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The unwritten rules of an interview

One of the problems with interviews and why so many people get them wrong is because they fail to adhere to the rules.  The unfair bit is that most of these rules are ambiguous and unwritten.  They can also change from interview to interview.  A lot of this problem comes from the fact that most interviewers will not have been trained in interviewing and could be more nervous than you.  You should never assume competency on the other side of the desk.  Fortunately, thorough preparation on your part can more than compensate for this fact.  Even better if you and all the other candidates are interviewed by a “bad” interviewer, you stand a much better chance of getting the job if you have prepared effectively.

But these unwritten rules are unfair precisely because they work against creating a level playing field and equality of opportunity.  You need to start to try and tune into these unwritten rules and adapt your approach accordingly.  The list of rules below are not intended to be a cast iron list of what will happen in every situation and is certainly not exhaustive.  It is however intended to help you begin to understand the nature of these unwritten rules so that you can begin to spot them for yourself.

1. The person selected for a job is not necessarily the best person for the job but the candidate who presented themselves more effectively at the interview.

2. Interviewers, who do not know how to interview, will cover up for this fact by doing most of the talking and giving candidates little opportunity to present themselves.  The person who gets the job is usually the person who managed to keep turning the conversation around to job and why they are suited to it.

3. Candidates should sell themselves at interview but by justifying what they say with examples and previous experience.  If you back up what you say about yourself in this way YOU ARE NOT BRAGGING.

4. School, colleges and university prepare us to prioritise education and qualifications first, experience second and attitude last.  Employers are looking for attitude first, experience second and qualifications last.

5. Candidates are expected to enjoy their previous jobs.  New roles should be treated as a challenge and not as easy as the current job.

6. Interviewers often do not give any genuine feedback.  It is an interview, not a conversation.

7. Candidates should relate their answers to the job on offer but are rarely invited to do so.  Questions from interviewers are often indirect.  For example an example should be given with every answer even though this is not explicitly stated.

8. Questions may often ask you to be negative or self critical about experiences or people.  If you have to do this make sure it is in a very measured and unemotional.  Don’t mention names or even gender, as this sounds personal.  Talk about individuals “who lacked the higher levels of motivation experienced by other team members”.  And always turn things back round to the positive, i.e. what you learnt from or how you came through the experience.

9. Interviews go better when the candidate and interviewers establish they have something in common.  This is called the “halo effect”

10. Candidates are expected to be honest about facts but you can present the truth or tell interviewers what the basic issues are so that you present things in a beneficial light and turn it around to a positive at the end.  Every one has skeletons in their closet but you don’t have to lay yourself bare.  You are in an interview not in court.
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