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The job interview 

Applying for a job is a skill. You can learn it by practising and making mistakes. 

The goal of the job interview 
You've been invited to an interview. You can assume that you have met the requirements and are 

therefore suitable for the position. An interview often serves two purposes: 

1. The interviewer wants to see confirmation that you are suitable (rational basis)
2. The interviewer wants to determine whether there is a click and whether you are a good fit

for the team (emotional basis)

Good preparation 
 Research the company online (when it comes to motivation, it is important that you can show

you have acquired a thorough knowledge of the company)

o Know what they do; explore the market

o What are the challenges for this company/department ( you will have to help tackle

those challenges later)

o Who works at this company? Know the name of the director/chair, etc. (check on

LinkedIn; maybe some of them are in your network)

o Has this company/industry been in the news recently?

o Know the vacancy almost by heart: what are the most important tasks/required

qualities?

 Look at your letter and CV again. Your arguments during the conversation should fit in

seamlessly with these. Discuss the vacancy with someone who knows you well. Where do they

think your opportunities lie? What should you emphasise in the conversation?

 Decide on your own story. This is me and that is why I'm suitable for the position/organisation

(elevator pitch).

 Practise in front of the mirror and with people near you. Practice makes perfect: the more you

tell your story, the more natural it will sound. Use the standard questions in the attachment

for this.

In top form 

Imagine applying for a job as a professional sport. What do athletes do before a game? How do they 

ensure that they are in top condition? Use these types of rituals to prepare yourself for your game: 

the job interview. Go to bed on time, do not go out the night before the interview or finish your day 

with shawarma and garlic sauce, make sure your clothes are clean, get all your things ready, make 

sure you are freshly showered, and leave on time.  

A ritual like this will ensure that you are in the right shape to “score”. Think of the type of preparation 

that enables you to perform to the best of your ability and to be in top condition, both mentally and 

physically.  
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Structure and phases of the interview 
1. Entrance/introduction 

Make sure you report to the front desk on time (5-10 minutes before the interview). 
Stand up when meeting your interviewer. Give them a firm handshake and introduce yourself. 
It is better to be a little too formal than too informal: “Good afternoon, my name is Kees de 
Jong” sounds better than “Hi, I'm Kees”. If the interview is in Dutch, use ‘u’ until someone 
indicates you can use ‘je/jij’. 
 

2. Ice breaker 
Before the interview actually starts, the interviewer (or you) will ask a question or make a 
remark to break the ice. Although it has no specific value for the interview, it is what can make 
or break your first impression. It says something about your social and communication skills.  
 

3. Interviewer questions 
The interviewer will ask questions regarding your CV or cover letter, or they may simply ask 
about matters that are important to them. Answer questions concisely and completely, but 
without too many details. Make sure your answers provide the opportunity for follow-up 
questions.  
 
When answering the questions, try to keep in mind which qualities you want to emphasise. 
You don’t have to wait until someone asks about your strong suits before you mention them.  
Of course, you never know what someone is going to ask, but we have included a list of 

frequently asked questions. Use it to practise your answers.  
 
Example 
You want to emphasise that you are very independent but the interviewer asks you: “Why did 
you choose study programme x?” Answer: “I was consciously looking for a programme that 
would allow me to work independently. Besides, I was interested in delving into the following 
subjects...” 
 
STAR(R) method 
The core of this method is in the statement: “previous behaviour is the best indicator of 
future behaviour”. With the STARR method, the interviewer does not just ask for an abstract 
characteristic or quality, but they also want you to substantiate this and to know what 
behaviour or action is proof of this.  
 
Example 
Give an example that shows that you take initiative. 

 

S Situation In my spare time I assist the forest ranger with the wild boar project. 

T Task I track their movements, monitor their numbers, and process these in a computer 

program. 

A Action Based on the data, I immediately identify trends and actively come up with ideas 

for how to maintain the wild boar population levels. 

R Result This helps the forest ranger to take action sooner, even before official reports are 

made. As a result, the wild boar population has remained within the standards for 

the past four years. 
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R Reflection My work is relevant but the only person that sees this is the forest ranger. He 

benefits from it and “takes all the credit”. Next time, I will also pay more attention 

to better convey my input and communicate it more widely. 

 
4. Questions from the applicant 

During the interview the interviewer will determine if you are suitable for the position. But 
please do not forget that you also have to find out if the job is right for you. You can typically 
ask questions during the interview. Simply use one of the interviewer’s questions as a segue. If 
this is not possible or if you have more questions, you usually are given the opportunity to ask 
these questions at the end of the interview. With the correct questions you can show that you 
are aware of the content of the position, but also that you are a critical thinker.  

 
Ask questions that are important to you but make sure you do not get ahead of yourself. 
Often the practical matters regarding terms of employment, such as salary and working hours, 
are discussed in a later interview. It does make sense to enquire about team composition, 
your potential supervisor’s style of leadership, the main challenges facing the team, big 
projects, the reason your predecessor left, etc.  
 
Pay close attention to the interviewer. When you notice that they react enthusiastically to 
your questions, feel free to keep asking them for a bit longer. When you notice that someone 
does not appreciate this, such as when an interview is running late and they have another 
appointment, keep it as brief as possible.  
 

5. End of the Interview  
During this stage it is beneficial to find out what the next steps will be. How will the procedure 
move forward and when can you expect a response? Sometimes the interviewer might ask 
what you thought of the interview. The intention is not for you to provide extensive feedback 
on aspects of the interview, but rather for you to provide a short reflection in a few words or 
sentences. 

 

Interview dynamics 
A job interview is not an interrogation. View yourself as an equal conversation partner.  

 

Of course, you can provide satisfactory answers to all the interviewer’s questions. But remember that 

the other objective of the interview is to find out whether there’s a “click”. It is harder to give clear 

advice in this regard, as this is about you as a person. One approach could be to ask questions 

yourself, to follow up on the interviewer’s questions, or even to add something personal to the 

discussion. 

 

The “click” is often found sooner when there is some common ground, such as having studied at the 

same university, having lived in the same neighbourhood, having shared acquaintances/family, the 

same hobby, etc. The icebreaker and the end of the interview are often the best times to find these 

kinds of shared aspects.  

 

Tip: do not just answer yes or no. Even if someone asks closed questions, a brief explanation keeps the 

conversation going.  
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Non-verbal communication 
Eye contact 

Look the interviewer in the eye: you'll come across as interested and sincere. If there are several 

people present at the interview, make sure that you do not just look at the person who asks the most 

questions. When answering, look at different people so that everyone feels involved in the discussion. 

Attitude 

Try to come across as positive, energetic, and relaxed. Keep your hands above the table, sit or stand 

up straight, and use your hands when you speak as well. Switch positions once in a while and change 

your posture. Show that you are listening and nod your head. 

Try not to fuss with your hair, face or pen too much as this can be distracting or disruptive. This 

sometimes happens by itself when you are nervous, but if you are aware of it, you can catch it ahead 

of time.  

Clothing 

Make sure you are dressed neat and tidy. Clothes washed/ironed, shoes polished. Your clothing 

should reflect the organisation/position, but do not go overboard. They should also suit you, and you 

should feel comfortable wearing them.  

When in doubt: err on the side of formal rather than casual. 

Don’ts: lots of red (comes across as dominant), jeans, bare toes, bare shoulders, low-cut necklines, 

etc. Busy prints and stripes are also not pleasant in a personal interview. You do not want your 

clothing print to distract the interviewer. 

Dos: an eye-catcher: beautiful necklace, a tie with a colour that pops. This will motivate the 

interviewer to look at you more. As a result, you will stand out more in the interviewer’s 

subconscious, making you easier to remember. However, make sure you do not overdo it.  

Nerves 
Almost everyone gets a little anxious before a job interview. There are ways to suppress your nerves, 

but often that is not necessary. Accept that you will be a little nervous. Your interviewer will 

understand that you are a bit nervous and might even expect it. Good preparation is the best way to 

avoid difficult situations. 

Online interview 
Until recently, most interviews were conducted at the employer's location. But if that is not 

convenient or possible, then a conversation online via Skype, Zoom, or any other platform is a great 

alternative. Keep in mind that this may call for a slightly different approach, especially in preparation. 

A few useful tips: 

1. Create a quiet environment. Inform your roommates or hang a note on the door so there is
no noise or distraction. Keep your pets outside the room to stay on the safe side.

2. Choose a peaceful background. A white wall is convenient, but not always available. Try to
keep clutter out of sight as much as possible. Some video chat programs allow you to “blur”
the background; check this option out beforehand. If you are using a virtual background, make
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sure you do not move around too quickly in the frame, such as with rapid hand gestures. This 
may blur the image. 

3. Place your device so that the camera is at eye level. Placing your camera too low results in a 
poor image. Placing it too high means the interviewer is looking down at you. That is not 
recommended either. 

4. Make sure there is no light source behind you (and certainly not an uncovered window). A 
soft light that highlights your face from the front is useful. Check what setup works best 
beforehand. 

5. Check the platform. If you are using a new platform, practise with it first. You can also ask the 
employer if you can test out the technology a day earlier. 

6. Good Wi-Fi signal. Find out where the signal is best. If necessary, disconnect other devices 
from the Wi-Fi to boost your connection. Always switch off or mute other devices (turn off 
vibration), so you are not disturbed by notifications. 

7. Keep a pen and paper handy. There is nothing more disturbing than someone typing while 
you are in a video call. 

8. Look into the lens as you talk, not at your own image on the screen. If you stay far away 
enough from the camera, it looks like you are really looking at your discussion partner. At the 
same time, you can still look at their facial expressions on the screen. 

9. Repeat the question. Misunderstandings occur more easily in an online interview. To 
demonstrate or verify that you understood the question correctly, repeat it before answering. 

 

Rejected? 
Employers often notify the applicants of their decision within two weeks. And yes, sometimes this 

means receiving the disappointing news of a rejection. There is no need to panic and give up: it is a 

chance to evaluate your performance! Call or e-mail the person who interviewed you and tell them 

that you would like to learn from this experience. Ask about the reasons for the rejection. Get as 

much information as you can and request concrete tips for a future interview.  

 

Frequently asked questions 
1. What do you like about our organisation? Why do you want to work here? 

 Choose something that matches one of your positive qualities. This gives you a good 

opportunity to draw attention to it.  

2. What are the current market trends? 

 Make sure that you have thoroughly researched the organisation and that you are up to date 

on current projects. Check recent news updates, know the mission/vision of the organisation, 

and focus on matters that highlight your strengths. 

3. Why should we choose you? 

 Answer briefly and succinctly. It is better to have one strong argument than a series of weaker 

ones.  

4. Where do you see yourself in five or ten years? What’s your vision for the future? 

 Do not get carried away: an applicant who expresses too much ambition may come across as 

someone unlikely to stick around for very long.  

 But answering with “no idea” is most definitely a bad idea. Indicate a direction. For example: 

“I would like to continue developing into someone who motivates and guides others.” 

5. Why do you want to leave your current job? 

 Although this may be tempting, you should refrain from describing your current situation 

negatively. Put a positive spin on your situation. For example: "I'm looking for more 

responsibility" rather than “My current job doesn’t let me take any initiative”. 
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6. Why have you chosen your study programme? 

 This is a good opportunity to talk about your motivations for important matters, and how you 

make decisions. 

7. What was your favourite subject and why? What was your least favourite subject? 

 Emphasise what drives you: your motivations and ambitions. 

8. What kind of people do you enjoy working with, and what do you struggle with? 

 Your answer says something about the kind of person you are. Being able to indicate what you 

struggle with is a strength. This shows that you possess self-awareness. 

9. If you quit your study programme: Why did you choose to not complete your programme? 

 Give an honest response: there is nothing wrong with having made a “wrong choice” or 

having chosen a path that was not right for you. Emphasise what made you realise it was not a 

good fit and the actions you took to go do something else. Talk about what you learned. This 

will often cast you in an even better light. 

10. What are your best qualities? 

 Do not be too modest, but do not exaggerate either. Do you struggle with this? Try the 

following: people around me say that I’m... 
11. What are your weaknesses/areas that need improvement? 

 Name things that are easily justifiable, the downsides of your positive qualities, or things that 

are not very relevant to the position. But stay honest. A clear answer to this question shows 

that you have self-awareness. Someone with high self-awareness will be easier to coach or 

supervise.  

12. What are you proud of?/What is your best achievement? 

 Name something that demonstrates your strengths. It is great when these fit together nicely. 

Examples from your internship, student job, study project, or related to a hobby or sport often 

make it easier for the interviewer to visualise these strengths. 

13. Did you apply for any other jobs? 

 Answer truthfully.  

14. What are your hobbies?/How do you spend your spare time? 

 




