Proper Interview Etiquette Can Help Make a Strong Impression

As you know, the road to a new job is full of obstacles, and no stretch of that road is as tricky as the JOB INTERVIEW. To help you smoothly navigate the INTERVIEW 

process, I have accumulated some advice from etiquette experts.

“People are so well-qualified now that if you walk in and have those polished little bits of good etiquette ready, they’ll take you a long way.” Says Roxanne Steffens, an etiquette consultant in Moline, IL.

Here’s a look at some potential problems and our experts’ solutions:

Where you enter the room for the INTERVIEW, where should you sit?
“Go in and remain standing until the interviewer offers you a place to sit,” says Ann Humphries, founder of ETICON, Inc., a consulting firm in Columbia, SC that specializes in improving service through employee performance through business etiquette. “At that point, you can take off your coat or hat ( if you are in the winter in in a cold climate) and place them to the side and hope the person takes care of it. Under no circumstances should you remove your business suit jacket. Let them show you where to put your things. Don’t put your stuff on the table or desk. Keep your briefcase in your lap or on the floor.” 

“You’ll wait for the cue where to stand,” adds Steffens. “This is the key time to make the best first impression.  You will want to have good posture, make good eye contact and have a good, firm handshake.  If they offer you a seat, take it—if not, it’s recommended not to take a seat next to the interviewer. Leave a space in between so that you each have your own personal space.”

When you enter a room for a group interview, do you shake everyone’s hand?

“If it is convenient, otherwise you may look like you’re overselling yourself,” says Humphries. “If you have to stretch or crawl over a table to reach these people, then that’s too much.”

Should you always accept a glass of water or cup of coffee in an interview?

“Go ahead and accept it,” says Humphries.  “You don’t have to drink it –it’s an icebreaker. It shows some hospitality.”

What should you eat during a lunch interview?

“You ask the host what they suggest and you hope the host will offer a suggestion,” says Humphries.  “Remember, you are the guest and they are the host. They are to be in charge and direct—it’s a time where you follow.”

Steffens adds, “You would ask them, ‘Have you been here before?  What would you recommend?’  You shouldn’t choose the least expensive or the most expensive menu item.  Don’t order something you’ve never had before or something that’s difficult to eat.”

Who gets a thank-you letter when you get home?

“Your main point of contact, “ says Humphries, who is also a former business columnist for CNN.com.  “E-mails and faxes are OK because of the speed but you wording needs to be really thoughtful and inventive to make up for the automation.  Be sure to use spell check. It is extremely important to use correct spelling and grammar.”

How should you address a thank-you letter (Dear Mr. Smith or Dear John)?

“A thank-you note could be read by somebody else, so you don’t want to sound overly familiar or overly formal,” says Humphries. “You’ll know if you need to use a title and a surname when you feel there needs to be some formality. A good bridge between the two is to write, ‘Dear John Smith.’”

How should you address someone during subsequent interviews—can you call them John or should you stick with Mr. Smith?

“You may call them by their first name as long as they give you permission,” says Steffens.  “During the first interview, Mr. Smith may say ‘Please call me, John.’ If you are around a group of people, you would still want to call him Mr. Smith. He or she needs to be shown respect.

“Over-familiarity can hurt you just as much as over-formality,” adds Humphries. “You can say someone’s first name in a more respective tone and it will sound equal to a title and a last name. Or you can say ‘Mr. Smith’ in a lighter, more playful tone.”

