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It all went so wrong—so very, very wrong—right from the start.

You left your notepad with your handwritten questions at home; your CEO pulled you into a last-second meeting that made you a half-hour late to the interview; and you finished it off by saying “I think my background and experience make me uniquely suited to making a big contribution here at Avis,” which was a good point ... except you were interviewing at Enterprise.

Whew. You had a bad day in the job hunt. A really bad one. You feel embarrassed, and you’re starting to wonder if anybody is ever going to be foolish enough to hire you.

It happens to all of us. My job here at TheLadders is the 27th job that I’ve had in my life—from waiting tables so I could pay my way through college to SVP, Finance & Operations at HotJobs.com.

So I’ve been through 27 job hunts, and I could spend a couple of hours over lunch filling you in on all the stupid mistakes I’ve made.

I know what it’s like to completely and utterly bomb the interview—the humiliation and the self-doubt and the worry that you’re never going to find a new job because maybe, just maybe, you don’t really deserve one.

And I know the anxiety that causes you to question yourself and feel like the whole system is set up to frustrate and defeat you. I’d like to tell you that it’s easy to just brush it off and get back up and get going again. But it’s not.

Because while goof-ups are a natural part of the process any time we’re trying to do something new—a new golf swing, a new sport or finding a new job—and we should just take them in stride, that’s one of those things that is easier said than done.

In the job hunt, we feel that too much is at stake, there’s too much on the line, for us to just shake it off. And that’s the problem.

You know, here at TheLadders, we spend a lot of time and effort studying the best ways to help you get into your next job as quickly and painlessly as possible. And one of the first things we’ve discovered is this sad fact:

The day after a “bad” day, the average job seeker only does half as much for his job hunt as he normally does. He only sends out half as many resumes, makes half as many calls and does half as much research. It’s understandable. You’re embarrassed, you’re feeling foolish, you’re having doubts about your abilities. All because of that bad day.

Shakespeare, as usual, may have said it best:

“Our doubts are traitors, and make us lose the good we oft might win, by fearing to attempt.”

Our doubts are traitors, indeed. They sit there on your shoulder, bend your ear and whisper negative thoughts into your head. Which is a shame, because that same research shows there is a direct correlation between activity in the job hunt and finding your next job. So in a way, the little buggers whispering negative things in your ear are directly undermining your chances of success. Of course, when you sit back to think about it, this reduction in activity the day after a bad day is 180 degrees from the advice you’d give to somebody you care about when they are facing a similar situation.

The day after your daughter falls off her bike while she’s learning to ride without training wheels, you don’t tell her to try only half as hard today. And when your college buddy, who needs to drop more than a few pounds, blows his diet at Outback Steakhouse with the Bloomin’ Onion, the 22-ounce Melbourne Steak and that dang delicious Chocolate Thunder from Down Under, you don’t tell him it’s OK to only try half as hard to stick to the diet today.

No, you tell the people you care about that the past is the past, and today is a new day and they should do something new with it. So here’s the good news: While the average job seeker only puts half as much effort into his job hunt the day after a bad day, it’s important for you to remember, you’re not the average job seeker.

As somebody earning at the $100K+ level, you’re in the top 10 percent of the American workforce and the top 1 percent globally. You got here because you’re effective at dealing with business problems, and you’ve shown the leadership and management ability to overcome tough situations.

It’s often said that finding a job is a job in itself. If that’s the case, why shouldn’t you treat a bad day on the job hunt the way you’d treat a bad day at the office? When the big sale is slipping away, or the budget is late, or the database crashed, or the agency hasn’t turned around the work on time, you don’t sit back. You leap into action.

And that sense of competence in overcoming the day-today problems of your job is the same sense of capability and effectiveness I’d like to ask you to bring to your job hunt.


The average job seeker only puts half as much effort into the job hunt the day after a bad interview.



The day after a bad day, especially the day after you’ve really, totally, completely blown it, treat it just like you would any challenge you face in business. Don’t cut your effort in half ... double it.

You are in the top 10 percent for a reason, and that is because when all of the people in the country were put on a scale, you were found to be one of the best: the best at your job, the best at your business and the best at making yourself a success.

Matthew Rothenberg, Editor-in-Chief of TheLadders, and I have compiled and curated this book from the best career advice our team has gleaned about every step of the job search. We know from our experience that with the advice and tools we’ve developed, you will find your next great role in life. Sometimes the road is long and winding and twisted, and the destination feels like it is forever just out of sight. But from watching literally millions of your fellow job seekers, I can tell you that you, too, will find yours.

I’ll be rooting for you.

—Marc Cenedella

 

Every job search tells a story, and each of those searches is a chapter in the narrative of a career. I’ve got a story; you’ve got a story; and millions of your fellow senior job seekers have stories of challenges, frustrations and triumphs.

TheLadders’ editorial team is here to write, of course; we look to provide tactical guidance. But we’re also here to listen to the real experts: job seekers like you, who’ve tackled nearly every ordinary situation and impossible scenario imaginable on the job search and come out on top.

Our readers are among the most seasoned and resourceful career managers on the planet. Their stories—specifically, their tools and tricks to advance their careers in myriad industries and functions across the country—provide unrivaled real-world models for how to conduct your own career. (And they also make great reading!)

This book synthesizes the research and writing of many talented journalists, including Elizabeth Bennett, Debra Donston-Miller, Kevin Fogarty, John Hazard, Joyann King, Nina Myers, Patty Orsini, Karl Rozemeyer, Donald Sears, Darryl Taft and Lisa Vaas.

Thanks to writers and readers alike for their talent and time.

—Matthew Rothenberg
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You’ve made the decision that it’s time to move on—or perhaps had the decision made for you—and your biggest question is, “How long is this going to take?”

The reality is, “Longer than you’d like.” But the good news is that we can help.

You know, the first time you were invited to play golf, or went fly-fishing, or tried your hand at cooking a new cuisine, you didn’t just grab the equipment and start slashing around the golf course, the river, or the kitchen. You took a bit of time to get to know the tools and the rules, and you got better as you went along.

Parts of the process of the job search may have changed since the last time you were in front of the desk. So before you jump the gun and start applying for jobs, writing up a resume and networking, take a little time to read this book. We’ve laid out a clear set of best practices you can use as a guide to keep your search on track and successful. You’ve done it before and come out well.

What you’ll need to do first is define what you want from your job search and create an “elevator pitch” that explains those goals succinctly. Read on and we’ll tell you how.


How to Define Your Job Goals
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AT THIS SENIOR STAGE of your career, any job decision involves two key questions:

• What is it you hope to achieve next?

• What are you willing to do to get there?

Perhaps you want to earn more money, enjoy better job security or have more time to spend with your family. In exchange, you may be willing to consider greater or smaller changes to your current situation—and more or less effort to get there.

A simple move from one company to another in the same industry may require little disruption to your established routine. On the other hand, a bigger jump will demand more effort: You may need to change your industry, your location, your field or function, or other aspects of your career as you’ve experienced it thus far. It may even require sacrifices such as a lower salary to break into a healthier industry.

Think through what you’re looking to change and what you’re looking to keep the same, and check those items you’re willing to change:

[image: Image] Company

[image: Image] Function

[image: Image] Industry

[image: Image] Location

[image: Image] Size of company (Fortune 1000 vs. start-up)

[image: Image] Compensation

How Long Will It Take?
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AS A GENERAL RULE OF THUMB, your $100K+ job search will take five months plus one month for each box you’ve checked. Looking to move from the controller role in the consumer division to a similar role at the same company in the enterprise division? Plan on five months.

Looking to change companies but remain in your field and industry? That should take about six.

Looking to move from your big corporate multinational to a start-up across the country? Expect it to take seven.

Been running your own consulting business for the past decade and want to move to work for a client? That’s eight. (Because you’re changing your company, your size and your function—switching from being the executive to being an employee is a function.)

Once you’ve figured out what you’d like to do, you’ll need to explain it to others.

While you are well aware of how accomplished you are, your future boss isn’t yet. And you’ll need to have a brief—very brief—way of explaining to anybody you happen to meet what you’d like to do.

Honing Your Elevator Pitch
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WHETHER YOU’RE NETWORKING, talking to recruiters or at your 20-year college reunion chatting up old buddies, you’ll need to explain your goals in 30 seconds or less, keep it positive and be specific without being boring.

As a matter of fact, that’s why it’s called an “elevator pitch.” Because everybody is so busy these days, you need to be able to explain what you want to do, why you’ll be good at it, and how they can help, in the time it takes for an elevator to go between floors in a building.

What are some examples of the right way and wrong way to create an elevator pitch?

Wrong

• “Oh, I’m looking to do anything in sales.”

• “You know, with everything that’s happened, I think it’s time to get out of the derivatives industry, so I’m hoping to find somebody else that wants a guy with a decade of finance experience and a Wharton MBA.”

• “They hired a new boss for my division and, boy, is he a bear. I really need to get away from working with such a negative person.”

• “Oh, I don’t know, it’s just such a topsy-turvy time right now and I’m not sure what I should do next, it’s so confusing because every time you think a company is stable and secure, poof!, some accounting scandal turns up and they go under, and I’m just so worried about making a choice that’s going to turn out wrong, but I need to find something new because if I have to go into that office with that depressing lighting and those ugly cubicles one more time, I’m not sure what I’m going to do, as I just can’t take it any more since that meeting last month with the boss went so poorly and ...”

Right

• “For family reasons, we’re moving to Santa Monica to be closer to my wife’s parents. I’ve had a successful career in CPG marketing and I’m looking for a VP marketing position at a similar company where I can apply my expertise in direct marketing, brand development and public relations.”

• “I’ve really enjoyed leading the development of software at B2B companies, and I’d like to find an opportunity at a growing, VC-backed start-up where my skills in building teams, architecting scalable systems and developing code would make a real difference.”

• “I’ve been in pharmaceutical sales management for the past 16 years and have progressed through roles of increasing responsibility. I’m looking to join another pharmaceutical company where I can lead a national sales team and apply my proven track record of beating quota and developing deeper doctor and care-giver relationships.”

You know, Mark Twain said, “I didn’t have time to write a short letter, so I wrote a long one instead.”

And making your elevator pitch short but effective is going to take some time. But it’s really very important that you’re able to briefly and effectively communicate your goals to anybody you’ll meet.

That’s the only way they’ll know what you already know: that you’re a valuable professional with a lot to contribute.

Put Aside Your Impatience and Insecurity
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BOTH ARE NATURAL; NEITHER IS AN ADVANTAGE. A long, frustrating job hunt can turn around with a single phone call, and there’s no advance warning when that call is going to come. Keep plugging so you’re always ready.

Beyond our basic rule of thumb—five months plus one for each big change you want to make in your job description—it’s hard to calculate a useful average length for a job search. Most use data so broad-based that the number they come up with has little relevance to someone looking for a job in your industry, geographic location, and with your seniority, salary level and individual skill set. A fast-food burger flipper might only take two days to find a new job; it takes a presidential candidate at least two years of solid campaigning to make the cut.

Figure your search will fall somewhere in between.

In the meantime, even on days it’s easier just to surf the Web or not do much of anything, do something. Keep moving, and keep your efforts focused. It’s almost certain—no matter how good you are at networking or self-promotion or self-presentation or any of the other skills it takes to get a job—you’re emphasizing the parts of the process you’re good at and shirking the ones you don’t like. Do them anyway; check your time log (see Job Search Checklist, page 42) to make sure you’re not skimping on those parts or overcompensating by ignoring your strengths.

In the next pages, let’s review the job search piece by piece.

Resume Writing and Presentation
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CHAPTER 2 OF THIS BOOK will give you in-depth tips on resume writing and presentation. But don’t even open to that section until you’ve gone through a certain amount of objective self-evaluation to identify what you like to do, what you’re good at and what an employer would be getting when they get you.

Who are you, really? More, certainly, than appears on your resume. Unfortunately, recruiters, HR professionals and hiring managers don’t have time to appreciate the more subtle aspects of your sterling character. The whole application process is designed for the convenience of people on the other side of the application process, giving you limited opportunity to make yourself stand out from the crowd or emphasize the things that would nail down that perfect job offer if they were obvious.

How do you do that? Show your value.

Would you buy a car or computer without a clear idea of what it would do for you, or even something more subtle, like what using it said about you to other people? Think hard about who you are, what you like to do, and what is the most positive, powerful thing you offer. Then boil that down into a three- to five-word tagline.

Are you an IT professional? So are a lot of other people. An IT professional who’s worked closely with business leaders to cut operating costs and increase efficiency? Try, “I’m a technology leader who streamlines operations to maximize profits.” Whatever it is, it has to be short, memorable and demonstrate the unique value you bring to the equation.

Create Your Brand
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BRAND IS MORE THAN A NAME and a logo. It includes the design of a product and the experience the consumer has using it, as well as all the marketing and advertising activity that surrounds it. Right at the beginning of your search, decide what job you are looking for and what, specifically, you’re offering, including your unique value and approach. Then make sure your resume, references, background, job-searching techniques, and even your clothes, grooming and behavior reflect that.
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TEN QS TO ASK YOURSELF

1. Which job titles or categories that fit your background have the best prospects? What are the leading companies in that area and how can you best contact them?

2. What’s the state of your finances? How much time do you have before you risk losing the house or other financial disaster?

3. Are you willing to relocate for work?

4. Are you willing to change industries?

5. Are you willing to take a step back in either compensation or responsibility? (Do you really need to, or is that fear talking?)

6. How much can you network? Who do you know and how can you contact them to see what they know about the job situation?

7. What professional organizations exist in your industry that you can either join or work more energetically for contacts and job prospects?

8. Who do you know who’s been hiring lately or has been hired? Is his experience relevant to you?

9. How many contacts—new contacts, job ads responded to, cold calls made, networking meetings taken—do you aim to make every week?

10. What tools will you use to set goals and keep yourself motivated and on track?



Cut Your Cover Letter
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YOUR COVER LETTER SHOULD BE ONLY two or three paragraphs at most. It should make one or two points about why you are perfect for the job and the company, why you’re different from all the other candidates applying to the same position, or what you’ve accomplished in similar positions in the past. It should explain any quirks or open questions, such as a reason you’re particularly interested in working for that company, whether you plan to move to the area where the job is located, or why you’re applying to an industry or job type that’s different from others on your resume.

You should also tell the company when you plan to contact them and thank them for the time they took reading your letter. If you kept things short and efficient enough, they’ll be ready to give you a call, not take a nap after slogging through your application opus.

Write Your Resume

[image: Image]

THERE ARE MANY RULES TO WRITE A RESUME, but they all boil down to two things: It has to be easy to read, and the message it conveys needs to be clear. It doesn’t have to include every job you’ve ever had or every accomplishment that made you proud. It should contain your unique value proposition, a summary of your skills and experience, a reference to your key stories, and a job progression that led up to your previous job and on to the position you’re seeking.

All the information should support the goal you list, and the goal you list should match with the company or industry you’re sending the resume to. You should have a generic resume that can be applied to a number of potential jobs, but you should also be able to tailor your resume to demonstrate how your experience clearly relates to the functions or responsibilities the company is looking for.
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DIGITAL JOB SEARCH GOTTA DOS

• Tune your resume. Make it the best, most concise, most focused, most searchable document you can.

• Get your resume online and searchable; it can take over the search for jobs while you’re doing other things.

• Apply only to jobs that are right for you. Don’t waste time tuning letters and resumes for jobs you don’t want, even if they’re the only ones you can think to apply to right now.

• Save your searches. Don’t retype the same queries several times a day.

• Sign up for e-mail alerts. Sites such as TheLadders let you create search agents and e-mail you when a job opens up—often at the companies in which you’re most interested.

• Work with recruiters. Find the ones who work in your area and put yourself on their agendas.

• Don’t ever be offline. Even when you are offline, don’t ever stop searching or thinking about your search. That way you’re always ready to jump on an opportunity or a tip when it arises.

• Create a “plan of attack.” Random job searching doesn’t work any better than random weight-loss or investment strategies. Evaluate the health of particular industries by evaluating the number of jobs available that are relevant to your skills.



You can also go one step further in your analysis of a job ad or notice. Don’t just look at the requirements that are listed. Look at what those requirements indicate about the problems the company is trying to solve. Then use your cover letter and resume to address those problems, not just the language used in the ad.

Resume formats are a lot more flexible than many people believe, though not as much as they’d want. Most list jobs and skills and don’t highlight the unique value a person brought to an individual position. Rather than say “was responsible for budget of ...,” try, “cut operational costs by ...” or “increased revenue by focusing on ...” Identifying how your work furthered the ultimate goal of the company is a lot more telling than listing your job functions.

Accomplishments outside work can also play a role. Laura Warren, who used TheLadders to help her in a recent job search, ran her own global cosmetics company for nine years after a long career in shipping and logistics. Even after leaving the shipping world, she continued working in groups that represented the business community of Los Angeles and important non-governmental groups, often fighting for or against legislation she believed would affect the economy of southern California. Integrating all her top-level “extracurricular” work helped recharge her professional focus.

A resume writer at TheLadders helped Jill G., a marketing manager for biotech and veterinary medical manufacturers, focus her efforts and sell herself after she and her husband moved to Texas to get away from cold Iowa winters.

“It was all about specific ways you helped a company move forward,” Jill says. “In the interview, too, you have to walk in and tell them exactly what you can do for them and tell about a time in the past that you did that for someone else. I told [a prospective employer] that I had once worked for a company that, among other things, made toothpaste and toothbrushes for dogs and cats. I said, ‘If I can sell a toothbrush for a cat, I can sell anything.’”


Networking: Keep Your Friends Close and Competitors Closer
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CALLING A FRIEND OR COLLEAGUE and asking if she knows of a job can be awkward. It’s much easier, and more effective, to ask whether that person would be willing to be a reference for you. Friends are happy to help with a reference, and if they know of an opportunity, they can bring that up, too. And don’t forget to ask if there’s someone they can introduce you to or who you should talk to next. That’s how networking works and how you find out about opportunities as soon as they become available.

Networking feels like you’re asking one person after another for favors, but it doesn’t really work that way. Think of any professional gathering at which you’ve met someone who shook your hand and spent the whole conversation looking over your shoulder for someone better to talk to. Now think about the person who asked questions about you and your situation and offered intelligent comments, even if he or she didn’t have anything specific to offer. Who would you rather help when you got a call later on?

Recently, Esther G. was laid off from her job as lawyer for a major financial-services company. When talking either to hiring managers or networking contacts, she asks what she can do to help them. “Sometimes they mention something, but mostly I think ahead of time what I can offer—services, references, whatever. If someone’s going on a trip to India, I give them tips on where to eat, what to do. It takes a lot of research, but whatever I have, I give. So far, I’ve gotten three other people jobs. That extends my network even further, and those people will remember me.”

Want to multiply your job-searching abilities 500 percent?

Jim Villwock, founder of Job Doctors International LLC, suggests forming a job-search support group with five other people looking for jobs similar to yours. Meet once a week or every other week to share tips on who’s hiring, what openings might be coming up, what companies are laying off or hiring—all your actionable intelligence, and theirs.

Sounds like inviting your competition to eat your lunch but, according to Villwock and several executives he’s coached, it actually extends your reach far more than it limits your chances. No two people have identical skills and background, and no two hiring managers are looking for exactly the same things. So even if you end up losing an opportunity to someone from your group, odds are that person would have been hired anyway because his or her qualifications and personality are a better fit with the hiring manager. In the meantime, you will have been benefiting from a potential competitor’s knowledge, advice and support. And he or she will remember you afterward, becoming a valuable source for opportunities now and in the future.

In this spirit, don’t count anyone out of your network. We like the advice of Lynne Waymon, co-founder of career- and networking-coaching consultancy Contacts Count. “You’ve got four networks,” she says. “Take a pencil and divide a sheet of paper in four (see Networking Cheat Sheet, page 51). In one corner you have your Worknet; these are the people you work with. Since you got laid off, they may have been too, or might be, so these are really tenuous right now.

“To the right is your Orgnet; that’s for people who work for the same company but not in the same department. Clever networkers build that Orgnet so they know people in other teams and geographical areas that can be useful; you might end up working as the only one with your skills in a different department, for example.

“In the upper left corner is your Pronet—people you know professionally who do the same kind of work, but not at your company. Those are very valuable for specific leads, even in a bad market,” Waymon explains. “In the last corner is your Lifenet—your family and friends. Most people quarantine their Lifenet, but that’s the place the most unexpected opportunities come from. Your mother-in-law may know someone who should be in your Pronet and who could connect you with someone with a great recommendation for a job. The best networkers are aware of all of these, and the magic is in the synergy.”


[image: Image]

INTERVIEW DOS AND DON’TS

DO:

• Pick your two or three most memorable or clear successes and practice telling a short (very short!) story about each

• Keep your descriptions high-level enough to be easily understood but detailed enough for the listener to know what you were facing. (“In the XX industry, YY costs are always a concern, and ours were rising. After investigating, I discovered that ZZ was making the problem worse, so what I did was ...”)

 

DON’T:

• Get into any of the personalities of people you used to work with

• Assume the interviewer knows a lot about the company or industry you were working in

• Overexplain the context of any particular success or challenge



Interviewing: Make Your Points
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IT’S EASY TO FORGET WHEN YOU go into an interview that you’re there to press your agenda as well as satisfy the hiring company’s. Think ahead of time about the points you want to make and write them down. You could have 10 important things to say, but that number is hard for you to get through and hard for an interviewer to remember.

Think three. Write up three key talking points that are relevant to the company and the job involved and make sure you address each one during the interview. And don’t be afraid to refer to your notes during the interview; it shows you’ve prepared ahead of time, not that you can’t remember what you wanted to say. HR professionals or hiring managers will appreciate your level of preparation.

Demonstrate your effectiveness by planning what to elaborate on. There’s a story behind every item on your resume—sometimes one with real drama. You can’t tell every story about your past to a new employer, or you turn into white noise. The incidents might appear as a quick mention in the resume or cover letter (“saved $100,000 in monthly operational costs ...”). The whole story should only come out in conversation, as a way to demonstrate your bona fides.

Is It Your Age or Your Salary?
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LOTS OF MID-CAREER EXECUTIVES BELIEVE they’ve been passed over at some point because of their age. Age may be an issue, but more often it’s the knee-jerk reaction of a youngish HR screener or the size of a candidate’s required compensation that’s the issue. It’s perfectly fair to use a resume that only lists dates for the past 10 or 12 years rather than for every job you’ve ever had. Gray hair could surprise an interviewer who’d missed the possibility that a candidate is middle-aged, but there are ways to deal with that once you’re in the door.

First, focus on demonstrating that health, energy or salary level are not issues for you. This will take a bit of preparation, as you want to get this information across on your own terms. The point is to convince an HR screener that you can take the next step and be passed along in the interview process. The key to overcoming age or any other potential obstacle during the interview isn’t to pretend it doesn’t exist or hope it doesn’t come up. It’s to speak directly to it before the subject even gets raised, often during the first few minutes of an interview, which is more small talk than real discussion.

“If age might be an issue and someone asks, ‘How are you?’ or ‘How was your weekend?’ instead of the usual you can go out of your way to say, ‘I went hiking with some buddies of mine over the weekend and I feel great!’” suggests Cheryl Palmer, president of CalltoCareer.com. “Right at the outset you paint this picture of someone who’s energetic and raring to go. You’ve painted over those misgivings without even knowing if age would be an issue.”

If a hiring manager asks you about salary, focus on the value you provide: “The value I’ll bring to your organization will beat any salary I require. Let’s talk about that value, then work on a way you can bring me on board in a way that’s comfortable for you.”

No matter how stressed you are, be polite to everyone you meet at the company where you’re interviewing. You never know who the hiring manager will talk to. Don’t trash-talk your previous bosses or others in the industry; it only gives the interviewer a negative impression of you. Don’t talk money until the end of the discussion; focus on the job and your capabilities. Thank the interviewer for his time and attention, then send a thank-you e-mail saying it again and reiterating the points you wanted to make about yourself. It acknowledges the interviewer’s time and gives you one more opportunity to make a targeted impression.


HOW TO WORK WITH EXECUTIVE RECRUITERS
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You met with a recruiter, but now she’s not responding to your e-mails. Maybe your background is perfect but you don’t make it past the phone screen. How could it be that you’re “not a good fit” when you’re so clearly made for the position? Below are some typical scenarios in which job seekers may find themselves.

SCENARIO ONE

You think you’re a perfect fit for the position, yet the recruiter isn’t responding to your application or your follow-up calls and e-mails.

 

The Verdict: You’re not qualified for the job.

The Logic: Like it or not, your work experience may not fit the bill.

It could be that the hiring company is looking for 10 years of sales experience and that your 15 is not attractive. It’s also possible that you didn’t read the posting closely, or at all. “When a job seeker ignores certain stipulations, such as a listing that requests local candidates only or has degree requirements that don’t match, it becomes evident that they are answering postings without reading them,” says one recruiter at a search firm in Chicago. “This is a waste of time for everyone involved as well as frustrating for a recruiter.”

The Fix: Time to move on.

 

The Verdict: You’re a good fit but not an ideal fit.

The Logic: Third-party recruiting agencies get paid a lot of money to find people that a corporation in need of staff can’t. With a 15 percent to 25 percent fee going to the recruiter, corporations want to make sure they hire the right person. In plenty of cases, almost isn’t good enough.

The Fix: Try focusing on your “transferable skills”—the core abilities that make you valuable across industries and functions. Perhaps these skills can close the qualification gap.

 

The Verdict: Your recruiter—or the hiring company—isn’t effectively communicating the job specifications.

The Logic: Sometimes recruiters aren’t able to effectively express what their client is looking for, a result of their own limitations or their client’s lack of specificity. The larger the organization, the more red tape there usually is.

The Fix: The recruiter is in a tight spot herself. If you can help suggest the solution that’s needed to make the position work, you’ll win yourself an important ally.

 

The Verdict: Your e-mail subject line could be slowing down the process.

The Logic: If a recruiter is sorting through hundreds of e-mails a day, it makes her life easier if she receives a cue about the contents of the e-mail.

The Fix: Effective subject lines in e-mails should reference the position you’re applying for, rather than “Hello” or “Intro.”

 

The Verdict: Your resume may not be conveying your story at a glance.

The Logic: If a quick scan does not yield a compelling career narrative, your application may never make it beyond the In box; recruiters often have little time to devote to each resume.

The Fix: Make it easy for recruiters to find what they’re looking for: your last employer and position, your tenure there, and the three most relevant bullet points based on the job you’re applying for.

 

The Verdict: Misspellings of any kind turn off recruiters.

The Logic: Typos leave the impression that you don’t pay attention to details.

The Fix: Double- and triple-check your cover letter and resume. Better still, have someone with an eye for detail proof it.

 

The Verdict: A generic cover letter could be your undoing.

The Logic: Recruiters may read the lack of specificity as lazy and/or uncaring.

The Fix: Tailor each letter to the particular company, industry and position to which you’re applying.

SCENARIO TWO

You didn’t make it past the recruiter’s phone screener.

 

The Verdict: Your general attitude could be a mismatch with the hiring company.

The Logic: Your professional-yet-serious demeanor, for example, may not work in a setting where a sense of lightness and humor is considered a priority for managers.

The Fix: Don’t take it personally. The longer a recruiter has worked with the hiring company, the better he’s able to evaluate your candidacy.

 

The Verdict: You didn’t listen to the questions.

The Logic: During phone screens and interviews, less is often more. Whether the cause is nervousness, self-absorption or other limitations, candidates sometimes provide far more information than a question warrants. Marian Rich, a recruiter with Bonell Ryan, a retained search firm in New York, says she often asks candidates to give a quick overview of their careers, probing for details later in the process. “I’m always dismayed at how many candidates launch into an in-depth and very lengthy response,” Rich observes. “It can put me off and will certainly raise the question of whether or not this candidate will interview well with a client.”

The Fix: Follow up with the recruiter to ask her why you’re not a good fit. She should be able to provide a concrete reason. If she can do that—and you trust her assessment—let her know you’d like to be considered for future positions.

SCENARIO THREE

You met the recruiter in person, but now he doesn’t think you’re right for the job.

 

The Verdict: Your work style may not be suited to the position.

The Logic: The recruiter may determine that you thrive in structured work settings, for example, but the hiring company is looking for someone who functions best in an unstructured environment.

The Fix: Once again, recruiters who have placed candidates with the hiring company have a good sense of who would succeed there. It is well within your rights to ask how long the recruiter has worked with a certain company.

 

The Verdict: Your personality may not be a match for certain company or department cultures.

The Logic: For instance, you may think your ambition and assertive personality could only be an asset, but it could signal potential challenges at some firms. “If a candidate has career aspirations and I pick up that they may not have patience before they see advancement or will be badgering HR in regards to advancement, they may not be right for certain companies,” says Harold Laslo, with The Aldan Troy Group, a recruiting firm in New York, adding that small companies tend to be more focused on personality than large ones.

The Fix: Talk to your recruiter and find out exactly why you’re no longer in the running. Gather as much information as you can and ask if there’s anything about your personal performance that you could improve.

SCENARIO FOUR

The recruiter is being vague about why the hiring company doesn’t want to proceed with your application.

 

The Verdict: She may not have all the information.

The Logic: At each point in the application process, your recruiter should be able to cite specific reasons why she (or the hiring company) doesn’t think you’re a suitable candidate for the job. But recruiters don’t always have that information if the hiring company is reticent to disclose it for legal or other reasons.

The Fix: Don’t take it out on the recruiter. It’s easy to become frustrated and conclude this individual is giving you the runaround; understanding the role each of you plays in the job search will be more productive than treating the recruiter as an adversary.
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