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The Smartly Interview Guide 
 

 

Overview 
  

Interviews give employers the opportunity to evaluate an applicant beyond their resume. The 

interviewer(s) may assess your qualifications, fit with the company, enthusiasm for the position, 

and “soft skills” like professionalism, work ethic, and communication. Learning how to 

effectively talk about yourself, convey your genuine interest, and market your strengths and 

skills can take practice. Preparation is essential for strong interview performance.  

 

1. The Interview Process 

2. Interview Formats 

3. Interview Types 

4. Commonly Asked Questions 

5. Correspondence 

 

TOP 3 TIPS 

1. Use the STAR method to frame your responses. 

o Make sure to have 3-5 STAR stories that showcase your strengths and 

achievements and be prepared to tell the stories succinctly and logically so that 

they are easy to follow. Think about: 

▪ Situation: What was the context of the problem? 

▪ Task: What specific task did you need to accomplish? 

▪ Action: How did you address the problem? 

▪ Result: What was the outcome? What did you learn from this experience? 

o Use specific examples in your answers, even if you do not follow the STAR 

approach step-by-step. Your short anecdotes (from academic experiences, past 

jobs, sports teams, internships, travels, hobbies, etc.) are the “evidence” for broad 

claims about your skills and abilities. 

2. Practice what you are going to say out loud. Consider recording yourself or simply 

speaking in front of the mirror. While practice is important, avoid memorizing your 

answers. You can add in phrases like “Let me give you an example…” and “For 

example…” to keep your replies from sounding too rehearsed. 

3. Be authentic in your interactions. Don’t pretend to be someone you are not or 

interested in things you don’t care about. Genuine passion shows.  
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The Interview Process 
 

BEFORE THE INTERVIEW 

• Research: The interviewer should see that you are knowledgeable about the company 

and role. 

o If you know who your interviewer will be, read their staff bio on the company 

website and look at their LinkedIn profile.   

o Read the “About Us” page of the company website and review past annual 

reports and recent press releases. Be sure you are familiar with the company’s 

mission statement, culture, leadership, products, services, and customers. 

o Know the salary range for your position in case your interviewer asks about your 

expectations but avoid bringing up salary and compensation in the interview 

yourself. 

o Keep up with industry news, especially the day of the interview. 

• Review: Don’t be caught off guard with questions about your own professional 

experience or the position for which you are applying. 

o Read through your resume and cover letter to prepare for questions about 

anything you’ve discussed in your application. Remember that employers want to 

get to know you and how you spend your time; focus on your relevant 

experiences and skills when answering their questions. 

o Also, look over the job description to review any qualifications listed and be 

prepared to talk about how you are qualified for the position.  

• Questions: The interviewer will ask if you have any questions for them, and you should 

come with a few in mind. Avoid asking questions that have answers on the company 

website but be sure to demonstrate your interest in both the position and company. See 

example questions to ask in the Commonly Asked Questions section.  

• Practice: Take the time to practice what you are going to say out loud, including the 

standard “walk me through your resume,” your answers to commonly asked questions, 

and your STAR stories. 

 

DAY OF THE INTERVIEW 

• What to wear: Look at what professionals in the industry typically wear and dress 

slightly more formally than them. In general, dress conservatively in neutral colors 

without distracting designs, prints, or accessories. 

o Business formal: Full, matching business suit with a jacket and dress pants or 

dress skirt. Typical for government, finance, consulting, and other corporate 

environments. 

o Business casual: Collared or buttoned shirts and sweaters with dress pants or 

skirts. Typical for fields including teaching, non-profits, NGOs, and technology. 

• What to bring 
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o Extra resumes in a folder 

o A professional notepad 

o Several pencils and/or pens 

o A portfolio of relevant work or writing samples if applicable to the position 

o Any documents that you were told to bring (e.g., ID) 

• Logistics 

o Arrive 10-15 minutes early so that you have time to find the location and 

compose yourself before starting the interview. 

 

DURING THE INTERVIEW 

• Be confident and have a pleasant attitude. Smile, make eye contact, and shake hands 

with everyone in the room.  

• Use professional speech: limit hand gestures and filler words such as “like,” “um,” and 

“you know.” 

• Be prepared for some small talk at the beginning of the interview, typically about 

recent news, the weather, or your trip to the interview. Casual conversation is still part of 

the screening process; be attentive and maintain a professional demeanor. 

• Prepare answers to some standard interview questions, examples can be found in our 

Commonly Asked Questions section. 

• In the United States, interviewers are legally prohibited from asking questions about a 

job applicant’s age, race, ethnicity, religion, citizenship status, sexual orientation, marital 

status, physical or mental disabilities, military service record, and/or arrest history. 

Receiving these questions is extremely unlikely but be prepared to ask why the question 

is relevant to the position or politely refuse to answer. See examples of these illegal 

questions in our Commonly Asked Questions section. 

• Make sure you have a strong closing: 

o Restate your interest in the position/company. 

o Thank the interviewer for their time.  

o Ask about next steps in the hiring process if this topic was not addressed in the 

interview.  

o Ask for the interviewer’s business card or contact information if you do not 

already have it. 

 

AFTER THE INTERVIEW 

• Take a few minutes after the interview to reflect and jot down a few notes – What did 

they ask you? What went well? What could have been better? What did you learn? What 

did you like and not like about the position/company?  

• Be sure to either email or mail a thank-you note to the interviewer within twenty-four 

hours of your interview.  

o Reiterate your interest and mention something you learned in the interview 

about the company or the interviewer.  
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o If you forgot to mention something during the interview, this could be an 

opportunity to include more information. However, be cautious about what is 

actually important to add. 

o Invite the interviewer to reach out to you in case they have follow-up 

questions or need additional references.  

o Send a thank you note (a sample thank you note can be found in the 

Correspondence section below to get started but be sure to make yours specific 

to the interviewer and position. 

 
 

 

Interview Formats 
 

PHONE 

Interviews conducted over the phone allow a company to screen candidates before beginning 

a more formal in-person interview process. Be aware that phone interviews do not allow for 

non-verbal cues so make sure to compensate with strong communication and energy. 

• Find a quiet space with privacy and good connection before the interview takes place. 

• Speak slowly and clearly and enunciate your words. 

• Have notes in front of you, but don’t waste time looking through them when the 

interviewer is expecting you to answer a question. 

• Silence is not always a bad thing: the interviewer may be jotting down notes after you’ve 

finished answering a question. Avoid rambling. 

 

VIDEO 

Video interviews are becoming more common for the same reason as phone interviews, but 

the face-to-face interaction allows for a more personal setting than over the phone. 

• Practice using the technology (Skype, FaceTime, Gchat, Zoom) before the interview to 

minimize the chance of technical difficulties or user error. 

• Check that the background behind you is simple and professional before the interview. 

• Dress professionally, like you would for an in-person interview. 

• Make eye contact and avoid looking at the video of yourself on the screen. Stand or sit 

up straight. 

• Similar to a phone interview, find a quiet space with privacy and good connection, as 

well as good lighting. 

 

ON-DEMAND/RECORDED 

In these interviews, the company will use online software to ask pre-recorded or written 

questions, and you will use the same software to record your answers. While more impersonal 

than other types of interviews, on-demand or recorded interviews often complement a 

candidate’s resume and other application materials instead of replacing an interview round. 



 

 

5 

• Plan sufficient time for the interview. While each question typically has a maximum 

amount of time for you to answer, some companies will allow multiple attempts. 

• Choose an appropriate time for the interview when you will perform at your best. 

• Follow the same guidelines for a video interview: a quiet environment, privacy, good 

connection, and professional dress and background. 

 

FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEWS AND OTHER EVENTS 

As you move on past the first interview, many companies will have second interviews or all-day 

events, which may include a meal.  

• Be prepared for more detailed and technical questions. 

• For meals with company members, order food that won’t be too messy to eat. Do not 

order the most expensive item on the menu. Think before ordering an alcoholic drink, 

even if other people at the table do. Wait for cues from the company’s employees. 

• Look into travel, hotel, and food costs: will the company make and pay for these 

arrangements, or do they expect you to pay and be reimbursed? 

• Remember that every component of an all-day event is still part of the interview 

process. Maintain professional behavior and appearance throughout the day. 

 

 
 

Interview Types 
 

BEHAVIORAL/FIT 

In a behavioral/fit interview, the company is looking to evaluate a candidate’s professional skills 

and their fit within the organization’s culture. The guiding idea for this type of interview is that 

past behavior is an indicator of future behavior, resulting in open-ended questions that require 

specific, anecdotal answers. 

• Use behavioral questions to tell the story behind the bullet points on your resume. 

• Remember to call upon specific situations and what you learned from them. 

• Stay on topic with your anecdotes; be sure you are answering the question that was 

asked. 

• Relate your answer back to why you are a qualified candidate for the position. 

• Take some time to prepare for standard behavioral/fit questions, included in our 

Commonly Asked Questions section.  

 

TECHNICAL 

The purpose of a technical interview is for the company to evaluate a candidate’s qualifications 

and technical abilities. Most interviewers are looking for a broad range of knowledge rather 

than specific skills. 

• These interviews will include some behavioral and fit questions, so be prepared for 

those as well. 
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• Be sure that you are up-to-date with any terminology, literature, and news in your 

field, especially from the day of the interview. 

• Technical questions vary based on the industry. For example, investment management 

interviews will likely ask about stock portfolios and investment strategies, while 

interviews for a software engineer position might ask you to write code using skills 

listed on your resume. For industry-specific interview help, take a look at these 

resources: 

o Finance – Investment Banking: Corporate Finance Institute 

o Finance – Private Equity: Mergers & Inquisitions 

o Finance – Trading: Finance Training Course 

o Software Developer: Simple Programmer 

o Data Scientist: Acheron Analytics 

 

CASE 

Interviewers will use the classic case question, most often in consulting interviews, to evaluate a 

candidate’s problem-solving skills in the context of complex business problems. Typically, the 

interviewer will present the challenge and then ask the candidate how they would approach 

and solve the problem. 

• Restate the problem if you need to and ask clarifying questions, especially if the 

problem is given to you verbally. 

• Don’t launch into a solution immediately. Take time to organize your thoughts and 

share these ideas with the interviewer; they want to hear your reasoning and thought 

process. 

• After presenting a number of possible paths, move into your proposed solution and 

analysis. 

For more help preparing for the case interview, visit these sources: 

• Management Consulting Prep’s Case Interview Overview 

• Deloitte’s Case Interview Tips 

• The Boston Consulting Group’s Practice Case Interviews 

 

 
 

Commonly Asked Questions 
 

TRADITIONAL 
• Tell me about yourself. 

• Tell me something about yourself that is not on your resume. 

• Why do you want to work here? 

• What other companies are you interviewing with? 

• What do you think you can contribute to our company?  

• What do you think it takes to be successful in this position/company/industry? How 

does this fit your own experience? 

https://corporatefinanceinstitute.com/resources/careers/interviews/real-investment-banking-interview-questions-form/
https://www.mergersandinquisitions.com/private-equity-interviews/
https://financetrainingcourse.com/education/2012/10/sales-trading-technical-interviews-guide-preparation/
https://simpleprogrammer.com/software-developer-interviews/
http://www.acheronanalytics.com/acheron-blog/how-to-prepare-for-a-data-science-interview
https://mconsultingprep.com/case-interview/
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/careers/articles/join-deloitte-careers-case-interview-tips.html
https://www.bcg.com/en-us/careers/path/consulting/practice-interview-cases.aspx
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• How do you keep up with news and trends in this field/industry? 

• What do you think are the main problems in this field/industry today? 

• What do you know about this position? 

• What do you find most/least attractive about this position? 

• How long do you think you’ll be in this position? 

• What are your salary expectations? 

• Why should I hire you? 

• Why shouldn’t I hire you? 

• How would someone who knows you well describe you? 

• What would a close friend say is your greatest weakness? 

• What motivates you? What gets you up every day? 

• What’s one of your major achievements? 

• Where do you see yourself in two/five/ten years? 

 

BEHAVIORAL/FIT 

• Tell me about a team project you recently completed. 

• What is the most challenging team you’ve ever been a part of? 

• Tell me about a time you handled a difficult situation with a coworker or peer. 

• Describe a situation in which you had to work with people who were very different from 

you. 

• What is an example of a decision you had to make without much notice or information? 

• Describe a situation that required you to act under pressure. 

• Tell me about a time that you were creative in solving a problem. 

• Describe a time when you were a leader. What is your style of leadership? 

• Describe a time when you were highly motivated to complete a task or project. 

• Tell me about a time you went above and beyond to get a job done. 

• Give me an example of a time that you failed at something or made a mistake. 

 

TO ASK AN INTERVIEWER 

• How does this position fit into the company or team? 

• In your opinion, what are the most important skills for success in this role? 

• What are some of the challenges one might face in this role? 

• What opportunities for advancement does this role offer? 

• Tell me about a typical day at work for you. 

• How has your career developed at this company? 

• What was your career path to get to your current position? 

• What do you like most/least about working here? 

 

ILLEGAL QUESTIONS 

For more information regarding illegal employment practices in the U.S., see the Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission website. 

• What is your date of birth? When were you born? How long have you been working? 

https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/practices/
https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/practices/
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• What is your national origin? Were you born in the U.S.? 

• What is your religion? Are you practicing? 

• What is your gender identity? 

• Are you single/married/divorced? Do you have children? When do you plan to start a 

family? 

• How is your health? Have you ever been treated by a psychologist or psychiatrist? Are 

you taking any prescription drugs? Have you ever been hospitalized? 

• Have you ever been arrested? 

 

 
 

Correspondence 
 

NETWORKING EMAIL 

Reaching out to people outside of your immediate network can be daunting but is an effective 

strategy when looking for a job. Remember to keep your first note brief but be sure to include 

how you found this person, why they caught your interest, and what you want to discuss with 

them. 

 

Dear First Name, 

 

My name is [your name], and I am also a [college] alum. I’m currently a [job title] working in 

[your location] and am interested in [field, subject, role]. I’m reaching out to ask if you have 

time for a coffee or quick call, whatever is most convenient.  I’d welcome the opportunity to 

learn more about your experience[s] at [company]. Thanks for considering and do let me know 

if we could arrange a conversation sometime soon. 

 

Thank you, 

[Your name] 

[Your phone number] 

*Attach a polished resume or LinkedIn link* 

 

FOLLOW-UP NETWORKING EMAIL 

If this person does not respond within a week, feel free to send a follow-up email as a reply to 

your original email. Don’t take the lack of reply personally; many people will respond to a 

second email if they simply missed the first. However, generally don’t reach out again if the 

person fails to respond to the follow-up. 

 

Dear [first name], 

 

I hope your week is going well. I wanted to follow up on my previous note. As I explained in my 

first email, I’d love to learn more about [the main thing you are interested in]. If you have the 
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time, let me know when/what is most convenient for you but completely understand if your 

schedule does not permit. Thanks for considering! 

 

Best, 

[your name] 

 

 

THANK-YOU NOTE 

Send a version of this thank-you note to the interviewer within 24 hours of your interview. 

 

Dear Mr./Ms. [Last Name], 

 

Thank you for speaking with me [today, yesterday] regarding the [job title] position. I really 

enjoyed learning more about your work leading the [team] and [something you talked about, 

like “technological initiatives you plan to launch on the website soon”]. 

 

Thank you again for taking time to interview me today, and please do not hesitate to reach out 

if I can provide any additional information. I look forward to hearing from you and [company]. 

 

Sincerely, 

[Your name] 
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