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Job Applications


In A Week


Patricia Scudamore & Hilton Catt




Patricia Scudamore and Hilton Catt have many years’ experience of working in recruitment, enabling them to offer the perspective of both employer and candidate. They have written more than 25 books based on their experience of what it takes to make careers work in today’s rapidly changing and uncertain world. They were among the first to embrace the idea of people taking on the job of managing their own careers rather than leaving it to employers to do the thinking for them. They have seen for themselves the richness and diversity of modern careers, and exploiting this richness and diversity to the full is one of the central themes in their work. They have written a number of other books in the Teach Yourself series.


Visit their website at scudamorecatt.com and their blog site at patriciascudamorehiltoncatt.com




Introduction


Teach yourself in a week everything you need to know about job applications and how to make them work. Starting on Sunday and going through to Saturday, learn the stages of a job application step by step so you build up a picture of what it takes to keep your applications moving from one stage to the next and bring them to successful conclusions.


A central message in the book is the importance of being ‘employer friendly’, by which we mean understanding where employers are coming from and laying a path for them – a path favourable to you, of course.


For many job applicants, what goes on behind employers’ closed doors remains a hidden world but, by Saturday, you will have taught yourself how job applications are processed, what employers look for when they make up interview lists and then, from the candidates they interview:


•  who to shortlist


•  who to offer the job to.


You will learn on Sunday and Monday to consider what employers want and, at the same time, to consider how you could meet their needs. From this piece of simple analysis, you will be able to formulate a plan for:


•  what needs to go into your CV


•  what you need to put in any cover letters you write


•  what you need to say about yourself on any application forms you are asked to fill in.


The way you go about applying for jobs depends to a large extent on how much competition you are up against. Where the competition is tough, getting an interview will be harder than where you are one of only a few applicants (where it would not be unusual to find that everyone is seen). Teach yourself on Tuesday how to measure the competition and, where it looks as if there will be large numbers of other applicants for the job, discover on Wednesday how to make sure your name, and not someone else’s, is on the interview list.


When you get to an interview, you have a new task to face. Teach yourself on Thursday the importance of getting the right messages across to the person or persons sitting on the other side of the desk and what the right messages are. Go one step further and teach yourself how to dictate the agenda for interviews so you will be on territory that is familiar to you and where the best parts of your application will come out.


Teach yourself on Friday how to handle the awkward questions that some interviewers like to ask. You will find out how to see what’s behind the questions and what answers will impress the interviewer most.


Finally, on Saturday you will teach yourself what to do when you get on a shortlist (the final interview stage). You will find out how important it is to build on what you have done so far and how to keep up the good work. Teach yourself how to steer your job application over the last hurdle and on to the outcome you want, which is an offer of a job in your hands.
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Teach yourself today how the job market works and what employers do when they have positions to fill. Teach yourself the different methods they use, and why. As a consequence of these different methods of recruiting staff, the job market has become divided into two sectors – the visible and the invisible.


Teach yourself that, in simple terms, the visible market is the jobs that are advertised whereas the invisible market is those that are not. The visible market is where you will face competition in the shape of other applicants who have seen the same advertisement as you and decided to give it a shot. Contrast the visible market with the invisible market, where the challenge is not other candidates but finding out about the jobs in the first place.


Teach yourself today about the different selection procedures that employers use, ranging from the formal to the informal and how to handle both. Teach yourself the importance of taking control of job applications, so it’s you sitting in the driving seat when it comes to moving them forward to successful conclusions.





How employers fill positions


ABC Industries want to appoint a manager to head up a new venture and, having decided they have no internal candidates to promote, their thoughts turn to finding someone suitable on the outside job market. How do they proceed? In terms of recruitment methods, what choices are open to them?
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Advertising


Advertising is the traditional way to find staff. Put an advertisement on a website or in a newspaper or a publication, such as a trade magazine or professional journal, and see who applies. Advertising is what everyone is familiar with.


Approach


ABC Industries may know people who would be suitable for their position – people they could make contact with (e.g. people who work for competitors). Alternatively, ABC could hire the services of a professional headhunter (someone whose business it is to have contacts).


Recruitment consultants


Agencies or recruitment consultants keep details of candidates on file and, if ABC wanted to, they could ask a firm of recruitment consultants to do a file search and see which candidates match their specification.


Selecting recruiting methods


Employers tend to have preferences when it comes to recruiting methods. These are often based on their previous experience of what works and what doesn’t. Here are three examples:




Company D





‘We are a knowledge-based business and we tend to look for people with very defined and specialist skills. We find that the only way to recruit such people is through firms of specialist recruitment consultants.’




Company E





‘We aim for the widest possible choice of candidates. This is why we always advertise our positions.’




Company F





‘We work in a tight-knit industry, where everyone knows everyone else. When it comes to recruiting staff, we simply put the word round the trade and wait to see who comes forward.’


The visible and invisible job markets


What emerges from this quick overview of recruitment methods is that the job market can be split into two sectors.


The visible sector is there for everyone to see. It consists of jobs advertised either by employers or through firms of consultants. You access it by keeping your eyes open.


The invisible sector is harder to penetrate. It includes, for example, positions filled by approach or by employers tapping into consultants’ databases. Getting into the invisible market means being proactive. You need, for instance, to get yourself known by putting your networking skills into practice. You have to get your name on the files of the right consultants.

Competition and how it arises


When you apply for a job, you have first of all to assess how much competition you will be up against. How do you do this? A useful measure of competition is to think about how you sourced the job. Did you see it advertised in a national newspaper, for example? If this is the case, you can safely assume that many other people will apply. Alternatively, did you source the job by putting out a few feelers in the trade in which you work? Here, the competition could be negligible or non-existent. You could even find yourself the only runner in a one-horse race.




Your challenges


Moving your applications from one stage to the next has different connotations, depending on which sector of the job market you happen to be operating in. Visible market applications need to be focused on the task of engaging and overcoming competition, whereas the challenge you face with the invisible or unadvertised market is to keep the process you have started flowing.





Selection procedures


Selection procedures vary enormously. At one extreme, you could be asked along for a friendly chat, culminating in a job offer. At the other extreme, you could be in for a series of nail-biting grillings, backed up by psychological tests.


Are these variances completely random? Or is there some way of telling in advance what kind of selection procedure you will have to go through and what kind of ordeal you should prepare yourself for?
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Although there is an element of unpredictability about selection procedures (employers please themselves), the following checklist gives a rough guide of what to expect:


•  Level of seniority. Are you applying for a top job (e.g. director or senior manager)? If so, expect to be put through the hoops.


•  Size of organization. As a natural feature, bigger employers tend to have more formal selection procedures. Small firms, however, tend to be more relaxed in their approach.


•  Professional involvement. Where consultants or human resources management professionals are involved, there will always be a tendency towards a more formalized and structured approach. For instance, an interview with professionals first is followed by a shortlist and re-interview by the manager who has responsibility for making the appointment. Note: involvement of professionals also ties in with the size of organizations – big firms are more likely to use professionals than their smaller counterparts.


•  Competition. Where there are large numbers of applicants, the need will arise for some kind of sifting process. Candidates will probably face a series of selection stages with some candidates disposed of at each stage. Competition is often a feature of jobs that are advertised (visible market).


Designing strategies to address the task


It is clear that there is no one standard way to approach every job application. For example, psyching yourself up and rehearsing all sorts of smart answers to difficult interview questions will have little point if the person sitting on the other side of the desk is someone who has known you for the past 20 years. Similarly, taking a casual, laid-back approach will not earn you many brownie points if your application has to be vetted by an upmarket firm of selection consultants.
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Taking control


Taking control is important. It is about taking responsibility for moving your applications in the directions that you want them to go. Taking control means:


•  not leaving the responsibility to others


•  not leaving anything to chance.


Selection today


Selection, done properly, calls for commitment of time and resources.


For example, Company D want to recruit a project manager. They decide, therefore:


•  to run an advertisement in the local evening newspaper


•  to ask three firms of recruitment consultants to search their files and put suitable candidates forward.


The tasks for Company D break down as follows:


•  putting together a job specification


•  using the job specification to brief the firms of recruitment consultants


•  preparing the advertisement


•  handling the response (acknowledging letters, emails, phone calls, etc., sending out application forms)


•  reading candidates’ applications and CVs


•  setting up and carrying out preliminary interviews


•  re-interviewing the shortlist


•  general administration (e.g jobs such as advising unsuccessful candidates and dealing with travelling expenses, etc.).


This list means that someone at Company D is going to be very busy. Moreover, since the someone in question is probably a senior manager with all sorts of other conflicting demands on his or her time, it is likely that the recruitment exercise will not be as well co-ordinated as it ought to be.




The pressure on recruiters


In their desire to cut costs, most businesses have been through various phases of headcount slashing in recent years. One of the side effects has been a vast reduction in the number of administrative and support staff that businesses carry. The result is that more and more work is concentrated into fewer and fewer pairs of hands. Hence, the cracks start to appear very quickly when activities like selection assignments come up – activities that call for concentrated time and effort. They get done but they are not done as well as they might be and one of the manifestations of this is the large number of applications that go unanswered. To the outsider it seems like a case of bad manners. However, the usual explanation is that organizations with insufficient resources cannot get their acts together.





Getting in the driving seat


Given the circumstances that surround much selection in modern job market conditions (circumstances that can and do descend into the shambolic), there are enormous benefits for candidates who can take control of events and the pace at which they move. For instance, you can take control when a headhunter promises to get back to you by saying ‘I’d rather ring you’ – use the excuse that it is difficult for you to talk at work. The advantage? You are in control. You can keep tabs on the headhunter and make sure that their mind is focused on keeping your face in the frame. Conversely, you will avoid situations where you hear nothing and do not know what to make of it.
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‘Don’t ring me, I’ll ring you’ is what employers used to say. Today it is you, the candidate, who should be saying this.
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Steer job applications to successful outcomes


The immediate deduction to be made from all of this is that job applications should not be left to go off in their own directions. They need steering and they need you to keep a firm grip on the wheel. Consequently, as part of defining the task in front of you when you apply for a job, you should take account of what lies on the road ahead. You should see the straight stretches where you can put your foot down. You should identify where you may have to get into a different gear to struggle up the hills. At the same time, you should learn to heed the warning signs. Never let your attention wander because this is where the danger lies.
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	Summary





	
Today you have taught yourself how the job market works and where, as an applicant, you fit in. From this appreciation you have seen that, with some jobs, there will be other candidates who will be interested in the job, not just you (the numbers can go into hundreds and thousands). With other jobs, however, you will not face the same challenges. Getting an interview will not be such an issue.


Today you have also taught yourself the different selection procedures that employers use and how it is usually possible to work out what hoops you are going to be put through. You should never take anything for granted, of course. At one extreme, you could be in for a lengthy, drawn-out process, stretching over a number of weeks; at the other, you could be called in for a friendly chat where, at the end, you are told that the job is yours.


Finally, today you have taught yourself how important it is to take control of job applications so that you keep the process moving towards the outcome you want.










Fact-check (answers at the back)


 1.   What is the invisible job market?






	a)   Jobs no one applies for
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	b)   Jobs that don’t exist
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	c)   Jobs that are not advertised
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	d)   Jobs you find only on websites
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 2.   Where will you face most competition?






	a)   The visible market
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