
Turning the Tables in the Interview

You’ve sat through most of the interview and have
answered all the recruiter’s questions. You know
you’ve made a good impression because you prepared

for the interview and your answers were articulate and
decisive. You’ve come across as a very bright, capable
candidate when the recruiter asks something you didn’t
anticipate: “Do you have any questions?”

If you don’t have any questions prepared and you try to
cover your mistake by asking a spur-of-the-moment
question, chances are you will damage your chances for a
successful interview. Some recruiters refuse to hire people
who don’t ask intelligent questions. Don’t ask questions just
for the sake of asking questions—make sure it is information
that you need.

Prepare Questions in Advance
You should have a list of questions prepared for this

crucial part of the interview. Every question you ask should
demonstrate your interest and confirm your knowledge of
the organization.

You should read publications in the field. You can get infor-
mation about new products or policies by surfing the
employer’s Web site or by reading general magazines or
trade publications. It is appropriate to address some of your
questions to what you have read. Ask about new products,
how research and development is structured at the company,
management strategies at the company, how the company
has changed, and potential product growth.

Some of the publications providing a wealth of informa-
tion are Fortune, Forbes, BusinessWeek and The Wall Street
Journal.

Questions Not to Ask
Not only should you know what questions to ask during

the interview, but it is important to know what questions not
to ask. You don’t want to alienate the recruiter by putting him
or her on the defensive.

The following areas should generally be avoided:

1. Avoid asking questions that are answered in the
company’s annual report or employment brochure.
Recruiters are familiar enough with their own information
to recognize when you haven’t done your homework.
If some information in the annual report isn’t clear to
you, by all means ask for clarification.

2. Don’t bring up salary or benefits in the initial interview.
The majority of companies recruiting are very competitive
and will offer approximately similar salaries and benefits.
The recruiter may choose to bring up the information, but
you should not initiate the topic.

3. Avoid asking any personal questions or questions that
will put the recruiter on the defensive. This includes
questions such as the interviewer’s educational back-
ground, marital status, past work experience and so on.

4. Don’t ask questions that have already been answered
during the interview. If you have prepared a list of 
questions and some of them have been addressed
during the interview, do not repeat them unless you
need clarification.

Questions You Should Ask
Now that you know what you shouldn’t ask during the

interview, determine what questions you should ask.

1. Ask specific questions about the position. You need to
know what duties will be required of the person in the
position to see if there is a fit between your interests and
qualifications and the job you seek.

2. Try to find out as much as possible about qualities and
skills the recruiter is looking for in job candidates. Once
you determine the necessary qualities, you can then
explain to the recruiter how your background and
capabilities relate to those qualities.

3. Ask questions concerning advancement and promotion
paths available. Every company is different and most
advancement policies are unique. Try to find out what
the possible promotion path is to see if it fits your career
goals. You may also want to ask about periodic
performance evaluations.

4. It is appropriate to ask specific questions about the
company’s training program if this information is not
covered in company literature.

5. Ask questions about location and travel required. If you
have limitations, this is the time to find out what is
expected in the position.

Some Final Advice
The key to a successful interview is good communication

and rapport with the recruiter. One of the fastest ways to
damage this kind of relationship is by exhibiting ignorance
about the company and asking inappropriate questions.

Listed below are questions you might ask during the
interview. (Used with permission from Career Planning Today,
C. Randall Powell.)

• How much travel is normally expected?

• Can I progress at my own pace or is it structured?

• How much contact and exposure to management is
there?

• Is it possible to move through the training program
faster?

• About how many individuals go through your training
program each year?

• How much freedom is given and discipline required of
new people?

• How often are performance reviews given?

• How much decision-making authority is given after
one year?

• How much input does the new person have on
geographical location?

• What is the average age of top management?

• What is the average time it takes to get to ___________
level in the career path?

Email Correspondence

For most of us, sending and receiving email is simple
and fun. We use it to communicate with friends and
family and to converse with our contemporaries in an

informal manner. But while we may be unguarded in our
tone when we email friends, a professional tone should be
maintained when communicating with prospective
employers.

Email is a powerful tool in the hands of a knowledgeable
job-seeker. Use it wisely and you will shine. Use it improperly,
however, and you’ll brand yourself as immature and
unprofessional. Dr. Sherry Reasbeck, a San Diego-based
career counselor, warns that some email mistakes leave a
bad impression. “It’s irritating when the writer doesn’t stay
on topic or just rambles,” says Reasbeck. “Try to succinctly
get your point across—then end the email.”

Be aware that electronic mail is often the preferred method
of communication between job-seeker and employer. There
are general guidelines that should be followed when email-
ing cover letters, thank-you notes and replies to various
requests for information. Apply the following advice to every
email you write:

• Use a meaningful subject header for your email—one that
is appropriate to the topic.

• Always be professional and businesslike in your corre-
spondence. Address the recipient as Mr., Ms. or Mrs., and
always verify the correct spelling of the recipient’s name. 

• Be brief in your communications. Don’t overload the
employer with lots of questions in your email.

• Ditch the emoticons. While a Íor an LOL(laughing out
loud) may go over well with friends and family, do not use
such symbols in your email communications with business
people.

• Do not use strange fonts, wallpapers or multicolored back-
grounds.

• Sign your email with your full name. 
• Avoid using slang.
• Be sure to proofread and spell-check your email before

sending it.
Neal Murray, director of the career services center at the

University of California, San Diego, sees a lot of email from
job-seekers. “You’d be amazed at the number of emails I
receive that have spelling errors, grammatical errors, format-
ting errors—emails that are too informal in tone or just poorly
written,” says Murray. Such emails can send the message that
you are unprofessional or unqualified.

When you’re dealing with employers, there is no such thing
as an inconsequential communication. Your emails say far
more about you than you might realize, and it is important to
always present a polished, professional image—even if you
are just emailing your phone number and a time when you
can be contacted. If you are sloppy and careless, a seemingly
trivial communication will stick out like a sore thumb.

Thank-You Notes
If you’ve had an interview with a prospective employer, a

thank-you note is a good way to express your appreciation. The
note can be emailed a day or two after your interview and
only needs to be a few sentences long, as in the following:

Remember, a thank-you note is just that—a simple way to
say thank you. In the business world, even these brief notes
need to be handled with care. 

Cover Letters
Awell-crafted cover letter can help “sell” you to an

employer. It should accomplish three main things:

1. Introduce yourself to the employer. If you are a recent
college graduate, mention your major and how it would
apply to the job you are seeking. Discuss the organiza-
tions/extracurricular activities you were involved in and
the part-time jobs you held while a student, even if they
might seem trivial to you. Chances are, you probably
picked up some transferable skills that you will be able to
use in the work world. 

2. Sell yourself. Briefly state your education and the skills
that will benefit the employer. Don’t go into a lot of
detail here—that’s what your resume is for—but give
the employer a sense of your strengths and talents.

3. Request further action. This is where you request the next
step, such as an appointment or a phone conversation. Be
polite but sincere in your desire for further action.

Tips
In addition to the guidelines stated above, here are a few tips

to keep in mind:
• Make sure you spell the recipient’s name correctly. If the

person uses initials such as J.A. Smith and you are not cer-
tain of the individual’s gender, then begin the email: “Dear
J.A. Smith.” 

• Stick to a standard font like Times New Roman, 12-point.
• Keep your email brief and businesslike.
• Proofread everything you write before sending it.

While a well-crafted email may not be solely responsible
for getting you your dream job, rest assured that an email
full of errors will result in your being overlooked. Use these
email guidelines and you will give yourself an advantage
over other job-seekers who are unaware of how to profes-
sionally converse through email. 

Dear Ms. Jones:

I just wanted to send a quick note to thank you for
yesterday’s interview. The position we discussed is
exactly what I’ve been looking for, and I feel that I
will be able to make a positive contribution to your
organization. I appreciate the opportunity to be
considered for employment at XYZ Corporation.
Please don’t hesitate to contact me if you need
further information.  

Sincerely, 

John Doe

Written by John Martalo, a free-lance writer based in San Diego.


