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PRAISE FOR THE UNEMPLOYED COLLEGE GRADUATE’S SURVIVAL GUIDE


“The Unemployed College Graduate’s Survival Guide manages to be both optimistic and realistic. Dr. Snyder doesn’t sugarcoat the predicament faced by today’s young graduates, but she also doesn’t let them sulk. The result is a sympathetic, upbeat, and practical guide full of ideas that will help young grads navigate the situation.”

—David Vranicar, author of The Lost Graduation: Stepping off Campus and Into a Crisis

“Bonnie Snyder gives encouragement and strategic advice to college graduates who are navigating today’s challenging job market, beginning with the importance of maintaining a patient, positive attitude. She is right on target when she says that career success may look bleak in the short term, but as older workers retire the long-term prospects for this generation are unlimited. By tapping into the inner and outer resources she discusses in her easy-to-read book, today’s graduate will get the most from an often painful journey to enjoyable, full-time work.”

—Nancy Anderson, career counselor and author of Work with Passion: How to Do What You Love for a Living

“In an arena of so much misinformation and uncertainty, Bonnie Snyder offers practical and valuable advice to American college graduates, from looking for a job to dealing with their student loans.”

—Serge Bakalian and Aurora Meneghello, filmmakers of Default: The Student Loan Documentary
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“The hardest work in the world is being out of work.”

—Whitney Young


DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to everyone who has ever faced unemployment or underemployment.
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INTRODUCTION

You did everything you thought you were supposed to do. You followed the rules, studied hard, and invested in a college education. You struggled and sacrificed until you finally had your chance to walk across the stage and collect your diploma. You expected all this hard work to pay off in numerous job offers, but so far—in terms of a job—what do you have to show for it?

I probably don’t need to tell you that since 2008 the world economy has changed dramatically. Today’s college graduates are facing the toughest employment market in decades. Instead of being greeted by eager employers welcoming you with open arms, you are facing stubbornly high unemployment levels, rising unrest among the young worldwide, and dire economic news. There is a famous Chinese saying that goes: May you live in interesting times. If this is something to be desired, then congratulations—you are living through some very interesting times, indeed!

It’s easy to get discouraged when facing such daunting employment odds. But although you might want to blow off steam (understandably!) and this may even make you feel better temporarily, your primary challenge remains: You still need to find a way to support yourself.

Other books written for newly graduated college students give you solid advice on how to write a compelling resume, give a good interview, and conduct a thorough job hunt. This isn’t one of those books (although we’ll touch on some of these issues). Those books are for ordinary times, when there are reasonable numbers of job openings and an economy prepared to absorb new entrants. This is a book for extraordinary times, when the economy is down and job hunting is tough. This is a book about surviving when nothing seems fair.

Read this book and you’ll be more ready to face today’s world. You’ll learn:
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Finally, you’ll come to appreciate the importance of looking at things realistically and evaluating when and where you can find permanent employment.

Despite the bad economic news, there are plenty of reasons to feel hopeful about your future. Yes, the short-term employment forecast is rather gray and stormy, but the long-term economic forecast is actually quite bright for your generation. Believe it or not, the demographic tides will soon be turning in your favor, creating a likely labor shortage, and then the employment market should burst wide open. Meanwhile, you need a good short-term plan for how to survive the current economic downturn, as well as a long-range plan preparing yourself to take full advantage of future opportunities.

Your generation’s path to economic security is going to look different than the one followed by earlier generations, but that doesn’t mean that your journey will be any less enriching or exciting. There are opportunities to achieve success for every generation, in good times and in bad.

This book deals with both the mindset you need to beat the bleak employment odds and the practical and proactive strategies for finding immediate employment options and for locating resources to inform and guide you along the way. No one enjoys being unemployed, but it is also not the end of the world. With determination, persistence, a willingness to start at the bottom, and some hard-core budgeting skills, you will overcome this temporary setback and go far in spite of it. It’s going to take some work on your part, however, so let’s get started.


PART I

SURVIVAL

We all need to survive. At a bare minimum, you need to have a roof over your head, clothes on your back, food to eat, and access to medical care when you are sick. These are the basics. Unfortunately, supplying these fundamental needs costs money, and money seems to be in short supply these days.

It would be nice if colleges taught courses on how to make a living, but most do not. After graduation, you are congratulated on your academic accomplishments and sent off to seek your fortune in the workforce without a roadmap or a compass. It seems that alumni are supposed to somehow magically intuit the path to success all on their own. Oddly, it’s always been this way. Back in the 1950s, the American satirist Tom Lehrer composed a humorous ditty about the difficult transition from school to work called “Bright College Days,” which includes the unforgettable lines:

“Soon we’ll be out amid the cold world’s strife,

Soon we’ll be sliding down the razor blade of life!”

If you feel like you’re being sliced in half by a cruel, unforgiving labor market, you’re not the first and you’re not alone. Welcome to the jarring reality of adult life.


CHAPTER ONE

EMOTIONAL SURVIVAL

Graduating from college is a big rite of passage. You have completed one very long and arduous ordeal and you are looking forward to beginning your adult life. You’re ready to move into a place of your own, start your first full-time job, and begin paying your own bills. After all, this is what people told you would happen. Your parents have probably already repainted your bedroom and turned it into a sewing room or a workout room. Let’s face it—they’re ready for you to be out on your own, and so are you.

As it turns out, though, reality doesn’t follow the plan. Days stretch into weeks and weeks into months, and you still don’t have a job. You feel bitter and disappointed. You might even feel angry or scared. Being unemployed can challenge your self-esteem, your dignity, and your sense of self-worth. Beyond that, it can also really challenge your ability to pay your bills! Inevitably, you start looking for someone or something to blame for your predicament.

IT’S NOT YOUR FAULT!

First of all, don’t blame yourself. You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s normal to feel shell-shocked and temporarily overwhelmed as a new college graduate even in a good economy. After all, you’re suddenly cut loose from a familiar education system that nurtured you most of your life, and then expected to find your way in a new arena you barely understand. In a bad economy, though, the transition from student to worker is going to be even harder, so you’re going to have to be extra patient and go easy on yourself. It won’t do any good to beat yourself up while you’re having trouble finding work, and it would be pretty counterproductive.


BY THE NUMBERS

It’s a tough time for college graduates seeking entry-level employment in many parts of the world. The former British prime minister, Gordon Brown, has warned of a global youth unemployment epidemic, with 81 million people under the age of twenty-five currently without work. According to Education News, between 2002 and 2007 the hourly wage for college grads fell nearly 5 percent while the cost of living increased 18.5 percent. Even more astonishingly, 45 percent of college graduates who are able to find work are earning less than $15,000 annually two years after graduation!

Here in the United States, more than two million college graduates are now unemployed and millions more are currently underemployed. Young adults are unemployed at nearly double the rate of older Americans, and their incomes have declined much faster than that of the national average. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the jobless rate for younger workers with a college degree has more than doubled since the financial crisis began. The average length of unemployment is now more than forty weeks, higher than it was even during the Great Depression. A recent government report on “Unemployment Among Young Workers” shows that one in five young workers is unemployed—the highest rate of unemployment ever recorded for this age group. Also, young workers make up a disproportionate share of those without jobs. They comprise just 13 percent of the labor force, but a hefty 26 percent of the unemployed.
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If you’re under the age of twenty-five, you may have particular difficulty finding steady, high-quality work. About half of the workers in this age group are currently “under-utilized,” meaning they’re either unemployed or working part-time, below their capabilities, outside of the college labor market, such as in restaurant or retail work.

Your situation isn’t helped by the fact that you’ve just left a highly structured environment—college—for the unstructured world of job searching. It’s a bit like leaving a swimming pool to dive into the ocean. The swimming skills you’ve learned are going to be essential to surviving, but it’s a bit overwhelming at first.

No matter how much you read and hear about the broader trends of youth unemployment, let’s face it: You’re primarily interested in your own specific job situation and what to do about it. That’s not only understandable, but it’s also the right attitude to have. You have to be concerned with your own well-being at this point! You’re facing a big challenge that demands your full attention. But—and this is an essential point to remember—it is not insurmountable.

PLACING YOUR PROBLEM IN PERSPECTIVE

Before we address your individual concerns, let’s take a step back and look at the broader economic picture. Viewing your personal dilemma from a wider perspective can help you understand the scope of what you are dealing with in order to formulate a more effective response.

If you don’t look at things from the macro-level—that is, the “big picture”—it is easy to think that the world is an unpredictable place and that nothing you do will make any difference. But the first step in getting a grip on your problem is understanding its roots. For that you need an expanded viewpoint. When you recognize the larger forces at play, you can begin to access information that can help you form reliable predictions and make intelligent plans for confronting a changing reality. This allows you to regain control over your choices, your plans, and your destiny—and that’s empowering.

There are many forces at play contributing to your difficulty finding the kind of work you want.
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All of these are factors in slowing the entire economy. And none of them is your fault.

Part of the problem is demographic. The wheels driving the current economic squeeze were set in motion more than a half century ago with the arrival of the oversized Baby Boomer generation. That group is now reaching retirement age, but is reluctant to retire, holding on to jobs that might, under other circumstances, have gone to younger workers. These are large, powerful forces beyond your control, which nevertheless affect your current predicament.

It Won’t Last Forever

You didn’t create this problem, but you’re going to have to deal with it. And you will. There is even good demographic news on the horizon for you, which I will discuss in Chapter 7, so remember that sometimes these dramatic, historic shifts can work in your favor. Keep that in mind as you plan your strategy and scan the economic horizon for upcoming opportunities.

The poor employment market is bad luck for you, but it need not be ruinous. It is merely unfortunate, but it is most definitely not the end of the world or an indication of your long-term prospects in life. Think of it as the opening chapter of a wonderful triumphing-over-adversity story.

Being unemployed is also not a measure of your worth or value as a person. This is a temporary situation and you will eventually rise above it. It is merely a rough patch in a long career road that will have many ups and downs.

The good news is, you’re not alone. You are not the only one going through this struggle, and millions of other college graduates know exactly how you feel.

With unemployment high, employers can be very choosy. It’s a buyer’s market and employers are calling the shots. It won’t always be this way, of course, but for now many potential employers are waiting to see whether the economy turns around before adding more people to their payroll. If you’re a brand-new college graduate, you also have to compete with last year’s unemployed graduates, many of whom are still looking for jobs.


BY THE NUMBERS

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, there are currently more than 482,000 customer service representatives with college degrees, along with 317,000 waiters and waitresses. There are also more than 80,000 bartenders and 18,000 parking lot attendants—a total of 17 million Americans with college degrees working at jobs that do not require college-level skills. Currently, there is a surplus of applicants (estimates are four to five) for every available position.
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Obviously, right now you are facing some stiff odds, especially when you consider that unemployed graduates don’t even show up in official unemployment statistics. That’s because in order to count as unemployed, first you have to have a job!

If you’ve had to move back home with your family after college to live more affordably, you also have plenty of company besides your new living companions. Analysts now estimate that between 80 and 85 percent of new college graduates will return home to live after graduation due to their inability to find a job offering sufficient pay to live independently. According to the Pew Research Center, there are now more multigenerational U.S. households than at almost any point in modern history—a record 49 million Americans live with members of an older or a younger generation, the highest percentage since the 1950s. Still, knowing that other college graduates are also struggling to move out doesn’t make your personal situation any easier for you to tolerate.

Now, I know I’ve been piling it on a bit heavily, and you may be thinking you couldn’t possibly have worse luck. Each generation is supposed to do better than their parents, and it looks like yours may be the first generation to be moving backward economically. Before you jump to any conclusions, however, I want you to take a longer view of history. It’s true that your generation is currently facing some very bad economic news. Your generation is not, however, the first generation of young people to have to overcome difficult times.

REMEMBER THE GREAT DEPRESSION

Consider the harsh circumstances young adults faced during the Great Depression. During that era, my grandfather saved up enough money to go to college by working as a ranch hand, only to lose it all when the bank where he kept his account failed. (This was before the FDIC insured bank deposits.) Back in the 1930s, only a very small proportion of young people could afford to attend college at all; putting food on the table and keeping a roof over their heads took a much higher priority. Many members of the World War II generation missed college altogether or were pulled from school when they were drafted and sent abroad to risk their lives fighting a European war. Some never returned. The Korean War and, more recently, the Vietnam War also disrupted and cut short many young lives. Young men not even old enough to vote were given no choice about the dangerous path their lives would suddenly take.

More recently, Generation X faced challenges similar to yours in finding suitable employment during the deep economic recession of the 1980s. When I graduated from college during those years, we were the first generation to follow the numerous Baby Boomers. It was tough to find work. The Boomers had gotten there first, had more work experience than we did, and were hardly in short supply.

Generation X even coined the word “McJobs” to describe their dim employment prospects and the demeaning jobs many were forced to accept. Many members of this generation responded to the unwelcoming workforce by becoming independently entrepreneurial and charting creative new paths. As a result, they were instrumental in creating the Internet and the information revolution, the effects of which continue to influence our world. So, sometimes a seemingly unfortunate event can turn out to be the best thing that could have happened.

These prior generations didn’t anticipate having their educations and careers unexpectedly interrupted by worldwide events or economic calamities, but that’s what happened to them. I’m pretty sure they weren’t too happy about it at the time, but they couldn’t foresee what the future would bring. So, while the employment situation for today’s college graduates is certainly disheartening, it’s important not to overindulge in self-pity or defeatism. Where would we be today if these prior generations had given up? Instead, they faced their unique challenges with fortitude and made the best of their existing opportunities. You will, too. You will rise to this challenge and chart an entirely new and exciting path that will mark your generation as creative and innovative survivors.

As best you can, try to accept your circumstances with optimism, a broad view, and a philosophical outlook. The attitude with which you face this early career disappointment will determine whether you emerge from your current trials with your courage and enthusiasm intact, or whether you will be permanently damaged and impoverished by the ordeal. Rest assured that you can and will overcome your present challenges and become a better, significantly wiser person for having done so. You may even learn something meaningful from this experience that will pay off for you down the line.

A sense of humor can help a lot, too. For instance, comedian Conan O’Brien recently delivered a rousing commencement speech to Dartmouth graduates in which he acknowledged their bumpy entrance to employment. It’s a great speech, and I encourage you to watch it in its entirety on YouTube. O’Brien offered graduates helpful advice, such as: “If you live on ramen noodles for too long, you lose all feelings in your hands and your stool becomes a white gel.” He told parents: “You will spend more money framing your child’s diploma than they will earn in the next six months. It’s tough out there, so be patient. The only people hiring right now are Panera Bread and Mexican drug cartels.”

Then he shifted to some personal thoughts on the importance of facing career disappointment without giving up. Here, he spoke from personal experience as the recently fired host of The Tonight Show:


Nietzsche famously said, “Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.” But what he failed to stress is that it almost kills you. Disappointment stings, and for driven, successful people like yourselves it is disorienting. What Nietzsche should have said is “Whatever doesn’t kill you, makes you watch a lot of Cartoon Network and drink midprice Chardonnay at 11 in the morning.”

Now, by definition, commencement speakers at an Ivy League college are considered successful. But a little over a year ago, I experienced a profound and very public disappointment. I did not get what I wanted, and I left a system that had nurtured and helped define me for the better part of seventeen years.…

But then something spectacular happened. Fogbound, with no compass, and adrift, I started trying things. I grew a strange, cinnamon beard. I dove into the world of social media. I started tweeting my comedy. I threw together a national tour. I played the guitar. I did stand-up, wore a skin-tight blue leather suit, recorded an album, made a documentary, and frightened my friends and family.

Ultimately, I abandoned all preconceived perceptions of my career path and stature… I did a lot of silly, unconventional, spontaneous, and seemingly irrational things and guess what: with the exception of the blue leather suit, it was the most satisfying and fascinating year of my professional life. To this day I still don’t understand exactly what happened, but I have never had more fun, been more challenged—and this is important—had more conviction about what I was doing. How could this be true? Well, it’s simple: There are few things more liberating in this life than having your worst fear realized.



If O’Brien is right, consider yourself already liberated! Facing unemployment at the outset of your career may inoculate you against the terror and powerlessness many on the traditional career path feel over the prospect of losing a seemingly secure job. It may require you to be more flexible and open to numerous possible ways of making a living, such as striking out overseas, starting your own business, partnering with family or friends, or pursuing independent freelancing opportunities. In short, it may force you to remove your blinders and consider the full range of ways to support yourself while finding greater ultimate fulfillment in your life.


BY THE NUMBERS

Bear in mind that as bad as things are in the United States, there are many other countries where the situation is far worse. According to a Wall Street Journal article titled “Generation Jobless,” while U.S. workers between ages fifteen and twenty-four had an unemployment rate of 18.4 percent last year, that is still considerably lower than the European Union’s rate of 20 percent. In Greece, 32.9 percent of young people are unemployed, while in Spain the figure has now topped an astonishing 50 percent! Clearly, your employment prospects are better than in many other parts of the world.
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“If a college degree helps in the long-run, this
book helps in the shortrun.”

—David Vranicar, author dTI L
Stepping Off Campus
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