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INTRODUCTION
Hello students. 

We’re glad that you used our tips on how to create a great CV and cover letter and now 
you have an interview!

Well done!

Job interviews can be nerve-wracking if you are not comfortable with ‘selling’ yourself. 
You may even be questioning if you should go to the interview or not. But believe it or 
not, being skilled in interviews is something you can learn!

This handbook provides insight into the types of interviews you can expect and some 
handy tips on how to answer behavioural based types of questions.

TYPES OF INTERVIEWS
Knowing what types of interviews there are can influence your preparation and 
mindset. For the first stage, many recruiters favour a telephone interview over a face-
to-face one.

Whether it is for a part-time, internship or graduate job position, below are some of 
the interviews you may face.

1.	 Telephone interview

Typically the first stage in an interview, a telephone 
interview allows the employer to find out more 
about you and why you applied for the role. They will 
contact you via telephone or email to set-up a date 
and time with you. It is common for the recruiter to 
tell you how long the telephonic interview will take.

How to prepare for a telephone interview

	Choose a quiet area with no background noise or distractions.

	Living in a residence? Kindly remind your flatmates not to come storming 
into the room. 

	If you can’t secure a good quiet space at residence, go over to your 
university and book a private room. The library on any UKZN campus will be 
happy to assist you.

	The interviewer can hear your voice, but cannot see your notes. Use this to 
your advantage and prepare some handy sheets to help with those difficult 
questions.

	Dress smart. Give yourself the mentality that you are going to a face-to-face 
interview.
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4.	 Group interviews

A group interview is where you are interviewed alongside several other potential 
candidates for the same position. Group interviews are used for a number of reasons 
but the most important reason is that it saves time, and it’s also a great opportunity 
for them to see how you react in team situations.

How to prepare for a group interview
Group interview questions can cover not only the standard interview questions, but 
also include questions which require you to work in a team. Hiring managers want to 
see not only how you do on your own, but how you do when you’re paired up with 
those around you and how well you can work together.

Group interviews can include both multiple interviewers and multiple candidates. 
As a group, you may be asked to answer typical interview questions, but you may 
also be put to the test. Expect to find a problem solving or work-simulation exercise, 
along with discussion around the problem-solving process. The purpose of this 
style of interview is to see how you interact with others, demonstrate your skills in a 
crowd, and solve problems on the spot.

The following aspects are being considered when you find yourself in a group 
interview:

- Are you a team player or are you just looking for an opportunity to sabotage the 
other interviewees?

- Are you a leader or are you a follower?

- Can you “problem solve” with others or are you a part of the problem itself?

- Are you comfortable taking directions from someone else or are you the one 
who has to be in charge constantly no matter what?

- Can you stand out from the other job seekers in the room and differentiate 
yourself enough to showcase who you are without dominating the interview 
and standing out for all the wrong reasons?

2.	 Video interview

This may take place on Skype or Zoom and is becoming 
a popular method of interviewing candidates. Why? Well, 
many companies are nationwide or even international, 
therefore this is a convenient way to interview someone 
without unnecessary travel expenses.

How to prepare for a video interview

	Make sure you have a working webcam with decent Wi-Fi connection! 
Otherwise, the interview will not go far.

	Tidy you room! Angle your camera so that you have a neutral background 
behind you.

	Sufficient lighting - the interviewer would like to put a face to a name, so 
make sure you are in a well-lit area.

	Dress to impress! Remember the top half of you can still be seen, therefore 
choose something presentable and smart.

	Practice with a friend.

3.	 Face-to-face interview

Face-to-face interviews are highly common, so whether it is a 
part-time job or graduate position, you will most likely have one.

How to prepare for a face-to-face interview

	Practice that handshake! A firm handshake displays confidence and 
professionalism.

	Consider body language - do not slouch in the chair (regardless of how 
comfortable it is).

	Arrive on time! 10-15 minutes before is a safe bet. Check on Google Maps 
and plan your journey (especially if you are taking public transport).
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Here are a few tips on how to prepare for a group interview:

	Research beforehand
	 It is very important, whether it’s a group interview or a traditional job interview, 

to do research beforehand. You should know what you need to look for. Just 
make sure you know something about the company and any other details they 
can possibly ask you.

	Arrive 30 minutes before the time and observe
	 Don’t just be “on time.” Be there before the assigned time. In this way, you can 

still rest and freshen up a bit. You can also continue on with your research by 
observing the office and reading some posters or notes on their bulletin boards. 
Being early for the interview will do you a lot of good.

	Prepare a self-introduction
	 You will be asked to introduce yourself, especially in a group job interview. 

To save yourself some time and pressure, compose and memorise a self-
introduction.

	Listen very carefully
	 During a group interview, never let yourself daydream. Always be attentive and 

alert. Don’t just listen to the questions asked. Listen to your peers’ answers as 
well. This will help you think and answer better.

	Answer first every once in a while
	 Make it a point to be the first one to answer your interviewer’s question every 

once in a while. You don’t have to bully out the other applicants. But you 
shouldn’t appear to be too shy and timid either. Being the first one to answer 
without obviously trying to dominate the group interview can give a good 
impression.

	Support co-interviewees’ statements
	 Since you don’t need to be the first one to answer all the questions, try to be 

kind and supportive of the other applicants’ answers every now and then. In 
this way, you may appear to be a supportive leader and a team player at the 
same time.
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	Smile and nod
	 While someone else is talking, listen, smile and nod. It’s a sign of respect and 

that you are listening intently to them. It’s always better to be noticed because 
of nodding and smiling, rather than being nervous and uncomfortable.

	Ask brilliant questions
	 As soon as your interviewer asks you if you have any questions in mind, try your 

best to formulate a good and intelligent one. That’s why aside from thinking 
sharply, you also need to listen carefully throughout the course of the interview.

	 Once you’ve already formulated a question(s), do your best to keep them in 
mind and wait until your interviewer asks you if you have any. Don’t interrupt 
him/her.

	Greet and thank your interviewer and co-interviewees
	 At the end of the group interview, make it a point to thank your interviewer and 

shake hands with your co-interviewees. This shows you are well-mannered and 
respectful.

5.	 Technical interview

Technical interviews are common amongst employers 
recruiting for Engineering, Science or I.T. roles. Essentially, it’s 
an interview to assess your technical ability, usually related 
to the technical knowledge required for the role and the 
organisation you wish to work for. Sometimes a technical 
interview can take the form of a skills test, which will be used 
to shortlist candidates who will then proceed to a formal interview.

Some questions might focus less on technical knowledge and more on how 
you think. Such questions are looking to test your problem solving or your 
numerical reasoning abilities. This might involve being asked a few brainteasers 
or undertaking a numerical reasoning test.

Not all technical interviews will be conducted face-to-face; some might be 
telephone interviews, while others might be conducted over Skype or Zoom.
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How to prepare for a technical interview?

You should have an idea of the kind of technical knowledge they’ll be expecting 
you to have (look at the job advert if you aren’t sure).

Refresh your knowledge about those areas and brush up on all the 
fundamentals (you don’t want to be caught out). You might also want to re-read 
your notes from parts of your university course that you feel will be relevant to 
the role.

Practice with someone. Get someone with technical knowledge in the same 
area as the job to which you’re applying and get them to ask you a couple of 
questions. Alternatively, you could set up a mock interview with your College 
Career Development Officer.

Remember, it’s not just about finding the right answer, but explaining 
your reasoning behind it. The same goes for brain teasers and questions 
designed to challenge your logic.

INTERVIEW CHECKLIST 
Preparing for an interview is key for ensuring success. To have nerves before an 
interview is common.

Get rid of some of these worries by checking the interview preparation checklist 
below.

1.	 Examine the job description
2.	 Research the role
3.	 Research the company
4.	 Know what you are going to wear
5.	 Practice that posture
6.	 Transport 
7.	 Questions to ask the interviewer
8.	 Prepare answers to the most common questions
9.	 Practice with a friend or family
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1.	 Examine the job description
There’s nothing worse than going into a job interview thinking it is for something 
else. This is why researching the job description is crucial! When looking through the 
job description, look at these key points:

	Required skills & qualifications
	Main duties and responsibilities
	Specified work experience (if necessary)
	Carefully align their requirements with your interview answers to showcase 

you are the ideal candidate for the job!

2.	 Research the role
You might be thinking, “Isn’t this the same as 
researching the job description?” It’s not. Use external 
and reliable sources to examine the role. Sometimes 
companies can be ambiguous and will vaguely 
identify the extent of the duties involved.

3.	 Research the company
Researching a company before an interview is 
important - this not only expresses your passion to 
work for the company, but you can relate your answers 
to the company’s desire.

4.	 Prepare your interview outfit
This should be done a couple of days in advance. Make sure your clothes are well 
ironed and clean. Dress formal or smart casual.

5.	 Practice your posture and handshake
Body language speaks louder than words. Do not slouch, sit up straight and lean 
slightly forward to show you are engaged. Smile!

6.	 Prepare travel
Are you driving? Or taking public transport? Figure this out before the day. Being late 
and stressed can easily be avoided. It also creates a very poor impression to be late. 
Interviewers will not take kindly to late comers.

7.	 Questions to ask the interviewer
At the end of every interview, you will be asked if you have any questions. This shows 
your enthusiasm and genuine interest in the role. Ask questions that are relevant 
and show that you have current knowledge of the industry. 

CONSIDER THIS:
Look at the company’s 
mission statement. This 

will give an overview 
of what they do. Know 

and understand the 
company’s values and 

culture. Integrate these 
into your answers. Look 

through their website and 
social media accounts to 

understand their industry.



Interview Tips - A Guide College of Agriculture, Engineering and Science

For example:

“When I was a Peer Helper at UKZN we hosted a Career Fair event for our students 
to secure employment and I was in charge of organising it (S= refer to the specific 
situation). I needed to make sure that the companies were comfortable, catered 
for and we had enough staff members to work that day (T= talk about the tasks 
that needed to be done). Career Fair events are usually very busy with activities 
while students mingle with potential employers and things can go wrong. Late 
deliveries of marketing materials or not having enough space for representatives 
who attend without reservations is something we must prepare for in advance. I 
delegated which tasks needed to be performed and by whom. Student helpers were 
ready to serve and help with set-up (A= clearly talk about the actions that were 
taken). The event went very smoothly and exhibiting companies were very pleased 
with the student turnout and our organisational skills. The feedback was great and 
encouraging” (R= the result).

Did you note how the STAR technique is used?
It’s important to keep in mind that 
there are no right or wrong answers. 
The interviewer is simply trying to 
understand how you behaved in a 
given situation. How you respond 
will determine if 
there is a fit 
between your 
skills and the 
position the 
company 
is seeking 
to fill.
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Okay… so you have an idea of what the process might be like.
Now, what will you actually say in response to questions?

BEHAVIOURAL BASED INTERVIEWS 
Now… for one of the most important parts of the interview…. 

Let us have a look at the most commonly asked Behavioural interview questions 
and how to answer them.

Behavioural based interviewing focuses on how the candidate acted in specific 
employment related situations. The logic is that how you behaved in the past will 
predict how you will behave in the future, i.e. past performance predicts future 
performance.

Prepare stories that illustrate times when you have successfully solved 
problems or performed memorably.

The stories will be useful to help you respond meaningfully in a behavioural 
interview. You can research the STAR interview response technique, which 
offers a way of answering behavioural interview questions.

Finally, review the job description. You may be able to get a sense of what skills 
and behavioural characteristics the employer is seeking from reading the job 
description and position requirements.

In preparing your responses for the common questions asked, remember to use 
the STAR response technique.

During the interview, if you are not sure how to answer the question, ask for 
clarification. Then be sure to include these points in your answer:

	S - A specific situation

	T - The tasks that needed to be done

	A - The action you took

	R - The results, i.e., what happened
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Here are a few COMMONLY ASKED QUESTIONS and examples on how to 
answer these (using the STAR technique).

Q: Tell me about yourself
Don’t go into personal stories about your first day at school. Instead, tell them things 
that will emphasise your personality and capability for the job.

This is an opportunity to use the ‘elevator pitch’ to sell yourself in 30 seconds to one 
minute. Speak about your achievements, your projects and anything you have to 
offer that shows your ambition and ingenuity. 

Answer the questions in two sections:

1.	 How are you suited for the role? 
Spend around 15 seconds summing up any relevant education background, 
work experience, or your passions to express how you are suited for the role.

2.	 Why do you want to apply for the role?
Maybe this is your first job and now you want to utilise the skills acquired in 
university and apply it to a work setting.

Q: What is the most difficult situation you have had to face and how did you 
tackle it?

Example
“I had work piled up owing to health problems. I was feeling under pressure but 
stepped back and decided that I had to prioritise. So, I wrote down a list of all the 
things I had to do and started creating a priority list for them. I was able to finish my 
tasks, although not all of them were in the desired timeline. The situation definitely 
taught me the importance of prioritising and focusing on problems head-on. There 
is no point in running away from them and being honest can help.”

This answer is honest and it shows the person’s vulnerability. The answer still 
manages to highlight how people can change and learn from mistakes. It shows 
authenticity and the ability to be responsible for one’s actions.
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Q: What are your strengths?
How should you answer questions about your strengths? The best way to respond 
is to describe the skills and experience you have that directly correlates with the job 
you are applying for.

Be prepared to answer by making a list of the qualifications mentioned in the job 
posting and then:

List your skills that match those sought. This list can include education or 
training, soft skills, hard skills, or past work experiences. Narrow down your list 
of skills to between three and five strong skills. Next to each skill, note an 
example of how you have applied that strength in the past.

Q: What is your greatest weakness?
When addressing your weaknesses, draw upon examples relating to either skills, 
habits or personality traits. You may want to choose what to focus on depending on 
the type of job for which you’re applying. For example, discussing a skill or habit may 
be highly relevant for a technical position. 

The formula for your answer is easy to follow: 

•	State your weakness. 

•	Place your weakness in a context. That context will give potential employers 
insight into your level of self-awareness and commitment to professional 
growth. In the example answers below, you’ll see the weakness followed by the 
example in italics.

•	Show how you try to overcome this acknowledged weakness.

 Example weakness 1: Self-critical
“I can be too critical of myself. This is a pattern I have, where I often feel that I could 
have done more even though my peers feel that the job is excellently done. Earlier in 
my career, this led to burnout and negative self-talk. One solution I’ve implemented 
over the last three years is actively to pause and celebrate my achievements. Not 
only has this helped my self-esteem, but it has also helped me genuinely appreciate 
and recognise my team and other support systems.”
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Example weakness 2: Lacking confidence
“I’m naturally shy. From high school and into my early professional interactions, it 
prevented me from speaking up. Months after becoming employed and contributing 
very little to discussions, I knew I owed it to my employer and myself to share my 
ideas confidently. I joined a drama acting class—it was fun and has really helped 
me overcome my shyness. I learned practical skills around leading discussions and 
sharing diverse perspectives. Now, in groups, I always start conversations with the 
quieter staff. I know exactly how they feel, and people can be amazing once they 
start talking.”

Example weakness 3: Procrastination
“I’ve always been a procrastinator. I used to think it wasn’t such a bad habit because 
I was only creating stress for myself. But when I was working for UKZN several years 
ago, I was on a group project where I could see how my putting things off to the 
last minute created stress for everyone else. It was a wake-up call as my colleagues 
slowly started pulling away from me. I started creating daily schedules that held me 
accountable to my team, and I broke the habit. It was hard at first but I devised a 
system and made sure that tasks were done according to the schedule.
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Q: Why have you applied for this particular job?
There are different ways this question can be asked. Bear in mind that each of these 
questions is essentially asking the same thing, and each has a similar response:

•	 Why are you interested in working at this company?
•	 What motivated you to apply for this position?
•	 Why do you want this job?

It’s useful to know what variants could arise, so you don’t get thrown off. Also, 
employers are looking for some individuality in your response, so the answer to each 
won’t be identical – just very similar.

Preparation for this question is a case of separating it into different aspects, allowing 
you to prepare a structured and logical response. If answered skillfully, your reply 
can raise the likelihood that the interviewer will see you as the right candidate, 
increasing your chances of being hired.

An example structure could be this:

1.	 Why do you like the organisation?
Have you done your research into the company, its culture and its competitors? If so, 
you should be able to come up with reasons for wanting to work there, such as the 
reputation of the company, its values, its growth or success, or your appreciation 
of the products and services it offers. Not only will it help you with the interview – it 
will also help you determine if you really want the position.

2.	 Why do you like the job?
Company research is key here. But you also have to show the employers that you are 
capable of actually doing the job. Focus your answer on the skills required.

Shape your answer on your current career goals and what you plan for the future, 
as well as your impressions of the working culture, and it will leave your interviewer 
with the impression that you are career-focused and interested in the company.

Employers hire people who enjoy their job and have good skills in that sector. 
Convey those two traits and you’ll be in a good position.
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CONCLUSION
There are a number of websites that offer great counsel on how to have a winning 
interview. It would be wise to look at the websites of major companies in South 
Africa as they will offer much insight into the company’s culture.

You can refer to the following websites to learn more about interviews. Remember 
that you have to rehearse your responses but don’t be robotic about it.  Interviewers 
appreciate sincerity.  They want to learn about the real you.
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INTERVIEW VIDEOS:
1.	 https://aessupport.ukzn.ac.za/career-development/

2.	 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eBuz8Y31rw0

3.	 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3v8ezI6PW0Q

4.	 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xHkasQj12eI

                   
                                                                                            

If you would like to book a session for interview preparation  

kindly send Karuna Mahadave an email on  

mahadave@ukzn.ac.za

UKZN wishes you the very best in getting that dream job!
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