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How to Handle Objections During an Interview

Mark D. Hansen, CSP, CPE, PE

The interviewing process is similar to an elimination tournament in sports.  You compete against a rapidly diminishing group of people, and once you lose, you’re out of the competition.  At each stage the competition becomes more intense, and only the best candidates make it to the final round.

Where the interview is not a physical contest of strength, it is a strategic process conducted on two levels, the spoken and the unspoken, and you must communicate on both planes.  Be aware of the words you choose and the way in which you deliver them.  At the same time, read the interviewer’s verbal, vocal and visual signals to determine how he is receiving your words.  Do you suspect a misunderstanding?  If so, stop what you are saying, address that concern before proceeding.

In many cases, what appears to be an objection may merely be a question.  For example, if an interviewer says, “Do you have a safety degree,” he is asking a question, and you should answer it.  If you don’t have a safety degree, follow up by asking if one is necessary for the position.  If he responds by saying, “We only hire CSP’s,” then it’s an objection.

The key is not to feel defensive or devastated since an objection does not automatically eliminate you from the competition.  Think about how you can deal with it tactfully, without allowing your emotions to enter the interview.  Discuss the issue objectively, and respond to it methodically. 

When to Handle Objections

There are three times when it is best to handle an objection.  First, you should anticipate it and address the concern before it comes up.  Second, many misunderstandings will surface during the interview unexpectedly and must be dealt with then.  Third, you may find it more to your advantage to postpone discussing the dilemma until later.  

A) Anticipate objections.  You may find that one particular objection comes up regularly.  For example, an interviewer may think you are “overqualified” to work for his company.  In general, an objection about your age is a smoke screen.  By the time you get to the interview, the potential employer has seen your credentials and knows approximately how old you are.  This information can be deduced from your resume.  Therefore, there is probably some other reason for his action. 
B) Handle objections as they come up.  Some objections will surface during the course of the interview.  If you don’t discuss and remove them immediately, the interviewer may think you are avoiding the issue.  That thought may linger in his mind after you leave, overpowering his good feelings about you.  His intuition will tell him something is wrong, and you may be eliminated from the competition.  You can handle objections effectively if you follow these steps:

1. Listen.  Let the interviewer express himself completely.  Don’t interrupt with words, or body language indicating you’ve heard this before or that it’s of no consequence.  Sometimes as he is talking, the interviewer will either answer it himself or realize how trivial it sounds.

2. Pinpoint the real issue.  Is the interviewer simply asking a question?  Is there a misunderstanding or does a real objection exist?  Define the issue so you respond to the actual objection.  If it’s a question, answer it.  If it’s a misunderstanding, clarify it.  If it’s a true objection, go to step three.

3. Smile.  Speak with confidence.  Let the interviewer see that you are not going to become defensive, and he’ll be less apprehensive about the objection.

4. If necessary, gather more information.  As you listen to the interviewer, consider how you can rephrase his concern so it is easier to address.  If you need more time to think, respond with a question that will keep the interviewer talking:

· Ask a question to limit the scope of conversation.  For example, if the interviewer says, “You don’t have the right experience,” you should ask, “What is there about my experience that you feel is lacking, specifically?”  His answer will define the parameters of the discussion.

· Respond to a question with a question to give yourself more time to think.  For instance, if the interviewer objects to your salary requirements, you could say, “How much did you plan to invest?” or “What budget guidelines have you established?”

5. Respond.  Once you have rephrased the issue, respond to it.  There is a proven technique you can use to accomplish this.  The first is a formula you can remember by the acronym DARE.  With this, you can either Deny the objection, Admit it, Reverse it or Explain it.  Here is how you can use each of these concepts:

Deny it:  “Actually Mr. Jones, that’s not correct, I wasn’t laid-off from that job.  In fact, here is a letter of reference written by the president of that company.”  Be delicate so you don’t create an atmosphere of confrontation or the feeling you are out to prove the interviewer wrong.

Admit it.  “That’s correct, Mr. Jones, I don’t have any work experience in that area.  But I do have related experience in this area.  I also have a desire to learn your company’s way of doing things.  My lack of experience will actually be beneficial because I don’t have any preconceived notions about how things should be done.  Isn’t that important, Mr. Jones?” 

Reverse it.  Try to catch the interviewer off-guard by making his objection the reason for hiring you.  “That’s right, Mr. Jones, I do request $5,000 more than you offered, and that’s exactly the reason you should hire me.”  Then go on to explain how the increased cost in wages is a bargain for the experience you bring to the position.  

Explain it:  “The reason I didn’t go to college immediately after high school is that I couldn’t afford to.  I needed additional income to support my family.  But let me show you what I have done to continue my education while I earned the money to return to night school….”

6) Confirm agreement.  Once you rephrase the objection in your terms and respond to that new definition, get the interviewer to confirm that he agrees with what you have said.  It doesn’t matter if your reply sounds good to you.  It must convince the interviewer that his concern is no longer valid.  Make sure his objection has been eliminated, and then go on to the next topic of conversation.

7) Put it off until later.  There are times when your case would be better served if you delayed handling the objection until later in the interview.  For example, if you are in the midst of handling one objection and another one surfaces, you should delay the second until you have confirmed that the first has been handled.  When handled properly, you can delay your response without concerning the interviewer.  After you acknowledge the fact that the objection exists, tell the interviewer that by finishing your present topic you may at the same time address the issues underlying the next question.  

Removing an interviewer’s spoken or unspoken objection is not difficult.  As you speak, watch for the interviewer’s reaction to what you are saying.  Listen and 

watch for verbal, visual and vocal signals indicating the way in which you’re being received.  If they are positive, reinforce that feeling.  If they’re negative, find out why and remove the issue.  Smile, relax and confidently participating in the discussion.  Practice these skills and they’ll become second nature to you.  Use your common sense to tell you when to cease being aggressive, and you’ll increase your interviewing success ratio dramatically.


