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FINDING THE RIGHT LOOK FOR A JOB INTERVIEW

Mark D. Hansen, CSP, CPE, PE

It doesn’t matter what you wear on a job interview, whether you come in with old sneakers and sweatpants or a well-tailored suit you will be judged solely on the basis of your impressive skills and sparkling personality.  

Wrong.

There are times to dress for comfort, times to express our individuality via your Dilbert T-shirt, nose ring and orange hair.  Your job interview is not one of them.  When your potential boss is looking over your resume, do you want her to be thing “Did I see gum on his shoes?”

You only have one chance to make a good first impression.  The first impression you make will have a lasting impact, so effort spent on grooming and dressing appropriately has a definite payoff.  Here are some tips for dressing for interview success.  

Dress in harmony with the way those interviewing you are likely to dress.  In general, interviewers are more likely to perceive you as being one of them to the extent that you are dressed in the manner of company employees.  If you’re uncertain about your potential employer’s dress style, visit the company location as employees are arriving for work.  A good rule of thumb is to wear clothing just a little more dressy than everyday attire.

Don’t wear something so striking that attention is drawn to your clothing rather than you.  This almost always means conservative, traditional, and conventional clothing.  Clothing that is faddish or has exceptionally bold patterns or colors attract attention, unfortunately, away from you.  Save those Rush Limbaugh ties for later.

Pay careful attention to details.  Small simple annoyances like un-shined shoes, messy hair, jangling gaudy jewelry, mismatched clothing, overly prominent accessories, or untrimmed nails, often result in strong negative reactions by interviewers.

Purchase an outfit or suit ensemble of high quality that you know looks good on you.  If you but it from the discount store you may looking like a sack full of doorknobs.  This may mean buying an expensive new suit or dress, but it’s a worthwhile investment.  Engineers, listen up.  I know how cheap engineers are, I are one.  But if you invest in an expensive new suit it will not only make a good appearance, but you will probably feel more self-confident.  When you are buying a suit or dress, consider getting all the appropriate accessories at the same time.  This usually is the most effective way to produce a coordinated, impressive appearance.  If you are uncertain about how to put it all together, make your purchases at a good shop with experienced salespeople.  Stores that sell top-quality clothing usually have someone on hand who is good at coordinating a conservative business ensemble.

If you have to travel by plane to the interview, the ideal way is to fly in the night before.  This makes it possible, if necessary, to have clothing freshly pressed at the hotel.

Do not wear anything that connects you with a specific political cause or affiliation.  This precaution is simply a matter of minimizing risks.  There are more biases out there than there are interviewers who share your beliefs and preferences. 

It is often better not to carry a briefcase into the interview.  It’s just one more thing to distract you and to remember to pick up upon leaving.  However, if you r(sum(s or other papers that will be needed, select a small, high-quality case.  Leather envelopes are ideal.  With larger briefcases, getting at and finding material can often by be awkward.  Thin envelopes make it easy for you to reach in and extract whatever material is needed.

In the final analysis, your total approach should be one of neatness.  Many interviewers interpret a candidate’s disheveled appearance as a sign of disorganization and carelessness.


