths? Thistooiseasy. So easy that my killer answer isto know yourself
and don't brag.

What areyour weaknesses? Thisoneismuch trickier. | call thisathinice question. It can easily get
you into trouble you can’t get out of. In the go-go yuppie days of the 1980’s, | was taught to give one of
your strengths as aweakness. “1 am an overachiever. My work ethic makes my wife mad.” | believe
that modern day interviewers are looking to gain some insight into who you really are, and most
experienced interviewers get suspicious when they believe they are being told what they want to hear.
Thekiller answer to this question isto give them areal weakness. An individua who knows their own
weaknesses knows how to improve. The worst answer to this question is to say you have no
weaknesses, or you can't really think of any. Nearly as bad isto tell them something too personal or
bad. Theinterviewer doesn’t need to know you drink a case of beer every night or like torturing small
animals. However adose of honesty will endear you to your interviewer. “1 tend to bore easily. At
times | can get distracted. | catch myself doing the duties that are more enjoyable instead of those that
are the most important.” Thereis an important add-on to each of these responses. Any time you give a
weakness, let the interviewer know what you are doing to overcome it. “ By multitasking and putting a
lot on my plate | am able to overcome my boredom. | list al my top priorities for the day in my planner
and make sure | complete them no matter what. | do all my important duties in the morning before | do
the enjoyable duties.” Knowing your weaknesses is the first step to top performance, correcting them is
paramount.

What isyour greatest accomplishment? To answer this question properly, look into your past. What
have you done that you consider great? Was it gaining some advantage in life like completing college,
was it overcoming some adversity like the loss of ajob or aloved one? | cannot give you answers to
accomplishments unique to you.

TheKkiller answer to this question isto give the interviewer something that was truly a unigue and
great accomplishment, and give them the reason why it was so great. | was interviewing a candidate the
other day and asked her this question. Her answer was “my husband left me and my 2 year old baby ten
years ago. | had no job or education. | got my first job as a sales person making $10/hr and grew that
into a $50,000.00 per year job.”
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What isthe greatest difficulty you’ve had to overcome? | suggest answering this question the same
way as the previous question.

Why did you leave your previous employer(s)? This question is easy to answer if you have not
jumped between jobs frequently and haven't been fired. If either of these are true, this question will be
much more difficult to give akiller answer to. If you have had more than three jobsin six years or have
been fired, to succeed on this question give a brief answer. The longer you babble on about why you
jumped jobs or why you got fired the more trouble you will get yourself into. If you have jumped
between jobs or have gotten fired | advise being honest. Trying to dance around the truth will get you
into trouble. If job jumping isyour problem, tell the interviewer that you made a mistake leaving a
job(s), and you want to settle down in a company you can retire with. If you got fired tell them flat out.
Don't ever tell an interviewer that “it was amutual agreement.” Thisisa“Bull S_ " answer. Almost
every single person who ever gave this answer got fired. If aperson voluntarily left ajob because he
was unhappy, he will tell you he quit. Whenever you hear, “it was mutual,” the person isreally saying
my employer was not happy with me and they let me down easy by allowing meto resign. Whenever |
hear “it was mutual,” | think the person got fired and | am being lied to.

Thekiller answer to this question sounds like this. “ After a short time at ABC company | became
concerned about my advancement opportunities and the stability of the company. | was recruited to go
towork at XY Z company who gave me adeal | thought | couldn’t pass up. After | got to XY Z company
it was clear | had made amistake. | cannot make a mistake like that again and need to do better research
before | make another move.” If you got fired it will sound like this. “I got fired. My manager’s style
and mine did not mesh at al. | am not one to talk bad about an employer but it was difficult performing
well working under an adversarial leader.” Remember be honest and keep it brief.

What areyou looking for in anew job? Sounds pretty clear cut, doesn’t it? This question sounds like
agreat opportunity to tell the employer exactly what you are looking for in terms of duties you prefer or
not, your long term goals, whether you want to travel or work less hours, and where you want to be in
fiveyears. Thisquestionisatrap. | often ask this question early in an interview after | get the
interviewee comfortable. What | hear as an answer to this question tells me whether | have the type of
job that the candidate is looking for or not and how picky or demanding the personis. | have probably
eliminated more candidates based upon this question than any other. Be careful. My adviceisto give
fewer specifics and preferences than you think acceptable.

Thekiller answer to thisquestion is, “I am looking for a good company that | can grow with. | hope
to find aleader and mentor who can use my talents and ajob | can realy sink my teeth into.” Leaveit
vague and open ended. Specifics can eliminate you.

Why should | hireyou? Thisquestion is easily the one that is answered incorrectly the most often. It
isonly asked in about 40% of the interviews | have sat through, but it still warrants preparing an answer
for. The question is most often asked toward the end of the interview after you have had a chance to talk
about yourself and al your strengths. The incorrect answers that | most commonly hear are arepeat of
the individua’s strengths. “I am hard working. | have the relevant experience. | have always been
ranked as atop performer.” Theinterviewer has already heard these things. | believe the interviewer
wants to hear what you can do for them. Instead of talking about you or repeating your strengths, tell
the interviewer what you can do for him and his company.
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Thekiller answer to thisquestion is, “1 will make your department more successful. Y our customers
will be happier when | service them. | will help you achieve your goal of becoming the top company in
your field.” Do you hear the difference? Y our department, your customers, your goals. Not I, I, I.

What do you want to be doing in fiveyears? Similar to “What are you looking for”, | recommend a
vague answer here. Some companies and interviewers are looking for go-getters who want to become
the next CEO in five years or dietrying. Other companies and interviewers may feel threatened or
intimidated and worry about keeping you happy in the position they have for you.

Thekiller answer to thisquestion is, “I am looking to advance in pay and responsibility and hope |
will be rewarded for my hard work.”

What value can you lend to this company? The best way to answer this question is to demonstrate
you have been listening to the interviewer as she described what sheislooking for.

Thekiller answer to thisquestion is, “Y ou mentioned you were looking for ateam player who was
dedicated to giving your clients a positive experience. | will contribute enthusiasm to your team and
work to raise the bar of my peers. | will not only treat your customers positively but | will gain you
more clients along the way.”

Describethe best and wor st manager you’ve had? This one should be easy. Give the names and the
reasons why a manager was your best and your worst. The reasons any manager is great is not because
he was easy on you or let you come and go as you pleased. Although this may be true, refrain from
sharing it. The reasons a manager was the worst was not because they were demanding and worked to
push you harder than you thought necessary.

Thekiller answer to thisquestion is, “My best manager was Jane Doe. She was great because she was
tough but fair. She pushed me to achieve my best, always believed in me and seemed to care about me
personally. My worst manager was John Doe. He had a habit of yelling at people in public and he took
credit for everyone else’ s hard work.”

Describethe most difficult problem you’ve had to solve. Thistoo requires some forethought. |
suggest preparing for this question by listing 4 or 5 difficult problems you’ ve had to solve or difficult
situations you’ ve been in. Having a handful of examples will give you an ability to use them in response
to other questions. Try to prepare examples of problems that involved people, technology and situations
out of your control. Prepare to demonstrate how you used your analytical and people skills, aswell as
your resourcefulness, to solve the problem or overcome the difficulty. Pick the onethat is most closely
related to what the interviewer islooking for and the situation you feel will strike a cord with the
interviewer.

Thekiller answer to thisquestion is, “I had to try and accomplish “X” with limited resources. |
researched the issue came up with a plan, convinced management to go with it, and got John and Jane to
work extra hours with me. We pulled it off and we made an impact.”


http://www.systemspersonnel.com/

WWW.Systemspersonnel.com

o
rer,
plery,

‘ I ‘Systems Personnel Group Inc. " call

How much areyou looking to make? There are two ways of answering this. Thefirst isto tell them
what you are making and the second is to tell them what you are looking to make. Remember the
cardina ruleisnot to talk about salary unless you are asked. Asking how much the job pays before you
are asked to talk about it isimproper interview etiquette and will cost you.

Thekiller answer tothisquestion is, “Last year | made“$”, | am sure you will make afair offer.” “I
was hoping to make “$”, however it is not al about money, | am sure you will make afair offer.” The

danger isto give them too high a number, which could eliminate you, or to give them too low a number
and leave money on the table.

Remember, come prepared and stay on your toes!

* Jim Cipriani Jr is President of Systems Personnel Group Inc., based in West Seneca, NY.

Systems Personnel Group Inc. specialize in recruiting for Executive, Technical, Computer, I T,
Accounting, & Finance positionsin the Buffalo-Niagara Falls Region of WNY. Jim offers a range of
FREE resources and advice to professionals seeking the next step on their career path.

Visit the Systems Personnel ‘“WNY Top Jobs Search Engine’ and submit your resume at
WWW.Systemsper sonel.com
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