INTERVIEWING SKILLS:

LOOKING PROFESSIONAL

In your job campaign, you are marketing your skills, abilities and interests.  It is also crucial that you make your physical appearance an important part of your marketing strategy.  Appearance is the first thing a prospective employer will notice about you, regardless of your talents.

Research shows us that 55% of what we believe about each other is based on our observation and interpretation of non-verbal signals.  People who are well dressed and well groomed are often found to be better liked, and considered more intelligent, successful and competent and earn more money than their counterparts who are not concerned about their appearance.  We have all been guilty of judging a book by its cover, but often that critical first impression is what makes the difference.

In a job interview, appearance is critical.  Human Resources directors admit that they use visual cues to narrow down their group of applicants.  Job interviewing studies show that the decision not to hire an applicant is made within the first two minutes of the interview, primarily on the basis of unsuitable appearance.

During your job campaign, it is important to look professional at all times; you never know who you may meet and where.  Looking professional does not mean you have to look like everyone else.  You should, however, dress for your audience.  Every style sends a message, and that message should be addressing the industry you are targeting as well as reflecting your personal taste.  For example, there is a great difference between how a banker should dress for an interview and how a university professor might dress.

Anyone can develop a professional image.  Here are some ideas on interview dressing for men and women, based on research about what interviewers expect from candidates.

Dress For Men

The basic rule is very simple: find out as much as you can about the style of the people or company who will be interviewing you, so that you can make your choices accordingly.  If you are interviewing for a job in an industry you know, then you have an extra advantage.  If in doubt, or are venturing into unknown territory, consider the following well-tried guidelines:

Dress as well as you can afford to, but don’t overdo it.  A good quality, well-fitting suit that you know you look good in is a double asset, since it will boost your confidence as well as impress the interviewers with your sense of style.  If you have recently moved from a similar job, you probably have an appropriate business suit already.  If you don’t, then get one now and try to wear it a few times before going to the interview.  People who turn up in brand new suits and squeaky new shoes can give the impression that they only dress like this for interviews.

Dark blue or charcoal gray (not black) are probably the safest suit colors, and that really limits your shoe color to black.  Shoes should be clean and polished and of good quality.  It should go without saying that no sneakers, boots or recreational shoes are ever considered appropriate.

That leaves shirts, ties, belts, socks and other accessories to consider.  Shirts on the whole should be conservative: plain or lightly striped blue, white or cream is best.  Ties are the one area where you can make a personal statement, which also carries some risks.  Choose a tie that goes well with your suit and shirt, and avoid club, school, and regimental or corporate ties unless you are quite sure that the signal they send will go down well with your interviewer.  Some interviewers may see these icons as suggesting an excessive attachment to something in one’s earlier life, which may be irrelevant to the dynamic potential future, which you and the interviewer are about to discuss.

Rings and male jewelry are best kept to an absolute minimum.  If you wear cufflinks, stick to traditional lightweight ones, rather than the chunky modern ones, which clank on the table when you put down your coffee cup.

Briefcases can be a problem.  Some candidates worry that they will not look serious if they turn up empty-handed; and some interviewers may feel threatened by large overflowing briefcases.  If you choose to bring a briefcase, make sure it is clean and well organized so that when you open it, you can easily find what you are looking for.  A portfolio (folder) may be a good alternative, again be sure there are no logos from previous companies or organizations.

Finally, avoid after-shave and male colognes.  Fragrance and whether to wear it at all is an intensely personal choice, and you should not risk imposing yours on a complete stranger who you are trying to impress.
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Dress For Women

The best choice of dress for a woman is a good-quality suit.  Wear a conservative suit in a style that you feel comfortable in.  Neutral colors, such as navy, gray or black are safer than pastels.

Blouses can be worn in almost any color that is flattering to your skin tone.  Silk, cotton and silk look-alikes are good fabric choices.  Choose collars that complement your jacket lapel and face shape.  Try to express your own sense of style in blouses.

Accessories are very important and can easily upgrade an outfit.  Choose leather pumps in classic styles for interviewing.  Heel heights vary with fashion, but a moderate heel height is always a good bet.  Flats may be too informal and a too-high heel is not businesslike.  Belts should generally match your shoes and, again, should be conservative in style.  Belts are good finishing pieces and serve to tie your outfit together.  Scarves used as belts can be too informal.

Handbags and briefcases are items people always notice.  Quality is imperative, so pay attention to craftsmanship and materials.  One word of caution, don’t carry both a handbag and a briefcase to an interview.  It looks clumsy and requires too much juggling.  Make sure whatever you are carrying (folder or calendar) closes easily and are not over packed.  Save the briefcase until you have the job.

Jewelry should be kept simple, particularly if the buttons on your suit are at all ornate.  Fine jewelry is always acceptable, but good quality costume jewelry can also add versatility to your wardrobe.  Appropriate jewelry might include simple earrings (no dangles), a string of pearls, a chain or conservative necklace, a watch, and no more than two rings.  Any bracelet or necklace that tends to jangle is distracting and should be avoided.

Watches should be simple, with a dial face.  Rings should be conservative and suitable for business wear.  School rings and dinner or evening rings are not appropriate.

Hosiery colors should be limited to neutral tones.  Colored hose can be attractive in other business settings, but should be avoided in an interview.  The same is true for textured hosiery.
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A Final Word on Dressing for Both Men and Women

Accessory items like a raincoat should be cleaned and pressed and an umbrella in good condition.  Shoes should be polished and your suit freshly pressed, but avoid wearing a brand new suit to an interview.  Carry a needle and thread in your pocket or purse in case a button pops or a hem falls.  Women should bring an extra pair of stockings.  Once again, because many people are either allergic to, or offended by, certain fragrances, it is best to avoid perfume, aftershave or cologne.

All of this may sound trivial, but you can’t be at your best if you are worrying about a spot on your tie or a run in your stockings.  So arrive 15 minutes early at your interview to give yourself time for a final check.

Use your own best judgment when dressing for an interview.  The suggestions made here apply primarily to those campaigning for traditionally conservative industries.  If you are campaigning in the fashion or entertainment industry, or in a more casual work setting, by all means dress for your audience while still maintaining a professional image.  Ask yourself: “Could this item hinder my chances during this interview?”  If the answer is “yes” leave it at home.

Body Language

Like your clothing, your body language can convey messages as clearly as the words you speak.  Proper body language is critical in business situations.  Your entrance, handshake and eye contact all make an impression.  A confident entrance is a good start to any business situation.  When entering someone’s office, hold your head up, make eye contact, and smile.

Handshakes are often an indicator of a person’s frame of mind.  So perfect your own handshake and be conscious of the return handshakes you receive.

Maintain eye contact.  It is important in Western culture to look at the person to whom you are speaking about eighty percent of the time.  Americans, in particular, place a high value on eye contact and generally interpret it as a gesture of trust and confidence.  In Europe, it may be wise to reduce the intensity somewhat, so that you never give the impression of simply staring at someone fixedly.  Be alert for any signs of discomfort or embarrassment in your listener.  During an interview, make eye contact when you are talking, particularly to make an important point as well as when you are listening.  Nodding is another gesture of support and agreement; it is a good complement to eye contact.

If you use your hands to emphasize what you say, be careful not to overdo it.  This is a particular danger if you are at all nervous.  Annoying gestures can be a major disruption.

Before your interview, practice your body language.  Analyze your strengths and weaknesses, and determine what you can do to improve.  You may need to brush up on these points for your job campaign, but they are tools you will need throughout your career in any case.

Above all, remember your attitude is the key to establishing rapport with people.  Without a constructive, positive attitude, your words and image will appear false.  With a genuinely friendly and affirmative attitude towards others, all things become possible.
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