The Phone Interview

When eye contact isn’t an option, it pays to be prepared

Phone interviews are becoming a common way of narrowing the field of candidates for a specific job. While they may help recruiters or managers find the right people to call in for an in-person appointment, phone interviews offer the job seeker a new set of challenges. 

The most difficult part of the phone interview is getting an accurate read on the person on the other end of the phone.  Phone interviews usually happen in one of three ways:

· You are networking, and the company representative goes into a screening process immediately because you have aroused his or her interest.

· A company calls you unexpectedly as a result of a resume you have mailed and catches you off-guard.

· You or a professional sales recruiter who has agreed to represent you has set up a specific time for a telephone interview.

With this in mind, you must be prepared to handle the questioning and use every means at your disposal to win the real thing—the face-to-face meeting with the manager. This first contact with your future employer will test your mental preparation. Put you goal down on paper and read it aloud to yourself every day, because constant reiteration will crystallize your aims, and clear goals provide the most solid base of preparation.

Being prepared for a telephone interview takes organization on your part. You never know when a company is going to call you once you have started networking and sending out your resume.  This usually comes at the worst of times, like 8:00 o’clock on a Monday morning or 5:30 in the afternoon.  THIS IS WHY IT IS VERY IMPORTANT TO HAVE YOUR RESUME AND ALPHABETIZED COMPANY DOSSIERS BY THE TELEPHONE.

The most obvious point to remember is this: During the interview, the manager has only ears with which to judge you, and that is something you must overcome.  Here are some tips:

· Take a surprise call in stride. If you receive a call as a result of a mailed resume or a telephone message you left, and are unprepared at the moment, be calm. Sound positive, friendly, energetic and collected: “Thank you for calling, Mr. ______. Would you wait just a moment while I close the door?”

Put the phone down, take three deep breaths to slow your heart rate down, pull out the appropriate company dossier and your resume, put a smile on your face (it improves the timbre of your voice), and pick up the phone again. Now you are in control of yourself and the situation.

· Beware of over-familiarity. You should always refer to the interviewer by his or her surname until invited to do otherwise

· Allow the company representative to do most of the talking. Keep up your end of the conversation—this is, after all, a sales presentation, so be sure to ask a few questions of your own to reveal you as an intelligent person and provide you the opportunity to promote your candidacy. Please refer to the Information, Tips, Etc. of my Web site to find appropriate questions to ask of the sales manager.  When the interviewer asks you a question, you will either have a clear picture of how to sell yourself, or you will ask a follow-up question for clarification.

For example: “What specific skills and personality traits do you think are necessary for a person to succeed with those challenges?” Everyone hires a problem solver—find the solution to the problem and you are already halfway toward the offer.

· Beware of giving yes/no answers. They give no real information about your abilities.

· Be factual in your answers. You should be brief yet thorough.

· Speak directly into the telephone. Keep the mouthpiece abut one inch from your mouth. Do not smoke, eat or drink while on the phone. Numbered among the mystical properties of our telephone system is its excellence at picking up and amplifying background music and voices, especially young ones. This is excelled only by its power to transmit the sounds of food or gum being chewed or smoke being inhaled or exhaled. Smokers, take note: There are no laws about discriminating against smokers, and therefore, all nonsmokers naturally discriminate. They will assume that even if you don’t actually light up at the interview, you’ll have been chain-smoking beforehand and will carry the smell with you as long as you are around. Taking no chances, they probably won’t even give you a chance to get through the door once they hear you puffing away over the phone.

· Take note. They will be invaluable to you in preparing for the face-to-face meeting. If, for any reason, the company representative is interrupted, jot down the topic under discussion. When he or she gets back on the line, you can helpfully recap: “We were just discusssing….” That will be appreciated and will set you apart from the others.

The company representative may talk about the corporation, and from the dossier in front of you, you will also know facts about the outfit. A little flattery goes a long way: Admire the company’s achievements and you are, in fact, admiring the interviewer.  Likewise, if any areas of common interest arise, comment on them, and agree with the interviewer when possible—people like to hire people like themselves.

If the interviewer does not give you the openings you need to sell yourself, be ready to salvage the situation and turn it to your advantage. Have a few work-related questions prepared—for example, “What exactly will be the three major responsibilities of this job?” or “Would it be of value if I described my experience in that area of sales?”

Under no circumstances, though, should you ask about the money you want, or benefits or vacation time; that comes later.

Remember, your single objective at this point is to sell yourself and your skills; if you don't do that, you may never get a chance to have the face-to-face interview.

The telephone interview has come to an end when you are asked whether you have any questions. Ask any more questions that will improve your understanding of the job requirements.  If you haven’t asked before, now is the time to establish the expectations of you during the first six months. By discovering them now, you will have time before the face-to-face meeting to package your skills to the needs at hand, and to create the appropriate Executive Briefing.

And if you have not already asked or been invited to meet the interviewer, now is the time. Take the initiative. “It sounds like a very interesting sales opportunity, Ms. Smith, and a situation where I could definitely make a contribution. The most pressing question I have now is, when can we get together?” (Note: Even though the emphasis will always be on putting things in your own words, do use “make a contribution.” It shows pride in your work—a key personal trait.)

Once the details are confirmed, finish with this request: “If I need any additional information before the interview, I would like to feel free to get back to you.” The company representative will naturally agree. No matter how many questions you get answered in the initial conversation, there will always be something you forgot.  This allows you to call again to satisfy any curiosity—it will also enable you to increase rapport. Don’t take too much advantage of it, though: One well-placed phone call that contains two or three considered questions will be appreciated; four or five phone calls will not.

Taking care to ascertain the correct spelling and pronunciation of the interviewer’s name shows your concern for the small but important things in life—it will be noticed. This is also a good time to establish who else will be interviewing you, their titles and how long the meeting is expected to last.

Follow with a casual inquiry as to what direction the meeting will take. You might ask, “Would you tell me some of the critical areas we will discuss on Thursday?” The knowledge gained will help you to package yourself, and will allow you time to bone up on any weak or rusty areas.

It is very difficult to evaluate an opportunity properly over the telephone. Even if the sales position doesn’t sound right, go to the interview. It will give you practice, and the position may look better when you have more facts. You might even discover a more suitable opening elsewhere within the company when you go to the face-to-face interview.

Good luck and good selling of the product you know best—YOU
