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Introduction



This book isn’t really about nose rings. Even the question itself—“Can I wear my nose ring to the interview?”—isn’t really about nose rings. It’s one I’ve been asked many times, by many job-seekers struggling with how to present themselves. My answer? Yes. If you wear one and intend to keep wearing it, don’t take it out for the interview, get the job, and then wonder why you’re never introduced to clients.


Of course, this book isn’t just for job-seekers with nose rings, tongue studs, tattoos, blue hair, or pierced eyebrows. The nose ring is a metaphor for the complexities of the job hunt, which may involve more soul-searching than you imagine—and lots of questions about how to present yourself now that you’re out in the real world. If the mere thought of looking for a job has your stomach in knots, you’re not alone. I’ve dealt with enough college grads to know that the first job search can be a terrifying prospect.


As I write, a troubled economy makes that search appear even more terrifying than usual—but the key word here is appear. Here’s what most new job hunters don’t realize: An economic downturn will not destroy your chances of getting a job; indeed, it can actually offer opportunity, if you understand how to make the most of the situation. Entry-level jobs are often the least affected by recession. Why? You’re relatively cheap, and you’re probably willing to work hard to prove yourself. If you position yourself correctly, you’ll also be perceived as highly adaptable and easily trainable. Yes, you’ll need to be more innovative and assertive in your approach, and more patient and flexible—but stay optimistic and confident. The strategies I recommend are based on timeless principles.


When I began advising students at the Columbia Publishing Course on their résumés, I started collecting all the questions that came up. They weren’t only about résumés; the concerns were all over the map. People wanted to know how to look for a job without wasting hours surfing the Web, what to wear to a job interview, and what they would be asked. They wanted to know what to put on a blank résumé page when they’d never had a job or even an internship in their lives. They wanted advice about how to look for a job if they had absolutely no idea what they wanted to do and then how to negotiate a job offer once they got one.


Over the years, the list of questions grew—and now they form the heart of this book.


When I graduated from college, I knew exactly what I wanted to do: teach, write, and edit. But I didn’t have a clue how to turn those goals and interests into a job or career. While many of my friends became investment bankers, I got a part-time, minimum-wage job in a toy store called Henry Bear’s Park. (Me: I get 40 percent off all the toys! My parents: For this we sent you to Harvard?) I wish I’d had this book, but I hadn’t written it yet.


What I did have, it turns out, was a knack for helping people present themselves. I’d edit a résumé for a friend; then for a friend of a friend; then for colleagues wherever I worked. (One of the things my career path taught me is that if you follow your interests, a path will emerge.)


I have unearthed the inner résumés of a white rapper, a missionary from Mexico (never use the word “crusade” on a résumé), and a MacArthur “genius” grant winner. I have successfully advised people at all stages of their careers—CEOs, engineers, college professors, diplomats, investment bankers, lawyers, publishing professionals, and even an opera singer.


But there’s nothing like your very first job search. I hope my years of experience can help make the process as easy as possible for you—who knows, maybe you’ll even enjoy it.


What’s the Big Deal?


Q. Can looking for a job really be all that complicated? Why do I need to read a whole book about it?


A. Looking for a job doesn’t have to be complicated if you go about it the right way; that’s why I wrote this book. I find that many people expend their job-hunting energies inefficiently. This book will help you find a job in the quickest, most efficient way, using resources right under your nose. It will help you figure out what you want to do and how to do it. Along the way you’ll learn lifelong skills about presenting yourself on and off paper, and you’ll create a personal and professional network that will serve you throughout your career.





Chapter 1
Welcome to Job, Inc.



SET YOURSELF UP FOR SUCCESS


Take a deep breath. Whether you’ve opened this book in optimism or despair, you can relax (a little); I’m going to tell you all the stuff nobody tells you about how people really get jobs—in any economy, boom or bust. I’m not talking about just any job, though. I’m talking about a good job, a job you like, a job that’s right for you. It may take a little longer, but the results will be worth it.


First things first: Stop looking for a job. If you haven’t started yet, good. I want you to stop looking for a job—and start looking for a person.


The right person will lead you to the right job.


In truth, you already have a job. As a job-hunter, you are now the official CEO (Chief Executive Officer) of your own company—a company I call Job, Inc. Think of yourself as a self-employed consultant, a one-person marketing and PR firm with a single thing to sell: YOU. You work for yourself now. You run a head-hunting firm with the most important client you could ever hope to place. You are a professional—a high-powered professional. Even if you don’t feel like one, that’s what you need to become—before you get your job. The more focused, directed, and organized you are as CEO, the quicker the process will be. And the more professional you appear, the more seriously you’ll be taken as a job candidate.




DON’T LOOK FOR A JOB—LOOK FOR A PERSON


People are a lot easier to find than jobs.


Think about it. What is a job? Have you ever seen one walking down the street? Have you ever talked to one? Called one up on the phone? E-mailed one?


But you know where people are. They’re everywhere. It’s hard to escape them. They’re in your classes, in your family, in your dorm, at the gym. They are at the supermarket, at the bar, waiting in line, sitting next to you on a bus or plane or train. People are everywhere (unless you live in a really sparsely populated area—and then you’ll be more dependent on the telephone and Internet).





You hold every position at Job, Inc. You are not just the CEO but also the CFO (Chief Financial Officer) and Human Resources director. You run the Marketing and Public Relations departments. This makes you indispensable. You might not be naturally adept at all the different positions you’ll hold, and you don’t have to be an expert in any of them. But I’ll teach you how to master the basics.


The skills you’ll pick up as CEO of Job, Inc. are highly transferable and will be valuable to any company, anywhere. You’ll need to articulate a goal and vision; come up with a strategy and financial plan to achieve it; and implement that strategy, all the while publicizing and marketing Job, Inc.’s achievements.


But I’m an Artiste!


Q. I’m not interested in becoming a CEO-type—I’m looking for a job in graphic design! What’s the point of acting like I’m going into business?


A. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not suggesting you commit yourself to life in a suit. But all professions require a degree of organization and professionalism. These traits may be expressed differently across different industries, but when you’re job-hunting, you must present your most professional self. Being professional means being well-dressed and well-groomed; being punctual, proactive, and efficient; presenting your experience and abilities articulately and with confidence; and making sure the documents that support your candidacy (your résumé, cover letter, and list of references) are impeccable.


The Organized Bird Gets the Worm


Even if you have never been organized in your life, you are going to have to get organized now. Undertaking a job search is a job in itself. Consider it training for the position you’re going to get. In fact, if a prospective employer asks you about your organizational skills and you don’t have much experience to draw from, you’ll truthfully be able to say: “Let me tell you how I organize myself. For this job search, for example, I set up a filing and tracking system....”


The first step? Set up a temporary office. It may be an entire room in a house or apartment, a desk at a library, some desk space in your bedroom, or even a chair in a dorm room.


While you don’t need an executive suite, you do need good light. Don’t suffer in the dark—you’ll hurt your eyes and sink into depression. You’ll need a good chair (or a bad chair plus a good pillow).


You’ll need a filing system. Set up paper and electronic files for articles, contacts, and ideas related to each company that interests you and for each job you pursue. Every time you have an e-mail exchange about a particular job, print it out and file it. Every time you have a phone conversation about a job, make notes and date and file them.


Keep a small, professional-looking notebook with you at all times so that you can write down leads, contact information, and notes—you don’t want to forget a valuable lead or lose a scrap of paper with an important number on it. Pulling out a notebook is much more professional than fumbling around for a napkin or matchbook—as long as that notebook isn’t sparkly or covered in stickers. You’ll need office supplies at the ready: pens and pencils, printer cartridges (if you have your own printer), thank-you notes, résumé paper, envelopes, stamps, a card file for all those cards you’ll be collecting. I like big sorting baskets, Post-it Notes, small binder clips, staples and paper clips, clear plastic sleeves, and highlighters. Locate the nearest post office, along with a copy center with a fax and printer if you don’t have access to these at home. If you’re really strapped for space, buy inexpensive portable file totes—one for supplies and one for files—that you can carry with you to a library, park, or coffee shop.




GETTING STARTED: SETTING UP JOB, INC.


There are several things you need to do to find a job. Some are discussed in this chapter, others explained in the rest of the book.


1. Set up Job, Inc.’s offices, stat. Get organized—or you’ll have to fire yourself. You’ll be able to work much more productively once you’ve created a suitable work environment for your search.


2. Determine the timeline for your search. You’ll be making a daily, weekly, and monthly plan.


3. Use the Rule of Three to determine how to organize your search and figure out whom to talk to. (You’ll read about that on page 7.)


4. Create and refine your résumé and cover letter and prep your references. (See chapters 3, 4, and 5.)


5. Activate your network. (See chapter 2.)





At the end of each day at Job, Inc., take a few minutes to file or enter new information into a computer or electronic organizer. Every time someone mentions a person you should talk to, offers contact information, or suggests a book or article you should read, enter it in a place where you’ll be able to find it again. Cut and paste information from emails—they have a way of disappearing when you most need them.


Clear some closet space to assess and organize your interview wardrobe; in chapter 6, Getting Through the Interview, we’ll get into specifics about dress, but you should get a head start on evaluating the situation. You’ll need two or three interview outfits, appropriately accessorized. You might need anything from new clothes to new shoelaces, stockings, an iron, or good hangers that don’t leave odd protrusions in your clothes. (You don’t want to wake up to a wardrobe crisis on the morning of an interview.)


All this takes time, but it’s well worth the investment.




SET UP A PROFESSIONAL E-MAIL ADDRESS AND VOICE MAIL MESSAGE


You might love the sassy moniker FoxyLady@hotmail.com, but it is essential that you use a professional e-mail address during your job search. An employer won’t want to hire dizzymissizzy@gmail.com. Stick to first and last names, and avoid nicknames or private jokes. If you need to set up a new account for the job search, use a free Yahoo, Google, or Hotmail address. (Added bonus: You’ll keep all your job-hunting e-mails together and won’t be distracted by personal e-mail while you’re online.)


If you don’t already have one, you should also set up a cell phone account. An employer shouldn’t have to leave messages with your mom to reach you. The greeting must be professional: “Hi, this is Sarah Smith. Please leave your name and number and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.” No music, no noise or giggling in the background, no “Yo, what’s up?”





Don’t Just Hit “Send”


Here’s how most people look for a job these days: They post their résumés on every website they can find, surf the Web looking for job postings, and e-mail their résumés to hundreds of anonymous addresses, barely expecting a response. I understand. You need a job. Why waste your time tracking down and calling a bunch of random people when you can send your résumé skyrocketing all over cyberspace at the touch of a button? You want to get the word out, and you hope the law of averages will take over. But I don’t recommend blindly sending out résumés and cover letters. It might seem easier, but it’s actually less efficient. And in the end, it’s depressing. Weeks or months pass, and you end up saying yes to the first offer you get because the process seems so hopeless (never mind impersonal).


For better and more gratifying results, be strategic and intentional. Conduct a narrow and focused search, concentrating on quality over quantity. Decide what you would most like to do—at least for the moment.


You’re going to avoid applying for jobs you don’t really want or aren’t qualified for. You will not waste your time (or an employer’s time) on interviews for jobs you wouldn’t take if they were offered to you. It happens more than you’d think. Job-hunters who apply for anything and everything call me in a quandary: “I got an offer, but I don’t want it. I’m waiting to hear from a place where I really want to work. What do I do?”


You see?


There’s nothing wrong with applying for jobs you find online—if you’re truly interested—but even then you should be identifying and reaching out to someone inside the company so that your résumé gets looked at by the right person.


Getting Them Off Your Back and On Your Side


You are in charge of your job search. It’s going to require a fair amount of self-discipline, which will be much easier to come by once you acknowledge that you are in the driver’s seat. You may have friends and family on your back; part of managing the job-hunting process is learning how to manage them. They mean well, but sometimes they show how much they care in really annoying ways.


If you’re living with your parents or relatives to save money, you may find yourself besieged by a barrage of questions and comments: “Did you find anything yet? Did you call so-and-so? Maybe you should think about graduate school. You really should talk to my friend at the bank.... Haven’t you watched enough television today? Your cousin Billy already has a job.” But consider yourself lucky to have a roof over your head. (Oh, have you heard that line before?) Plus, you can’t afford to blow up at the people closest to you; they’re the ones you’ll turn to for networking and outreach.


The trick is to get well-meaning friends and family members off your back and on your side. Instead of letting them get to you, engage them in your process. Get them to help you identify and connect to people throughout your search. If they can be objective enough, they may be helpful in offering constructive criticism about your strengths and weaknesses and how you are presenting yourself. But don’t let them boss you around. You are in charge.


Here’s who’s not in charge: some mythical employer you haven’t even met yet. You do need to attempt to view things from the employer’s perspective, but you also need to have a sense of your own worth. You should feel valuable, not vulnerable.


It’s hard to feel in control when you’re thinking, Look, I just need a job and I’ll take anything. But I don’t want you to end up dragging yourself out of bed to go to a job you hate. I want you to feel great about yourself, about the process, and about the outcome.


The Rule of Three


Maybe you’re wondering how much time this process will take. It’s partly up to you: How much time do you have? Often the answer will be determined by your budget: How long can you afford to be looking? Two weeks, a month, three months, six months, a year? In an economic downturn, when unemployment is high, there’s more competition and job searches may take longer. Then more than ever, you’ll need to be realistic about your goals. If in a particular industry, people are getting laid off left and right, don’t expect to find your dream job in a month. You may need to expand the scope of your search or temporarily settle for a position you might not have considered in a better economy. Be pragmatic and flexible. No job has to last forever, and with the right attitude, you should be able to glean valuable skills and contacts from any position—skills and contacts that will prepare you for your next move (see chapter 9, The Art of Moving On). No matter what the economy looks like, though, the following strategies will get you going.


If you have a lot of lead time, you’ll have more time to take advantage of your resources and target your search. But even if you need a job right away, you can still be strategic—you’re just going to move faster.


Break down what might seem like an overwhelming project into small tasks and a daily, weekly, and monthly to-do list. What I call the Rule of Three works for many of the job-hunters I counsel. Three of anything shouldn’t be daunting; it’s finite, with a beginning, a middle, and an end. Here’s how it works: Set a simple goal of making three job-related calls a day during a workweek—one in the morning, one at lunch, one at the end of the day. That’s fifteen calls a week, or sixty in a month. If you also send three e-mails and three letters a day, at the end of the month you’ll have contacted nearly two hundred people without realizing it.


When it comes to job-hunting, though, there’s only so much you can do in a day. If you’re not currently working, running Job, Inc. will be your number-one priority, but it can’t be your sole focus or you’ll go crazy. Balance is key.


Get Out of the House!


Unemployed job-hunters often retreat to their caves, eat a lot, watch a lot of reruns, and get depressed. “I have nothing to do and nowhere to go” is the common complaint. Well, to the rest of us, that actually sounds fantastic. An unstructured day with no meetings, no external demands, no deadlines? Bring it on! In my busy periods, I long to be bored. But the grass is always greener on the other side, so the jobless fantasize about being busy while the busy fantasize about doing nothing. You’re not earning any or much money; it’s not as if you’re on vacation with money to burn. But still, there are many constructive and rewarding ways to fill your days.


Have a daily agenda. Set your alarm for the same time every day. Shower and get dressed—no lounging around in your sweats. Make appointments with yourself, scheduling downtime and fun time just the way you’d schedule a meeting. Play tourist in your own town. Do some community service. Explore your hobbies or find new ones (you never know where a good contact might lurk). Go to the post office, get the newspaper, visit the library. Go to the gym. Walk the dog, anyone’s dog. Take a class. Do something, anything, so you have a routine. Make sure you get some exercise, get out of the house every day, and maintain your social life—you’ve got to see people and remain engaged in the world, even while you’re in limbo.


Not only will all this help you survive what can be a difficult time, it will actually help you job-hunt. Picture this: An interviewer asks, “So what have you been doing with your time since you graduated?” Wouldn’t you rather say, “I’ve been temping in the industry, I have a part-time internship in the field, I’m taking a course, I started swimming every day at the Y, and I’ve finally had time to take advantage of all the great free events around town” than “Nothing”? No one wants to hire a depressed, self-loathing slug, and if you’re hanging around the house in your pajamas, you are less likely to convey an energetic, positive attitude.



Rise and Shine!


Q. I’m a night owl. Not setting an alarm and sleeping until noon are some of the things I really like about not having a job! I know that once I’m employed, I’ll have to be up at dawn. Does it really matter what time I get up now?


A. There’s nothing wrong with not wanting to set an alarm. But if you’re serious about job-hunting, you should start changing your habits. First of all, it’s often easier to catch people at their desks in the morning, before they plunge into their workdays. And changing your sleep cycle can take some time—you don’t want to risk being late for work when you’re new on the job. It all goes back to developing a professional mind-set and demeanor even before you think you need it.




IF YOU’RE STILL A STUDENT ...


If you’re currently in college or grad school, take advantage of your student status while you can.


The world loves a student. You are eligible for grants, internships, summer jobs, career advice from alumni, housing leads, and other perks (including travel, computer access, and other discounts). You may have access to free or reduced-fee career and psychological counseling; sports facilities; art, music, and dance classes; theater subscriptions and movie tickets; museum entrance; and perhaps even health care (annual checkups, inoculations, glasses). All these things might not sound so interesting now, but believe me, you’ll miss them when you graduate and your student ID expires. So take advantage of all these perks while you can.





“But I Don’t Know What I Want to Do …”


When people tell me they have no idea what they want to do, I don’t believe them. With some probing, I can usually get them to articulate an interest in a field, if not a specific job.


There must be things you like to do. What’s stopping you from pursuing them? If you’re unclear about how to translate your obsession with bee-keeping or Guitar Hero into the world of work, you just need to use your imagination and do a little research. Start talking to people, and you may find out about jobs you didn’t even know existed! (Did you know companies hire video-game testers, for instance?)




DEAL-BREAKERS


Some new job-hunters feel so much at the mercy of the process that they forget they are entitled to have deal-breakers. Determine yours. Are you willing, wanting or needing to relocate? What is your minimum salary requirement? (See page 172 for help figuring that out.) Are there things you will not or cannot do, for whatever reasons? Commute? Travel, work nights and weekends? It’s important to understand what you won’t or can’t do so that you don’t apply for jobs you don’t actually want.





Remember the old adage, “If you don’t know where you’re going, any road will take you there.” Every journey begins with the first step, but I don’t want you traveling down just any road. So start with three roads in which you’re interested—it’s the Rule of Three again. They could be general areas of interest (sports, animals, food), professions (sportscaster, vet, chef), places or companies (ABC, the zoo, a hotel restaurant), people to talk to (mom, dad, roommate), or fantasy jobs.


Let’s say your first choice has to do with sports, but you have no idea what jobs you could have in the sports world. Choose three people to talk to: a coach you know; a friend or relative involved in sports in some way; and a sports reporter for the local newspaper (even if you’ve never met). You will contact each of these people and schedule an informational interview, either by phone or in person. You’ll ask them a series of questions about their work, their paths, and the field in general. You’ll also ask each of them to recommend someone else you might speak to. (Thus the cycle continues.)


Through these conversations, you’ll learn more about options in the field. You’ll use the Internet and/or library to build on what you learn. Eventually, you should be able to choose specific areas to pursue (fields or companies, such as sports marketing and Nike). You’ll use your network to find people who work in these fields or companies.


But any time you find yourself at a loss as to how to proceed—you’ve hit a dead end or simply have no one else to call—you’ll move on to the next of your three categories. You’ll do this over and over, exhausting leads in each category and moving on.


This is just a strategy to get you moving, of course, but it’s a strategy that works. Even if you find out that you’re not interested in the three areas you set out to investigate, that’s valuable information. Once you’ve jump-started the process, you can change your categories at any time.


If You’re Really, Really Stumped …


IF NOTHING COMES TO MIND, TRY THIS EXERCISE. How do you spend your free time, or how would you spend your time if work or school were canceled for a week? List three things you’d do. The answers may offer a direction to pursue. Another method is to pretend there are no obstacles on the path to your dream job. Money is no object, and neither is location or your current skill set or experience. What do you want to do? Pick three things.


Beware: There is a difference between doing something as a job and doing something as a hobby. When I hear people say they’d like to own a country inn or run a restaurant, I always think, No, they don’t. What they mean is: “I want to go stay in a country inn. I like to eat in restaurants.” But if you think you are truly interested, talk to people in the business.


If you want to play tennis or swim or ski or fish or play an instrument or sculpt all day long and get paid for it—and you’re not on the pro circuit or famous in your field yet—you could teach in the field or get involved with a magazine or organization dedicated to it. You’ll soon discover whether you find it satisfying or frustrating.


Another way to focus is to identify what you like to do best and least. Write? Talk on the phone? Analyze data? Sell things? Interview people? What kind of day do you like? Busy? Slow? Varied? Are you a self-starter or do you prefer being managed? Do you enjoy managing others? What kind of environment do you like? Quiet? Bustling? Outdoors? Social? Would you prefer to work alone or on a team? From home, in an office, or on the road? Use your imagination. You must envision what you want to do and where you want to be—a job-hunter’s visualization technique—in order to figure out how to move toward it.


Sometimes it’s easier to come up with what you want to do and what you’re good at by process of elimination: Focus on what you DON’T like to do and don’t think you’re good at. Back into your desires and talents this way if you have to.


For Big Dreamers


Q. I know exactly what I want to do: Be an astronaut. Seriously, it’s what I’ve wanted my whole life! But I don’t even like to fly and I have asthma, so it’s just not going to happen. Now what?


A. Well, first you should figure out what appeals to you about being an astronaut. Do you really know what astronauts do? It’s not just about floating weightlessly through a cabin in a big white suit, eating freeze-dried ice cream, and waving at the cameras as you plant the flag on a planet they’ll name after you.


Are you interested in space exploration? NASA employs thousands of people who never go into orbit: scientists, photographers, communications and public relations people, and so on.


Is it the technology that appeals to you? Maybe you should look into engineering. If you can’t stop thinking about the Big Bang theory, consider a degree in Astrophysics. The point is to figure out which concrete aspects of space travel really interest you, and to express those interests using skills and talents you already have or that you can realistically develop.


Do Your Research


Job, Inc. has a research department, and it’s one of the best around. You guessed it: You’re it. Once you’ve identified your top three industries or jobs or companies, begin to keep on top of any news about those fields and/or companies. Every news clip is a potential source of names (and great fodder for interview conversation). Subscribe to periodicals in your area of interest, read them online, or find a local library where you can access them.


Find out whether there are any conferences you can attend or industry associations you can join or visit.


Google everyone and everything related to your top three choices; print and file these notes as background for eventual interview preparation. Chance might favor the prepared mind, but employers favor the prepared candidate.


Explore the career center and alumni resources available at your college.


Read a local and national newspaper every day. You’ll feel more connected to the work world, and you’ll be better able to make conversation in an interview.


For specifics on the ins and outs of pre-interview research, see page 125.


Manage Your Time


If you’re having trouble self-motivating, use these tips from time-management guru Alan Lakein, whose book How to Get Control of Your Time and Your Life I read decades ago and still find relevant today.


1. Create running to-do lists prioritized into A, B, and C levels: A’s are very important things that need to happen right away; B’s are secondary—important but not crucial; and C’s are nice for whenever you get around to them. Keep your A’s, B’s, and C’s separate, and break large tasks into mini tasks. Don’t write “Make résumé.” Make a list of several discreet subtasks: “Buy résumé paper, spend twenty minutes brainstorming college activities, draft college activity entry, have Mom read and edit college entry.”


2. Ask yourself what is really stopping you from doing a particular task. Assess, divide, and conquer. What steps will help you be ready to take this action? Do you really need to tear apart the apartment, or can you call someone else to get the number or information you need? Can someone talk you through this task or help you do it?


3. Try engaging in the task for five minutes. Use a timer. You can do anything for five minutes. If you get involved, you’ll see that it might take less time than you actually thought. But if you can’t get engaged, commit yourself for the five minutes and then walk away—you’re not ready; your head and heart aren’t in it. Try it again when you can engage.


4. If you really can’t get started, try this: Sit alone in silence for a full five minutes. Usually doing nothing when there’s so much to do makes people want to get up and do SOMETHING; then you can try those five minutes again.


Lakein had fewer technological distractions when he was writing his book, so I’ll add a twenty-first-century warning: Watch out for black holes like endless channel surfing or obsessive online social networking. If you constantly find yourself getting sucked in, schedule time during which you are allowed to watch TV, play video games, or check your Facebook account.



Google Yourself



If you think you’re the only one turning to the World Wide Web for information during this process, you are sorely mistaken. Discerning employers are doing their own research on you. Some companies even have employees whose sole job it is to research candidates online. Now how do you feel about those spring break photos you posted on MySpace?


Google yourself to make sure nothing negative comes up. If there’s something unseemly attached to your name, try to get rid of it. Do you blog? Even if you post anonymously, an employer may be able to find you by plugging your e-mail address into a search engine. Password-protect your writing, unless it relates to the industry and it’s something you want a prospective employer to see. If you belong to social networking sites, take down any inappropriate photos and set your privacy settings as securely as possible. Remember: It is illegal for employers to ask certain questions in an interview—but any information gathered online may be used to discriminate against you. Sounds unfair, but that’s the reality.


If negative information about you (true or false) appears on a site you don’t have control over—someone else’s blog, for instance—do what you can to have it removed. Bloggers tend to be impervious to threats that they’ve engaged in libel, but some websites may be responsive. If you can’t get rid of the information, be prepared to explain it (only if the employer brings it up, of course).


If you have a common name and are worried that you’ll be held responsible for someone else’s antics, don’t worry—all is not lost. One job-hunter I know Googled herself and found a woman by the same name whose social networking profile was filled with unprofessional personal information; she knew it would be a deal-breaker for employers. My solution was to have her create a new page, using her middle name and the name of the professional course she had just completed. We decided that on her résumé, she would always include her middle name and list the course first under “Education.” This way, she had a chance of controlling what would come up in a search. It’s not an infallible technique, but it can work.


These are all warnings about virtual networking, but don’t overlook its virtues. A discreet posting on Facebook (“I’m looking for someone to talk to about teaching jobs on the East Coast”) or an active, focused involvement with a professional community like LinkedIn could be the ticket to scoring informational interviews from your virtual network.



“Looking for a Job Is the Pits”



I know that the job search can be an anxiety-provoking process. When you feel your fate is in the hands of some employer you haven’t even met, it’s easy to get depressed and immobilized, to doubt yourself and your experience, to sink into an existential crisis. It’s scary not to know what lies ahead—unless you’re sure it’s something good.


Be open to the process. Embrace change and even rejection. The kind of job search I’m going to be leading you through can actually be a stimulating experience if you approach it with the right mind-set. You’ll meet lots of different people, learn more about the industry or industries you’re interested in (or find out what you’re NOT interested in, which is just as important), and acquire professional experience along the way. You’ll learn about yourself and the kind of job you actually want. And you’ll do it all by using resources right under your nose.


If you’re freaked out by your lack of focus, try to relax. These days, people change careers and direction at any age and stage, from their twenties through their eighties, reinventing themselves constantly. Some people will follow a track from the moment they’re out of college until they retire, but that’s just not right or in the cards for everyone. Especially when you’re just starting out, it’s fine to test out a variety of jobs. Follow your passions and be flexible—but have a plan. (A plan can be open-ended and subject to revision; it can be a plan for right now, and that’s fine.)


Keep in mind that you’re not hurting your career by not grabbing at the first thing that comes along. Not every job is worth taking just because it’s available to you; not every opportunity is an opportunity if it’s not right for you. Conversely, some jobs that might not appear desirable may be worth exploring if they fit into a long-term plan—or if the economy has tanked.


I’m going to be luring you away from impersonal job-search sites and out into the world. You’re going to have to interact with real people, so it’s especially important that you do everything you can to adopt a positive mind-set about your interim position at Job, Inc. You’re embarking on an adventure. You don’t know how it’s going to turn out, but in actuality you have a lot of say in the outcome.


Another emotional obstacle new job-seekers often face is the feeling that they’re somehow essentially unqualified. You are valuable, and so are your work and time. If you don’t believe this, then you really need to stop looking for a job and start looking for some self-confidence. Being a novice is nothing to be ashamed of; everyone has to start somewhere.


A successful job hunt is the intersection of TWO searches: someone looking for the right job and someone looking for the right person to do a job. If you’re having trouble seeing your value in this equation, remind yourself that you are not looking for a favor or handout. In fact, once you’re in the right job, you’ll be the one doing the employer a favor. Yes, you heard me. You’re doing him a favor—even though he’s paying you. Of course, you should never act that way in an interview or at the office, but still: The employer has a job to get done and a problem to solve, and if you’re the right person for the job, you’re solving it. In short, you’re a hot commodity!


Value Your Inexperience


It is true that recent graduates and young job seekers without extensive track records in the work world pose a certain risk to employers—but, especially in a troubled economy, the benefits may outweigh the risks.


When you hear about widespread layoffs, keep in mind that many of the jobs cut are expensive, senior-level positions. At a difficult time when he’s likely to be short-staffed, a smart employer may leap at the chance to hire an ambitious, reliable, and enthusiastic young person at an entry-level salary.


Even during flat-out hiring freezes, there are things you can do. Be proactive: Freelance, temporary, and part-time opportunities abound in bad economies. Be open-minded, too: You may have to consider options you wouldn’t have thought about in better times, even as temporary measures—sharing housing, moving home, relocating for better opportunities.


Besides your youth, energy, and flexibility, you have another great asset: You’re cheap. (But please don’t tell your mother I said that …)


Act the Part


When I moved to France for a job, I knew I wouldn’t understand everything, so I made an executive decision: I would say “yes” if asked a question to which I didn’t know the answer. I wanted to be positive. When I was confused, I did not hesitate or panic; I replied with a resounding “OUI.” True, I ended up with a savings account I didn’t discover for years and had a few other minor mishaps, but having an answer made me feel better. A friend without a sense of direction has a “take a left” policy, chosen for her political leanings. Whenever she isn’t sure whether to take a right or a left, she takes a left. Fifty percent of the time, she has to turn back, but she always feels in control and purposeful.


The lesson here is that no matter how unsure you feel, you’re going to act confident and decisive. When someone asks you what kind of job you’re looking for, you will not say, “I don’t really know, do you have any ideas?” People can’t help you if you don’t give them any direction. But if you say, “I’m interested in fashion; do you know anyone in the field?” you’ll be much more likely to get a name out of it. If they say no, prompt with more specifics: “I’m looking into sportswear marketing, children’s clothes lines, and anything to do with accessories for women …” and see if that yields anything.


Keep in mind that once you have a job, you have it. You won’t necessarily be able to stay up late, read a book just for fun, window-shop, run, or see a movie in the middle of the day.


So make the most of your hunting time—and your downtime, too.




DO YOU NEED FURTHER TRAINING?


Do the jobs you’re interested in require skills or credentials you wish you had? Worry not. Through the network you develop, you’ll start getting them, or the equivalent—to the extent that it’s possible—through mentorships, internships, or volunteer opportunities. I mean, if you can’t sing, it’s nice to have a fantasy about being a rock star, but it isn’t going to happen. You can save it for karaoke night, start taking singing lessons, or decide to pursue a career on the business side of music.


List the top three skills you need to do your fantasy job. Which ones, if any, do you already have? What do you need to do to develop the others? Can you afford to take time to do an internship or volunteer to get some of the skills and experience you need? If you can’t, figure out what you can do on nights and weekends: courses, seminars, volunteering.
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