
[image: Images]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.







[image: Images]



For Doug.

Anytime. Dinner? Literally any time.


“I’m interested in things . . .

I think I’m getting good,

But I can handle criticism.

I’ll show you what I know.”

—They Might Be Giants, “Doctor Worm”



Introduction


“What do you want to be when you grow up?”

It’s a pointless question, right? You probably answered it countless times in your childhood, but is there any meaningful relationship between your response and the likely trajectory of your career? Becoming a paleontologist, or a ballerina, or an astronaut, is a much different process than becoming a project manager, or an events coordinator, or a budget analyst—but I suppose the first few have more brand recognition among the elementary-school demographic. Unless you’re pursuing a field with a direct apprenticeship or degree-based track, there’s no clear route from “person who’s just graduated” to “actual professional.” And to further complicate things, each of us needs to flail around for a bit before we’re able to figure out which roles suit us best.

So I don’t know what you want to be when you grow up, and my guess is that you don’t either. However, I feel pretty confident about how to discover the answer to that question: you muddle your way through the working world, going from bad-fit job to okay-fit job to—finally, eventually—something that just feels right. You might have to repeat a few cycles of bad-fit/okay-fit before you get there, but with enough determination, it will happen. I know this because I got there, despite having no idea what I wanted to do with my life other than “make enough money to survive.”

After my own meandering journey toward some semblance of success, I ended up an editor. (Well, I’m also a writer, but if I’m being honest editing is my real passion. And yes, I know that’s weird.) As an editor, I’m constantly looking at someone else’s words and asking myself, in essence, “Is this working?” It’s not my job to tell other writers what to say, or to force them to make revisions—I’m just there to offer some perspective. “Here’s what I think you’re trying to do, and here’s how I think you can do that more effectively.”

That’s basically what this book is: a style manual for your career. No matter how you feel about grammar, you know that there are rules, and that some are more flexible than others. Certain things fall under the category of personal choice, whereas others are pretty much mandatory.

The same principle applies to the professional world as well. If you’re trying to figure out how you, personally, want to do things, it’s helpful to know How Things Are Done (or how they could be done, or might be done). You can decide to break as many rules as you want, but that should be an informed decision—you don’t want to be shocked by the consequences.

In my Dear Businesslady column (which began on The Toast—now dearly departed—and is currently on The Billfold) I give personalized advice based on individual situations. But it’s always geared toward helping a wider audience. Part of the fun of reading advice columns is crinkling your brow at the decision-making on display in the original letter—or feeling a pang of recognition. Then when you read the response, you weigh it against what seems most natural to you, how you’d handle the same scenario.

In the following pages, you’ll read about situations you’re likely to encounter in the workplace, along with a set of strategies for getting through them. You may agree with my advice or not (somehow, despite its obvious brilliance), but as long as I’ve helped you think through your own professional choices, I’ve done my job.

Your career will evolve out of a series of decisions—moments when you ask yourself, “Is this working?” and let your instincts be your answer. Some of these decisions will feel hugely important at the time but ultimately prove irrelevant, while others will be snap judgments that set in motion major, life-changing events. You need to consider what you enjoy, what you’re good at, and what you value, and then weigh that against where you want to live, what jobs are available, how much money you want to make (versus the amount of time you want to spend making it), and a zillion other practical considerations.

It’s a lot, is what I’m saying.

So if you let me handle the procedural logistics and offer guidance on the complex emotional side of things, that will free you up to focus on the bigger picture. Everyone deals with some nonsense early in their career—but that’s just the rough draft. All that matters is that you end up inside the story you want to be telling, and I’m here to help you present the most polished version of yourself.



CHAPTER 1


THE FIRST RUNG:



Navigating a Job Search

THIS IS A workplace-advice book, so my first piece of advice is that you need to find a place to work. That’s a pretty involved process, which is why this is the longest chapter. Feel free to pace yourself—it’s not like you’re going to submit an application and then find yourself in a salary negotiation five minutes later (and if you do, I’m gonna go ahead and say that’s a red flag).

Job-searching is a complex roller coaster ride of emotions, including but not limited to: excitement, frustration, confusion, anxiety, relief, and embarrassment. At the end of it all, you’ll end up employed—and if you’re lucky, you might even like what you’re doing.

This chapter offers tips on how to reach that final step, but don’t worry too much about doing everything right. In the course of my own postcollege job search, I submitted at least one cover letter with a glaring typo (e.g., “Businesslday”) and wasted two separate days interviewing for two separate “marketing jobs” that were actually pyramid schemes. (On that note, don’t trust any interviewer who says they’re making big money and then makes you pay your own way at Wendy’s.) I also showed up to another interview hungover and unaware of the position I’d actually applied for—yet against all odds, I still got hired. (I should note for the record that I’m not recommending that particular approach. At all.)

The main reason you need a job is to support yourself financially—let’s not pretend otherwise. Yet there’s so much nuance to work beyond “provides a paycheck.” The worst jobs are draining and destructive, while the best ones lead you to new places, introduce you to lifelong friends, and teach you skills you never knew you were capable of mastering. Your career will have a substantial impact on the rest of your life, and each of your jobs will form some component of your future.

So let’s gaze into the crystal ball, shall we? The first step in obtaining a job is applying to lots and lots and lots of jobs. So many jobs. Even more than however many you’re picturing.




Excuse Me, Sir, Have You Seen Any Jobs Around Here?


Learning about openings, interpreting descriptions, and networking (yes, networking!)

Dear Businesslady,

My parents keep bugging me for job-search updates and I have no idea what to tell them. I mean, I get on Craigslist every couple of days and see what’s posted recently in a handful of areas I’m interested in, but it’s all so overwhelming and I feel like half the posts are scams anyway. I’ve got a decent amount of random experience from internships and other stuff I did in college (oversight roles in theater, sports clubs, etc.) so I think I’d be good at event planning or project management. Those are such broad categories, though, and I don’t know how to find jobs I’d actually be qualified for, if they’re even out there.

I know you’re supposed to apply for as many jobs as possible, but I don’t want to apply for EVERY position and hope for the best. How do people find viable job openings? And please don’t say “networking” because I’m way too awkward for that.

—Desperately Seeking Something




[image: Images] Even before you get to the complicated business of actually applying for jobs (and all the rigmarole that follows), you have to look at a job posting and think, “Hey, that’s something I might be able to do.” Before that, you have to weed through fafillions of other postings that are clearly looking for Not-You. A certain degree of desperation pretty much comes with the territory, but persevere! A determined and well-executed job search will eventually result in employment. Also, “networking” is just secret business-world code for “interacting with people you know”—so I have complete faith in your ability to deal.

Preparing for the Hunt

Before you go on the prowl for job postings, take a moment to think about what you’d like to do—and be as idealistic as possible without resorting to “internationally famous unicorn groomer.” Keep in mind that if you’re being paid to do a thing, it’s got to be something that other people find unpleasant/time-consuming/whatever enough to avoid doing themselves. So what are you good at that other people find daunting? What kind of tasks do you enjoy?

For me, I always loved editing, writing, and other forms of word nerdery. I was nearly thirty by the time I actually had “writer” in my job title, but those skills are the ones that helped me get hired and get promoted. For you, the answer could be motivating people, or organizing big projects, or tracking finances, or anything else that has a vague overlap with the needs of the working world.

If you’re reading this and thinking “But I’m not good at anything,” then first of all, hush, because that can’t possibly be true. Secondly, you can also think about this from the inverse: what do you absolutely loathe, or what are you terrible at? Obviously the more of those things you can eliminate, the better.

Keep in mind, though, that if you’re new to the workforce and/or eager to find a position as quickly as possible, you’ll need to be flexible about which opportunities you consider. You can’t get hired at a job you don’t apply for, so save your choosiness for the offer stage.

Surveying the Scene

You can find job listings in a lot of places—Craigslist will apparently be around until the heat death of the universe while others come and go, but Monster, CareerBuilder, and Indeed all seem to have staying power. Depending on your interests and background, there may be an industry-specific place for you to check (e.g., Idealist if you’re interested in nonprofit work), and your local newspaper likely has an online “jobs” section. Beyond that, ask your friends, mentors, and Google for guidance on where to look based on what you’re hoping to find.

Additionally, most organizations list open positions on their websites (although the “careers” or “employment opportunities” section is often buried in a weird spot, as though testing your ability to find it is part of their candidate-evaluation process). If there are particular places you’d like to work, see if they’re hiring—the fact that you specifically sought them out helps demonstrate your passion and enthusiasm. (But don’t go overboard. They’re still going to be primarily interested in what you have to offer, and “deep and abiding love for Your Brand” isn’t an actual qualification.)

Acquiring Your Targets

As you’re looking through job ads, you’ll start to see commonalities: words like “required” versus “preferred,” and desired skills or experience. It can feel discouraging when the list of attributes seems far removed from your own personal profile, but keep in mind that postings are wish lists. You probably won’t land your ultimate fantasy dream job, and likewise, employers know that they’re probably not going to get their ideal candidate. They’re just trying to include enough detail to ensure that if their ideal candidate does exist, they’ll be compelled to apply.

You don’t have to be exactly what an organization is looking for, but there needs to be enough overlap between your qualifications and their needs that they’d plausibly want to interview you. If they require something that you don’t have at all—say, a master’s degree when you only have a bachelor’s—then it’s probably best to skip that position unless you can come up with a truly compelling reason why you’re the exception (and even then, the odds are against you).

Some “requirements” are a bit less cut-and-dried, however. If they want “minimum 3 years of experience” and you have 2.5, that’s close enough. Or if they’re looking for proficiency with a particular kind of software, and you’ve never used it, you might be able to get around that by proving that you’ve quickly mastered a bunch of similar programs.

Instead of assessing each line of the description individually, try to get more of a big-picture sense of what they need and compare that to your own background. It’s not an exact science, but in time you’ll start to get a feel for the type of candidate you are and the types of jobs that are a good fit.

I’ll get into actual applications in a bit, but as you’re deciding which positions to pursue, keep this in mind: you need to be able to explain why you’d be good at everything you apply for—and that explanation needs to be legit, argument-and-evidence kind of stuff, not wishful thinking.

Networking (Wait, Come Back!) and Informational Interviews

In addition to tracking down job postings through aggregator sites and individual listings, consider the amazing resource that is: the people you already know. Other humans can be a great source of intel, possibly even giving you inside access to whoever’s in charge of hiring. Talking with those people regarding career stuff is known as “networking,” which I think gets a bad rap because it’s unfairly conflated with the idea of “using” your connections in a manipulative way—and, sometimes people kinda botch it, which contributes to the misconception that it’s the worst.

You need to be thoughtful about how you’re communicating and respectful of the other person’s time—in networking and in all intrapersonal interactions, ideally. E-mailing (let’s say) a friend’s parent who works at a place where you’re applying shouldn’t feel any more conceptually gross than e-mailing someone who used to live in Barcelona about your upcoming vacation there. It is absolutely okay to ask “is your company hiring?” or “could you give me feedback on my resume?” or “could you pass my application on to this manager you know?” Be succinct, be gracious, take “no” for an answer—but don’t let your personal sense of awkwardness keep you from becoming the friend-of-a-friend whose application ends up getting an extra push.

If you know someone who’s in a job you’d love to have some-day, or who otherwise represents the type of person you want to be when you grow up, you can go one step further and ask them for an informational interview. However, let’s keep in mind WHAT AN INFORMATIONAL INTERVIEW IS NOT: it is not a secret job interview, nor is it an opportunity for you to waste someone’s time by sitting there staring at them. Having a conversation won’t magically make a job opening appear and put you in first-place contention, and merely being in someone’s presence (or corresponding with them, or talking with them on the phone) will not provide you with any useful information about how they built their career. However, if you have an actual set of questions that you’d like answers to, it can’t hurt to ask people whose input might be valuable. Even if they turn you down, you’ll survive.

And so, onward! Finding job openings and networking won’t do you much good if you don’t actually get some applications out into the world.




Selling Yourself Without Selling Out


Creating a kick-ass resume—even with a rocky job history

Dear Businesslady,

My job history is the resume equivalent of turning your purse upside down and dumping out the contents. I’ve been a hairstylist, I’ve been a Disney theme park performer, I’ve done marketing for a failed startup, and I used to run a citywide social bike-riding organization. All of these experiences have been great and, I think, really educational, but it’s impossible to put it all on paper in a way that convinces employers I’m worth talking to.

I used to be the part-time secretary for a small law firm in my hometown, so that’s at least one “traditional” position. That was years before this other stuff, though, and I know that if your resume isn’t chronological it’s considered sketchy somehow (although I don’t really understand why . . . ?). Anyway, I paid to have it professionally rewritten but all I got in return was a file with complicated formatting I can’t figure out how to change. I’m ready to settle down and work a steady job, and I know I have a lot to offer, but I have no idea how to get any of it across in resume form.

—Jane of Too Many Trades




[image: Images] The task of creating a resume can seem insurmountably daunting even if your work history is less eclectic than Jane’s. The document itself feels so strange if you’re not used to it: what do you list, and why, and who cares? I get that. Nevertheless, it’s almost impossible to get hired anywhere without a resume—so you can either have a crappy, thrown-together one or one that actually helps you. I recommend the latter.

(Oh, and FYI for fancy folk—it’s “résumé,” with two accents.)

Resumes: Work-You at a Glance

I definitely used to think resumes were just some weird ritualistic part of the job-search process that served no actual purpose. Now that I’ve been on the hiring side of things, I feel way, way differently. For almost any job opening, there are a huge number of applicants—far more than a manager could ever interview or even phone-screen. So how on earth does anyone make a decision? By scanning resumes. There’s no better way to quickly assess someone’s background in light of whether or not they can perform a particular job. (The other piece of the puzzle is the cover letter—and we’ll tackle those next.)

As you’re working on your resume, keep that audience in mind: the poor resume reviewer, overburdened, flooded with hundreds of pages of work histories, eyes glazing over but desperate for a glimmer of hope.

You’re under no obligation to list every single job you’ve ever had, and in fact you should be adapting each resume you submit to the specific position you’re pursuing. Tailor that shit! Make sure they can’t miss what you need them to see.

Even so, it’s true that you have to keep some amount of chronological detail in there or else it gets too hard to determine what you’ve been up to. If you just list jobs without dates, it’s not clear whether you’re a reliable person who sticks around long-term, or someone who quits at a moment’s notice—or whether your relevant experience is recent, or decades out of date.

Rather than thinking of your resume as a kind of Permanent Record of every professional-ish thing you’ve ever done, think of it as a set of building blocks that can be infinitely recombined depending on the story you’re trying to tell.

Now, What Does That Mean in Practice?

For Jane, if she’s applying for an admin role, she’ll want to highlight her law-firm experience along with some of the oversight duties that were part of her bike-organization directorship. That doesn’t mean she has to cut everything else, though—it demonstrates the breadth of her work history, however unconventional. So how should it all be organized? The best option is to include a “relevant experience” section, followed by “other experience.”

Everything that’s on your resume should be accompanied by some indication of the dates you held the job. For deep-history stuff, you can just list years if you want, but month + year is more informative (after all, “2011–12” could mean December 2011 through February 2012, or February 2011 through December 2012—and obviously those are very different lengths of time). For each position, include enough detail that it will make sense to an uninitiated person—a bunch of acronyms or strange industry-specific jargon will just be confusing and frustrating. If it’s not clear where you worked and what you did, then you’re just wasting space.

Here’s what a resume should look like, from top to bottom:

• Contact info (e-mail and phone at a minimum, mailing address if so inclined—and make sure that the e-mail address is of the basic permutation-of-name variety).

• “Skills summary” or similar (a quick bulleted list of the stuff you’re good at, adjusted to align with the position you’re applying for).

• Work history. If you’ve got a lot of relevant experience, you might not want to even bother including the more tangential stuff—but then again, sometimes it can be interesting and a good conversation-starter at interview time. So assess this based on the story you’re trying to tell with your cover letter, whether your officially unrelated experience might be meaningful to a hiring manager, and how much room you have.

• Within work history: a list of your responsibilities in each position. Not just job duties, but things you actually did, with specifics—and ideally, you can include a separate “achievements” section for things you did especially well. Instead of “designed brochures,” say something like “brochure redesign: created artwork, organized layout, and produced new content in consultation with various stakeholders,” and then further down, “improved brochures helped foster a 15% increase in enrollment.” The more concrete detail, the better. Use present-tense for ongoing work, past-tense for everything else.

• Education. If you’re fresh out of college and “person with a bachelor’s degree” is one of your most significant professional selling points, that can go closer to the top, but eventually it should be relocated to the end (and at some point your GPA should be omitted, no matter how stellar it was—let’s say a couple of years after graduation, or whenever interacting with college students makes you feel old). Any professional-development classes you’ve taken can go here too, along with pertinent training or formal certifications.

• (Optional) Volunteering, etc. The bottom of your resume is for anything else you want to include that falls outside of the aforementioned categories. Don’t get too cute or too off-topic, though—keep it profesh.

Now, different industries have different norms, so if you’re getting advice that vehemently contradicts this from trusted sources, it’s worth considering. But at the same time, misinformation about resume construction is as tenacious as it is plentiful, so don’t assume that one person’s opinion is necessarily correct (even if that person works for your school’s career center). For example, you’ll sometimes hear that a one-page resume is mandatory, but that’s ridiculous—it’s fine to take up two pages if you have enough info to fill it out. That said, it is silly to have a second page that’s only a line or two, or a two-page resume where half the content is filler.

Some folks prefer a sleek, streamlined resume, contributing to the prevalence of the one-page myth. That style can indeed be effective if you’re further along in your career, with a series of fancypants titles that speak for themselves. But personally, I like more backstory. And if you don’t yet have a history of impressively self-explanatory positions, you need to distinguish yourself from other applicants whose experience resembles yours—which means detailing the things that you, personally, have accomplished.

For Future Reference

You’ll notice that the resume items I’ve outlined don’t include the phrase “References available upon request,” and that was intentional. It goes without saying that you’ll provide references if asked for them, so that’s just wasting space—you might as well say “If you call me in for an interview, I won’t refuse to talk to you like some kind of weirdo.”

But while we’re on the subject, references should be people who’ve actually managed you, which is to say former bosses. If you don’t have many of those—or if you do but they’re all in a completely different field than the one you’re targeting—then you can list college professors or volunteer coordinators or people like that. (“People like that” ≠ a friend or relative, because they’re biased—like, of course your mom is gonna say how great you are.) Your references should be people you’ve worked with extensively, though, since the bar for “was a good student” or “didn’t actively screw up this volunteer project” can be considerably lower than the bar for “was a productive employee.”

It’s Fine If It “Looks Like a Resume”

Finally, don’t feel the need to get too elaborate with font, layout, or other formatting stuff. If you’re a design geek who wants to do something interesting, go for it—but keep it readable. Your primary font should be black, any shading or graphics should be compatible with being printed on a black-and-white printer, and nothing should be too big or too small. Nothing should be too small. If you’re trying to keep it to one page via .0001" margins and 8-point fonts, consider embracing a longer document: you don’t want someone’s first impression of you as a job candidate to be “whoa, this hurts my eyes.”

In addition to the readability benefits, simple formatting will make it easier for you to rearrange sections and highlight different skills. I enjoy proofreading enough that I frequently help friends and friends-of-friends with their resumes, and anytime I get one that’s based on one of those online template services, I get real frustrated real fast. Having a unique bullet-point shape and slightly unusual spacing isn’t terribly helpful, but having a resume that gets totally messed up every time you change anything is actively unhelpful. A resume that you’re afraid to touch because of its complicated layout is a resume that you’re not going to be tailoring enough.

On another mundane-yet-important practical note, don’t forget that your resume’s filename is going to be visible if you’re applying electronically. No one’s gonna judge you on it, but it’s smart to go with some combo of your last name and the word “resume,” without anything else that could be distracting (or embarrassing). And submit it in PDF so that your carefully arranged layout isn’t destroyed by the vagaries of different operating systems.

In conclusion: a resume is a succinct outline of what you have to offer as an employee, pitched to whoever you’re hoping will hire you. It needs to be accurate and honest, but also the most impressive possible reflection of your background. It’s the beat and bassline of your work history, with the cover letter serving as the melody.




Dear Hiring Manager


Writing a great cover letter that showcases your strengths

Dear Businesslady,

I’m about to graduate from college and so, so eager to transition from working at a clothing store to something a little more “grown-up.” But I’m freaking out because all of my friends studied business stuff and now they’re just blithely moving from their high-paying internships to high-paying jobs at the same companies. (Okay, maybe I’m exaggerating a little, but that’s how it feels.) I majored in sculpture and creative writing and I’m pretty sure no one will ever want to hire me for anything. But I’m smart and a hard worker and I swear I’d be good at officey things. How do I prove that I’m worthy of an entry-level job?

—Underemployed and Frantic




[image: Images] There are two answers to this question. The first is “you can’t,” and the second is “with a good cover letter.” There are no guarantees in hiring—no matter how perfectly qualified you are for a job, you still might not make the cut. And no matter how impressive and comprehensive your resume is, it’s not going to provide a complete picture of who you are as a real person and hypothetical employee. That’s where the cover letter comes in.

Write What You Know

A cover letter is a personal essay designed to convey your professional strengths. It’s not a recap of your resume, but a supplemental document that helps provide context and depth beyond the bullet points.

Presumably you’ve written an argumentative paper at some point in your life, so think of “why I’d be a good fit for this job” as your cover letter’s thesis. You’ve also probably heard the adage of “show, don’t tell” in writing and that applies here too. “I’m smart and a hard worker and I swear I’d be good at officey things” isn’t terribly convincing—just because you write something doesn’t make it true. But if you provide examples of smart things you’ve done, ways your hard work was recognized, contributions you made to an office environment (or whatever the closest analog is from your experience), you’ll pique someone’s interest eventually.

It’s tempting, especially when you’re just starting out in your career, to try to counteract your youth by adopting the stuffiest possible voice—a kind of “drag” version of professionalism. Don’t do that. (I definitely did, and I cringe when I look back at those old letters.) You do want to seem polished, though, which means adhering to time-honored conventions of grammar, syntax, and so on. For example, the tone of this book is probably a bit too breezy for a cover letter (and for that matter, its vocabulary isn’t always the most work-appropriate). Still, it’s closer to the ideal than “Forthwith I shall detail to you my most estimable businesswise proficiencies.” You don’t have to pretend to be someone you’re not. It’s fine to use a contraction (or two! go nuts!), or interject some humor if the opportunity arises.

The character you’re playing in a cover letter is a version of yourself that’s aligned with the position you’re pursuing. If your background is a bit mismatched with the job description, the cover letter can help you overcome that. For example, while some aspects of retail work don’t necessarily overlap with the business world, the ability to cheerfully deal with agitated people is a valuable skill whether they’re customers or colleagues, so that’s worth highlighting. Similarly, if there’s something about your resume that you think might be a turnoff for employers, you can use the cover letter to address it up-front and put a positive spin on it.

. . . But Don’t Write Too Much

Your cover letter shouldn’t be longer than a page, with an 11-point-minimum font and normal (i.e., 1") margins. Put paragraph breaks every 100-ish words—at logical pause points—so that readers aren’t confronted by a wall of undifferentiated text. You should start with some invocation of the position you’re applying for, and conclude with a “thanks for the consideration”–type sign-off. It’s fine if you don’t have a full page’s worth of content in you, but you want at least 300 words’ worth of prose (approximately) or else you’re not making the fullest use of the hiring manager’s attention.

The middle part is entirely up to you, and largely dependent on the specific alchemy between “You, Candidate” and the job description you’re responding to. Oh yeah, that job description? Have it right in front of you as you’re writing. You don’t need to obsessively match up your words with their terminology, but the more you can hit the various beats of the ad—and match those beats with examples drawn from your own particular background—the more compelling it will be. The message is: I am the solution to your problems, and here’s the evidence to support that claim.

Underscoring your professional qualifications is the entire point of the cover letter. It’s great to show some personality, but it has to be in the service of your primary goal and that thesis of “why you should hire me.” There may be things about a particular job that appeal to you—the commute, your eagerness to work in a given industry, whatever—but those are totally irrelevant from a hiring manager’s perspective. I see a lot of “this job would allow me to gain valuable experience in [skill]” and to that I think, “I don’t really give a shit about helping you gain experience—no offense.” I understand the impulse behind statements like that, but they need a little bit of reframing in order to be effective.

Try this: instead of talking about how the job would be beneficial to you (even though that’s the logical starting point from your own perspective), talk about the ways your enthusiasm will make you a more dedicated employee. Rather than saying you enjoy a particular kind of work, explain how you do it better or differently than other people and why that makes you more productive.

Why Me?

Your application is going to be among dozens, if not hundreds, of others, and hiring managers are looking for any reason to weed you out. I’m not going to reject an otherwise stellar candidate over a misconjugated verb, but I would reject a lackluster candidate for one. What’s the distinction between those two applicants? It often comes down to experience, sure. But you usually have to talk to someone before you can decide if they’re right for the role, and reading cover letters and resumes helps you decide who you want to talk to.

Unlike resumes, which at best are pretty boring by design, cover letters offer a first glimpse into what someone might be like as a colleague—an actual human and not a list of skills. They answer questions like, Do I want to work alongside this person? Do I want to train them, manage them, mentor them? Will they fit in well here, will they be happy, will they stick around long-term? As a candidate, you can’t know whether you’re right for any given job or office, but if you present yourself authentically—and in a positive light—you’ll get noticed by places where you’d be a good fit.

I already said you should refer to the job description as you’re writing, but I can’t emphasize that enough. If job-searching is like dating, then a cover letter is like the message you send after checking out someone’s profile. That message can be an identical “sup” for every single person you find remotely attractive, or it can be “Wow, you’re into Obscure Cult Movie too? [quotation of your favorite line].” The latter approach isn’t necessarily going to get you partnered, laid, or even asked out on a date—but you’re going to have more success that way than by carpet-bombing everyone with something generic.

It takes longer to write a good, tailored cover letter than a bland, all-purpose one. But you don’t need to reinvent the wheel each time. Whenever you embark on a new application, look back at your previous cover letters, find the one that’s the closest match, and then revise accordingly. Proofread it meticulously—under no circumstances should it contain vestiges of its previous life as a pitch for a different job—and then send it off.

After that, it’s on to the next one. Most applications go nowhere, statistically speaking, so they’re kind of like raffle tickets: the more you have out there, the better your odds.

With enough time and a little luck, you’ll get called in for an interview. . . . which is a whole other thing.




Tell Me About Yourself


How to interview well—and maybe even have fun in the process

Dear Businesslady,

Help! I have a job interview in two days but I have no idea how to job interview. My only other positions have been waitstaff jobs where you get hired on the spot after having a long enough conversation to assure the manager that you’re not actively on drugs. I know I need to answer “what’s your greatest weakness” with something that’s secretly positive and that I should ask for the position at the end, but beyond that I’m totally clueless. To make matters worse, this is an interview for a job I really want—it’s the perfect first step for where I want my career to go. It’s also super competitive, so I need to make a good impression and really stand out.

Should I bring the interviewer a gift? How early do I need to get there? What am I going to wear?!

—Oh God, I Have to Buy a Suit Now, Don’t I??




[image: Images] Oh, the job interview. I’ve gotten to the point in my career where I actually enjoy these odd little interpersonal exercises, but I definitely remember a time when I felt just like Suit—right down to the misconceptions she voices about how to make a good impression. (Hint: under no circumstances should you bring a gift.) Interviews can be nerve-wracking, even for nerds like me who can get some pleasure out of them, but they don’t have to be scary—I promise.

Prepwork

When talking to a prospective employer, you don’t want to be caught off-guard in a way that’s easily avoidable—so avoid it. Go on the organization’s website and review any and all “about us”–type content you can find, along with other info that’s relevant to your particular position (like, if you’re applying for a job running their Facebook page, it’s probably a good idea to have . . . looked at their Facebook page). Reread the resume and cover letter you submitted so that your interviewer’s reference materials are equally fresh in your own mind. Do a quick search to see if the company’s been mentioned in the news lately or has any upcoming/recent events that you’ll want to be aware of.

Basically, make sure that you won’t seem totally clueless about who you’re talking with, because that’s a surefire way to accidentally imply that you’re not actually that interested in the job. Once you’ve done your research, then you’re ready to start interviewing.

Phone/Video Screens: The First of Many Trials

Some employers will schedule an in-person interview right after reviewing your application, but it’s pretty common to conduct a phone interview or “phone screen” before they meet you face-to-face. In terms of how you comport yourself, the discussion itself should be identical to the one you’d have in person, so what I say next still applies. But there are a couple of phone-specific details worth mentioning.

If a prospective employer contacts you at a bad time and you happen to pick up, that’s okay! You’re allowed to have a life beyond waiting for your phone to ring. Just don’t try to have an interview at Six Flags because you feel bad asking someone to call you back.

Schedule the call when you know you’ll be available, and then make sure you’re in a quiet place with a well-charged phone at the appointed time. If some horrible confluence of disasters means you end up missing each other, follow up ASAP with abject contrition and see if you can get a second chance. (Phone interviews come with an unavoidable potential for technical difficulties, so you might get a single-use pass on being unavailable. Failing to show up for an in-person appointment, by contrast, is pretty much unforgivable.)

Again, for the love of any and all higher powers, do NOT try to participate in a phone interview while doing anything else. Don’t be out shopping, don’t be hunched in the stairwell in your office where your boss could walk by at any minute, don’t be driving around. By multitasking during that call, you’re saying, “this job is not a high priority for me” and your interviewer will think, “duly noted, happy to take you out of the running.”
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