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Suits could be optional, but thank-you notes appropriate
By: Jane S. Howze

Having just completed a two-year stint as a columnist for ClO.com, an online newspaper
for information technology professionals, our firm has interviewed chief information
officers from companices large and small.

From Starbucks to the Harvard Business School to M.D. Anderson, we talked to
executives who have collectively hired thousands of managers.

So we asked them: “*Can you teach somcone how to make good hiring decisions?”,
“What can you share that would help a job secker in today’s market?” and, *“What was
the worst interview you ever had?”

We found some great tips for job candidates:
* Do your homework.

Every CIO said he or she is impressed by candidates who not only do research on the
position and employer, but show they care about the position. “I want someone who
realizes that it is important to understand our company so that person can maximize the
interview time for himself or herself and me,” said one CIO. Another instructed
candidates, “Come prepared with good questions such as, ‘How do you measure
success?’, ‘How do you like to manage?’, *What are your priorities?”

» Think ahead about tough questions.

[f you have had a number of job changes in the past several years, expect to be asked
about it, and have a concise, well-thought-out answer. If there are projects or departments
you have managed, be prepared with numbers to back up your accomplishments —
without being boring. The goal is to strike a balance between offering substantive facts
and not inundating your interviewer with number overload.

» Suit and tic may not be required.

Many CIOs counseled that showing up overdressed can be as bad as dressing too
casually. One CIO commented that his software company is a business-casual
environment, and, if a candidate arrived in a suit, he would conclude that the candidate



had not done appropriate research on the culture of the company. Bottom line: Do not be
afraid to call and ask what is appropriate.

* Read your audience.

In addition to being prepared, read the body language of the interviewer, and observe the
details. Some interviewers like to make small talk as a way of getting to know you. Is the
interviewer’s office filled with pictures and memorabilia? Most people put pictures on
their walls as a statement about who they are, where they have been, what they do. Don’t
be afraid to comment on them, especially if it allows you to establish a common ground.
The second part of reading your audience is to let them direct the conversation. Some
interviewers are comfortable spending 15 minutes discussing your mutual love of golf
and their golf trophies, while others would see that as excessive. Good interviewees
follow the lead of their interviewers,

* Use interview time wisely.

One of the biggest mistakes interviewees make is to take too long to explain
accomplishments or answer questions. One CIO always asks candidates to give her some
context to their resume. She says how candidates answer this question tells her how they
budget their time, what is important to them and how they communicate. She advises
candidates to ask, “Will you tell me if I'm giving you too much or too little detail?”

» Ask for feedback,

Several executives commented that they are impressed by a candidate who, at the end of
the interview, asks. “How do you assess my background in light of the requirements of
the position?” If you do ask for feedback, do it in a confident, yet non-threatening
manner,

While most executives conceded that a thank-you note alone will not get someone a
position, all agreed that it did not hurt. One execulive recounted an instance in which the
candidate was not qualified for a position, but wrotc such a gracious thank-you note that
the CIO kept it and, when a different position arose, contacted the candidate for that
position.

[f you do not get a position, ask for feedback on your interview from the HR department
or the search firm. Interviewing is an art and a skill. Use each interview as a learning
experience. The interview that did not go well can be a great lesson for the next one.



