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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The Adams Cover Letter Almanac, Second Edition, is a comprehensive guide packed full of helpful tips for crafting a job-winning cover letter. Since the previous edition was published, computers, e-mail, and the Internet have markedly changed the way we search for, and respond to, job opportunities. To reflect those changes, this new edition has been expanded to include the latest information about electronic cover letters, online classifieds, and career Web sites.

To get the most from this book, we recommend that you begin by looking over Part I: “All about Cover Letters.” Here you will find everything you need to know about writing hard copy and electronic cover letters, from piecing together an introduction to choosing the right format. Are you wondering how to personalize each letter? Should you mention personal preferences, like a salary range? What are the common blunders you should avoid? Part I will answer all your cover letter questions, and more!

Part II: “All about Job Hunting” addresses more general job-search issues such as how to network effectively and how to determine the best companies to contact. If you're having trouble designing an effective strategy for finding employment in today's tough job market, look no further. Part II provides a step-by-step guide for job hunters.

Once you're ready to begin writing, we suggest you turn to Part III: “Sample Cover Letters.” This section contains more than six hundred examples of cover letters used by real people to win real jobs. The letters address twenty-five types of situations including responses to classified advertisements (print and Web postings), information requests, and thank-you letters. Choose the chapters that are applicable to your special circumstances and start writing your letters, using the samples as guidelines.

Remember, there is no one “right” way to write a cover letter. The advantage of having so many different styles and formats is that you can pick and choose elements from numerous samples and custom-design each cover letter to fit your needs.


PART I
All about Cover Letters


CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO COVER LETTERS

Purpose of the Cover Letter

Your cover letter is more than likely the first contact you will have with a potential employer. If it is well written, your letter will lead the reader to the other part of your application—your resume. If your letter is poorly written, however, the employer may not even take the time to review your resume, and your application has a good chance of ending up in the trash.

Put yourself in the boss's shoes. If you were doing the hiring, what attributes would the ideal candidate for employment possess? You probably would prefer that the person have work experience similar to, or at least applicable to, the position for which he or she is applying. You would want the candidate to be ambitious and anxious to contribute his or her energy and skills to the success of your company. The perfect candidate would demonstrate interest in, and knowledge about, your industry and your specific organization. (An applicant's prior knowledge of an industry or a particular company suggests that he or she has a compelling interest in the firm, and is not looking at the current opening as “just another job.”) In short, if you were doing the hiring, you probably would want to hear from an energetic, dedicated, and skilled candidate.

Your cover letter affords you the opportunity to present yourself as the perfect candidate. You can begin by learning how to create an effective sales pitch.

The Sales Pitch

Imagine your cover letter as a marketing tool, much like a television or radio commercial. Effective commercials catch your attention by highlighting only the most attractive features of a product.

Your cover letter should be your commercial, the place where you highlight your most attractive features as a potential employee. Remember, employers typically receive hundreds of applications for each job opening. No one is going to waste time reading through a long letter crammed with text. Be brief and succinct. You should avoid detailing your entire work history in your cover letter—save that information for your resume. The best way to distinguish yourself is to highlight one or two of your accomplishments or abilities that show you are an above-average candidate for the position. Stressing only one or two unique attributes increases your chances of being remembered by the recruiter and getting to the interview stage, where you can elaborate on the rest of your accomplishments.

In addition, the cover letter allows you to carefully select one or two accomplishments or special skills that reflect your suitability for the desired position. If you are applying for a job that doesn't fit directly into your experience, make sure you explain how your background and qualifications match the position's requirements. For example, imagine you are a bank accountant seeking an applications programmer position in a computer software development company. A well-crafted cover letter would emphasize your relevant computer experience, and de-emphasize your accounting background.

Personalize Each Letter

The success of your job-hunting campaign relies on the quality of your contacts and how well you maintain them, not on the quantity of applications you send out. Taking time to research each employer promises to be much more effective than sending out hundreds of form letters and resumes. In effect, you are saying to an employer, “This is where I want to work. I have done my research and I am confident about my decision.” Also, the employer will view your interest as an indication that you are likely to stay with the company for a substantial period of time if hired. (For more information on researching a potential employer, see Chapter 7.)

First, try to determine the appropriate person to whom you should address your cover letter. In general, the more influential your contact is, the better. Try to contact the head of the department in which you are interested. If you are applying to a larger corporation, it is likely that your application will be screened by a human resources or personnel department. If you are instructed to direct your inquiry to this division, attempt to find out the name of the senior manager. This way, you may be able to cut down on the number of people your resume passes through on its way to the final decision-maker. In any event, be sure to include your contact's name and title on both your letter and envelope. This will ensure that your letter will get through to the proper person, even if there's been a recent change in staffing and a new person occupies this position.

When to Send a Cover Letter

Every time you make contact with a potential employer, send a cover letter. Whether your resume is sent as an initial inquiry, or whether you are following up on a phone conversation, job interview, or position offering, write a carefully composed, polished letter. If you have recently contacted a hiring manager, sending another copy of your resume may not be necessary. In general, a resume does not have to accompany every cover letter you send, but a cover letter must be enclosed every time you send a resume. Even if you are following up on an advertisement that reads simply “send resume,” be sure to include a cover letter. It is considered unprofessional to send out a resume without one.


CHAPTER 2
THE ANATOMY OF A COVER LETTER

Even before a potential employer reads a word of your cover letter, he or she has probably already made an assessment of your organizational skills and attention to detail simply by observing its appearance. How your hard copy correspondence looks to a reader—its format, length, even the size, color, and quality of the paper on which your letter is printed—can mean the difference between serious consideration and automatic rejection. The same goes for electronic submissions, which have their own set of unique rules and standards. Whether you are making your bid for consideration by “snail mail” or online, you simply cannot afford to offer a less than perfect presentation of your credentials. This chapter not only outlines the basic formats you should follow when writing hard copy and electronic cover letters, it shows you how to put the finishing touches on a top-notch product that will improve your chances of getting to the next step—the interview.

Hard Copy Cover Letters

Length

Rule number 1: Keep it brief! Four short paragraphs on one page is the ideal length for a hard copy cover letter. Anything longer is unlikely to be read.

Paper Size

Use standard 8½-by-ll-inch paper for your cover letter. If you use a smaller size, the correspondence will appear more personal than professional; a larger size simply looks awkward. Keep in mind, too, that paper other than the standard size can easily get lost in an employer's files if too small or, if too large, discarded altogether because it doesn't fit neatly with other documents inside a standard manila file folder.

Paper Color

White and ivory are the only acceptable paper colors for a cover letter. The same goes for resumes. If you think neon pink or lime green paper will make a prospective employer more likely to notice your letter, you're right. In all likelihood, he or she will pay attention just long enough to toss it into the circular file.

Paper Quality

As with resumes, standard, inexpensive office paper (20# bond) is generally acceptable for most positions. If you are applying for an executive or top-level position, however, you may want to invest in heavier, more expensive stationery, such as ivory laid.

Preprinted Stationery

Unless you're a top-level executive with years of experience, you should avoid using preprinted stationery. And never, never print your cover letter on the stationery of your current employer!

Typing and Printing

Even if you have perfect penmanship, a cover letter is no place to show it off. Your letter should never be handwritten; it should always be typed. And this is no time to experiment with odd typefaces, either. Conventional wisdom says that serif fonts are easier to read than sans serif (serifs are those little “feet” on the edges of the letters). Times New Roman is the most popular serif choice, but you might also consider Bookman, Century, Garamond, or Palatino. Use a letter-quality printer and make sure that your toner cartridge has plenty of ink. Paragraphs should be aligned flush left with a ragged right margin for greater readability. Double space between paragraphs; do not indent the first line. And be sure to proofread your letter before sending it out. Nothing screams “poor prospect” like a spelling error.

The Envelope

Your cover letter and resume should always be mailed in a standard, business-size (#10) envelope. The only exception to this rule is when you are enclosing an attachment, such as a writing or graphic arts sample or photographs, that cannot be folded to fit inside a #10 envelope. The address on the outside of your envelope should match the address on your cover letter; include the recipient's full name and title preceded by Mr. or Ms. Always type your envelopes using the same font as your cover letter; handwritten addresses are unprofessional.

Ten Key Ingredients of Successful Hard Copy Cover Letters

Looks do count, but only up to a point. Even if your cover letter is printed on the highest quality paper and typed on a state-of-the-art computer, if it isn't arranged according to the proper format or does not contain the necessary information, you may not come across as the best candidate for the position you are seeking. Certain basic guidelines should be followed when composing the actual contents of your letter.

1. The return address. Type your return address and phone number in the top right-hand corner of your letter; do not include your name. As a general rule, avoid using abbreviations (St., Ave., Blvd., etc.) in the addresses of your cover letters. You may, however, abbreviate the state, using U.S. Postal Service guidelines—i.e., FL, not Fla., for Florida; MI, not Mich., for Michigan, etc.

2. The date. The date should appear two lines beneath your return address on the right-hand side of the page. Write out the date in full; do not use abbreviations.







	
Example:  
	January 12, 20—




3. The addressee. Always try to find out the name and correct title of the addressee before you send out a cover letter. Flush left and two lines beneath the date, state the full name of the addressee. On the next line, state the individual's formal business title; then on the subsequent line, give the name of the company. This is followed by the company's address, which generally takes two lines. Occasionally, the individual's full title or the company name and address will be very long, and can appear awkward if you try to stick to the usual number of lines allocated. In such cases, feel free to use an extra line or two as needed.

4. The salutation. Your salutation should be typed two lines beneath the address. It should begin with “Dear Mr.” or “Dear Ms.,” followed by the individual's last name and a colon. Even if you have previously spoken with an addressee who has asked to be called by his or her first name, you should never be so informal in the salutation.
    In cases where you do not know the name of your addressee, such as when you are responding to “blind” advertisements, it may be necessary to use a general salutation. In these circumstances, salutations such as “Dear Hiring Manager” or “Good Morning” may be stronger choices than “Dear Sir or Madam” or “To whom it may concern.” In any case, avoid gender-specific salutations like “Dear Gentlemen,” or “Dear Sirs.”

5. First paragraph. State immediately and concisely the position for which you wish to be considered and what makes you the best candidate to fill this particular job opening. If you are responding to a classified ad, be sure to reference the name of the publication and the date on which the ad appeared. Keep the first paragraph short and hard-hitting.







	
Example:  
	Having majored in mathematics at Boston University, where I also worked as a Research Assistant, I am confident that I would make a very successful Research Trainee in your economics research department.




6. Second paragraph. Briefly expound on the contributions you might make to this company, and show how your qualifications will benefit this firm. If you are responding to a classified ad, specifically discuss how your skills relate to the job's requirements. Remember, keep it brief and to the point. This is not a time to ramble.







	
Example:  
	In addition to my strong background in mathematics, I offer significant business experience, having worked in a data processing firm, a bookstore, and a restaurant. I am sure that my courses in statistics and computer programming would prove particularly useful in the position of Trainee.




7. Third paragraph. Describe your interest in the corporation. Subtly emphasize your knowledge about this firm (the result of your own research efforts) and your familiarity with the industry. You should present yourself as eager to work for any company to which you may apply.







	
Example:  
	I am attracted to City Bank by your recent rapid growth and the superior reputation of your economic research department. After studying several different commercial banks, I have concluded that City Bank will be in a strong competitive position to benefit from upcoming changes in the industry.




8. Final paragraph. In the closing paragraph, specifically request an interview. Include your phone number and the hours you can be reached, or indicate that you will follow up with a phone call within a few days to arrange an interview at a mutually convenient time.







	
Example:  
	I would like to interview with you at your earliest convenience. I am best reached between 3 P.M. and 5 P.M. Monday through Friday at (617) 555-5555.




9. The closing. The closing should appear two lines below the body of the letter and should be aligned with your return address and the date (toward the right-hand side of the page). Keep your closing simple—“Sincerely” usually suffices. Space down four lines (enough to allow for your signature) and type your full name as it appears on your resume. Your typed name should align with the closing.
    Sign above your typed name in blue or black ink. Remember to always sign your letters! As silly as it sounds, people often forget this seemingly obvious point. A simple oversight such as this suggests that you are inattentive to details.

10. The enclosure line. If you are enclosing a resume or other materials with your letter, include an enclosure line, flush left, at the bottom of the letter.







	
Example:  
	Enc. Resume Writing sample




GENERAL MODEL FOR A HARD COPY COVER LETTER


Your Address
Your City/State
Your Phone

Date
Contact Person Name
Title
Company
Address
City/State

Dear Mr./Ms____________:

Immediately explain why your background makes you the best candidate for this particular position. Keep the first paragraph short and hard-hitting.

Briefly expound on the contributions you might make to this company. Show how your qualifications will benefit this firm. Remember, however, to keep the letter short; few employers will read a cover letter that is longer than one page.

Describe your interest in the corporation. Subtly emphasize your knowledge about this firm (the result of your own research efforts) and your familiarity with the industry. You should present yourself as eager to work for any company to which you may apply.

In the closing paragraph, you should specifically request an interview. Include your phone number and the hours when you can be reached. Alternatively, you might prefer to mention that you will follow up with a phone call (to arrange an interview at a mutually convenient time within several days).

Sincerely,

Your full name as it appears on your resume
(typed)

Enc. Resume



GENERAL MODEL FOR A HARD COPY FOLLOW-UP LETTER


Your Address
Your City/State
Your Phone

Date

Contact Person
Title
Company
Address
City/State

Dear Mr./Ms.___________:

Remind the interviewer of the position for which you were interviewed, as well as the date of your meeting. Thank him or her for the opportunity to interview.

Confirm your interest in the opening and the organization. Use specifics to emphasize both that you have researched the firm in detail and considered how you would fit into the company and meet the requirements for the position.

As in your cover letter, emphasize one or two of your strongest qualifications and slant them toward the various points that the interviewer cited as the most important for the position. Keep the letter brief; a half-page is plenty.

If appropriate, close with a suggestion for further action, such as a desire for a second interview. Mention your phone number and the hours you can best be reached. Alternatively, you may prefer to indicate that you will follow up with a phone call within the next few days.

Sincerely,

Your full name as it appears on your resume
(typed)

Enc. Resume



Electronic Cover Letters

The majority of job opportunities posted on the Web, and even many that appear in traditional classified ads these days, ask for resumes by e-mail. When making your application electronically, you may be tempted to simply shoot off your resume and leave it at that. Don't. Just like a hard copy resume, which should never go in the mail without a cover letter, your electronic resume shouldn't travel solo either. And while the rules for electronic submissions are fewer—you don't have to worry about paper size, color, or quality, for example—there are still a few guidelines you should keep in mind.

Length

The primary purpose of e-mail is to communicate quickly and concisely. This is not the place to be verbose. Keep your sentences short and limit your letter to no more than a paragraph or two. And by all means, do not even be tempted to use the abbreviations (LOL, IMHO, etc.), funky spellings, or smiley face emoticons everyone seems to slip into their e-mail messages these days. Remember that the purpose of your letter is to land an interview and ultimately a job. If you want to appear serious and professional, save the “cutesy” stuff for e-mail messages to friends.

Typing

E-mail messages tend to be less formal than hard copy correspondence, so you have a little more leeway with regard to selecting a font. Keep in mind that your recipient will be reading this letter on a screen, so the simpler the type style, the better. Sans serif fonts like Arial and Univers work well online. Courier New, a serif font that mimics the old pica typewriters, or Times New Roman may also be good choices. The body of your letter should be aligned flush left. Double space between paragraphs and do not indent the first line. Be sure to proofread your letter, but do not rely solely on your spellchecker to do so. Computer spell-checkers can't distinguish between different spellings of the same word. To the computer, “their” and “there” or “two” and “to” are correct regardless of the context in which they are used. Remember to reread your message carefully before you hit “send.” Believe it or not, your attention to grammatical details, or lack thereof, makes a strong statement to a prospective employer about your job worthiness.

To Attach or Not to Attach?

There are two schools of thought with regard to e-mail attachments. Some employers want to receive resumes as attachments; others, fearing viruses perhaps, prefer that you paste your resume into the actual e-mail message. The employer's preference will sometimes be stated in the ad or job posting, but when in doubt, paste. Cover letters are another matter altogether. They should never be sent as attachments. Why? Because, for the sake of simplicity and to avoid file corruption in downloading on the other end, you should attach only one file per e-mail. Make your cover letter the e-mail message and attach the resume to it.

Six Key Ingredients of Successful Electronic Cover Letters

The format for electronic cover letters is less formal than hard copy correspondence. Since you'll be working within a framework dictated by your e-mail provider, you need not worry about typing in a return address or date at the top of the page. You do, however, need to be concerned about creating the best possible first impression. Here are a few basic guidelines you should follow.

1. Your e-mail address. Even before a prospective employer reads your electronic cover letter, he or she has the chance to form a first impression. Make it a good one by selecting an appropriate e-mail address. If the screen name on your e-mail account is something like “sexychick” or “borrn2Bwild,” the chances are good a prospective employer won't even open your message. Keep the cutesy names for personal e-mails, and come up with something that sounds more professional for your job search. Some combination of first and last name or initials is probably your best bet.

2. Subject line. Every e-mail message you write gives you an opportunity to spell out the subject of your message. With regard to electronic cover letters, the subject line is the place where you can let your recipient know that you are applying for a particular position, answering a specific ad, or updating information you may have sent previously. Do not be tempted to leave the subject line blank. That's what “spammers” do, so often in fact, that many people never open any messages they receive that do not specify a subject, especially if they don't recognize the sender; they simply delete them. If you want your cover letter to be read, fill out the subject line.

3. The salutation. Your salutation should be the first line of your actual e-mail message. You may begin with “Dear Mr.” or “Dear Ms.,” followed by the individual's last name and a colon. In cases where you do not know the name of your addressee, such as when you are responding to “blind” advertisements, it is perfectly acceptable to open with a generic salutation. “Dear Sir or Madam” or “To whom it may concern” may be a little formal for this medium; however, “Dear Hiring Manager” or “Good Morning” are perfectly acceptable. Beware of using salutations that are gender-specific. “Dear Gentlemen” or “Dear Sirs” might be offensive to some.

4. First paragraph. State immediately and concisely the position for which you wish to be considered and why you are the best candidate to fill this particular job opening. If you are responding to a classified ad or Web-based job posting, be sure to reference the name of the publication or the number assigned to the posting. Keep your first paragraph short and hard-hitting.







	
Example:  
	I am responding to your posting for an advertising account executive (Job #45678), which recently appeared on Monster.com. I am a seasoned advertising professional with more than eight years of experience in creative development, account supervision, and sales. Most recently, as the primary liaison between three key accounts and the creative team at a midsize advertising agency in Madison, Wisconsin, I have repeatedly demonstrated my ability to manage multiple priorities in a deadline-sensitive environment.




5. Second paragraph. In an electronic cover letter, the second paragraph is your close. This is where you reference your resume (either pasted below or attached) and suggest an interview, if appropriate.







	
Example:  
	The resume pasted below spells out the details of my educational background and professional experience. I would welcome the opportunity to meet with you personally to discuss my qualifications and how I might put them to work for your clients. I look forward to hearing from you soon.




6. The closing. The closing should appear two lines below the body of your message. Keep it simple—“Sincerely” is usually enough. Space down a line or two and type your full name as it appears on your resume. If you are attaching your resume as a separate document, you may also wish to type your physical address, phone number, and e-mail address at the bottom of your e-mail message.

GENERAL MODEL FOR AN ELECTRONIC COVER LETTER


To:        contact person's e-mail address

From:    your e-mail address

Subj:     use this line to let your recipient know that you are applying for a particular position, answering a specific ad, or updating information you may have sent previously.

Dear Mr./Ms_____:

Immediately and concisely state the position for which you wish to be considered and why you are the best candidate for the job. Reference the specific classified ad or Web posting, if applicable. Keep the first paragraph short and hard-hitting.

Reference your resume (either pasted below or attached) and suggest a face-to-face meeting, if appropriate.

Sincerely,

Your name

Your address

Your city/state

Your phone

Your e-mail address




CHAPTER 3
A QUESTION OF STYLE

After you have chosen a career path, written your resume, and researched prospective employers, you are ready to begin composing your cover letter. Unlike a resume, a cover letter shouldn't just summarize your credentials. Think of it, instead, as a sales tool, a vehicle you can use to demonstrate why your skills and background make you the perfect candidate for the specific position you seek. Choosing the best writing style will help your cover letter stand out from other job seekers in a positive way. This chapter covers everything you need to know before and after you begin writing. Late-breaking information on related topics is available online at www.truecareers.com.

What Writing Style Is Appropriate?

In general, your cover letter should adopt a polite, formal style that balances your confidence in yourself with a sense of respect for the potential employer. Keep the style clear, objective, and persuasive rather than narrative. In other words, don't waste precious space boasting about personal accomplishments; use the space instead to describe the qualifications you possess that are particularly relevant to the job you are seeking. To illustrate this point, consider these approaches from two marketing directors who responded to the same classified advertisement:

Candidate A: “In 1998,1 graduated from college, and moved to Boston because my sister lived there. When I couldn't find a job, I ended up back in graduate school in New York, where I stayed until 2000. Once graduated, I flew back to my favorite city, Boston, and have been successful in marketing ever since.”

Candidate B: “In addition to a Bachelor of Arts degree in Business Administration, I recently received a Master's degree, cum laude, in International Marketing from Brown University. This educational experience is supported by two years of part-time experience with J&D Products, where my marketing efforts resulted in increased annual product sales of 25 percent.”

Can you guess who landed the job? Candidate B, of course. Candidate A may be equally qualified, but she chooses to focus on irrelevant information, and fails to relate her qualifications to the desired position. Candidate B, on the other hand, successfully highlights only pertinent data, including educational training and specific accomplishments. The result is a targeted and cohesive statement that easily grabs the attention of a prospective employer.

Tone

Before you sit down to write, take some time to think about how you would sell your qualifications in a job interview. You probably would (or should) think harder about what to say and how to say it than you would if you were sitting down to talk to a friend. Above all, you would want to sound polite, confident, and professional. The tone of your cover letter should be no different. You should immediately communicate your eagerness to join the firm and confidence in your ability to handle the job. The trick, of course, is to sound enthusiastic without becoming melodramatic. Take, for example, the candidate who expressed his desire to enter the advertising field as “the single, most important thing I have ever wanted in my entire twenty-three years of existence.” Yikes! That's a bit over the top. Now consider what the candidate who was actually offered the position had to say: “My extensive research into the industry, coupled with my internship and educational training, have confirmed my desires to pursue an entry-level position in advertising.”

Your tone may vary somewhat depending on your profession: A comedian and a chemist, for example, probably would choose dissimilar tones. While it would be perfectly fitting for a comedian to adopt a light-hearted, familiar tone that showcases his or her sense of humor, the chemist would be better served by a more formal voice. Remember, always, to use your best judgment when establishing tone, and to err on the side of caution. Put yourself in the employer's place: Is there the slightest chance that he or she might be turned off by your tone? If so, adopt a more moderate voice.

The tone of your letter may also vary depending on where you are in your career path. A recent college graduate might focus on his or her eagerness to enter the workplace, whereas a seasoned executive would probably choose to display a reserved confidence in his or her extensive experience.

If you are accustomed to the tone used for online instant messaging and e-mail chats with your friends, you might assume that electronic cover letters should incorporate the same easy informality and quirky shortcuts (i.e., 2 for “to,” and RU for “are you”). Not so. The tone used in electronic cover letters must sound every bit as professional as that of their hard copy counterparts. The only real difference between the two is length. While a hard copy cover letter typically encompasses four paragraphs, the electronic version rarely takes up more than two. You still need to encapsulate your relevant qualifications, of course; you just have less space in which to do so.

If you are planning to job search online or to post your resume to the Web, you should also be aware of the importance of key words. The people looking to hire new employees with specific skills search the Web using certain keywords. If your resume does not contain the right ones, your materials may just drift forever in cyberspace, pretty much inaccessible to the people who could potentially offer you a job. See Chapter 9 for more information about keywords.

State Your Purpose

Don't make the employer guess your purpose for writing. Open your letter by explaining your intent, whether it is to request an informational interview or to respond to an advertisement for an actual job opening. Your reader does not have the time or desire to search for an explanation, so spell out your purpose up front.

Bear in mind that your cover letter is an advertisement, not an affidavit. Do not feel compelled to describe every job you've ever had or every responsibility with which you have been entrusted. If you are applying for an entry-level bank teller position, it is not advantageous to include detailed descriptions of your summers as a camp counselor or lifeguard. The hiring manager doesn't need to know the entire course of your career; what matters is your pertinent experience.

Present Yourself as an Industry Insider

No matter where you are in your career path, you can easily sell yourself as an industry insider and a desirable employee. Bone up on the industry you're targeting in your job search, then use the knowledge you have gathered to cite industrywide trends or recent achievements by the company to which you are applying. Not only will you appear well prepared, but your letter will rise above those who have neglected to do their homework!

Emphasize Concrete Examples

Your resume details the duties you have performed in previous jobs. In contrast, your cover letter should highlight your most significant accomplishments. Instead of stating something like, “My career is highlighted by several major achievements,” cite concrete examples:

• “While Sales Manager at Corpco, I supervised a team which increased revenues by 35 percent in eighteen months.”

• “I published four articles in the New England Journal of Medicine.”

• “At EarthFriends, I advanced from telephone fund raiser, to Field Manager, to Canvas Director within two years.”

List tangible, relevant skills rather than personal attributes. A sentence such as “I am fluent in C+, Pascal, and COBOL programming languages” is a better description of your capabilities than a vague statement like “I am a goal-oriented, highly skilled Computer Programmer.”

Use Powerful Language

Your language should be hard-hitting and easy to understand. Make your letters “pop” by using action verbs such as “accelerated,” “designed,” “implemented,” and “increased,” rather than passive verbs like “was” and “did.” Don't make the mistake of thinking that the bigger the word the more intelligent you will sound. For maximum impact, use simple, everyday language and avoid abbreviations and slang. And do steer clear of language that is too specialized or jargon-heavy, even if you are applying for a job that requires technical expertise. Keep in mind that the first person who reads your cover letter is often a human resources manager who may not possess the same breadth of knowledge as your future boss.

In the course of a job search, it is tempting to use catchphrases that you may have picked up from various job-search reference materials, phrases that sound as though they should go in a cover letter. Be assured that almost every person who applies for a position presents him- or herself as a “self-starter” with “excellent interpersonal skills.” Improve upon these pompous-sounding self-descriptions whenever possible by listing actual projects and goals. “I am a determined achiever with proven leadership skills” can be rephrased to read “While at MoneyWorks, I successfully increased the number of projects completed ahead of deadline, while supervising a staff of fifteen.” It says the same thing, but in specific, quantifiable terms. Once you begin working, employers will discover your personal attributes for themselves. While still under consideration for a position, however, concrete experiences carry more weight than vague phrases and obscure promises.

Action verbs make a cover letter come alive. Which of the following might you substitute for weaker verbs in yours?

accelerated

accomplished

achieved

administered

advised

analyzed

appointed

arranged

assisted

attained

balanced

budgeted

built

calculated

catalogued

chaired

collaborated

compiled

composed

computed

conducted

constructed

consulted

created

delegated

demonstrated

designed

developed

devised

directed

edited

educated

encouraged

established

evaluated

examined

executed

expanded

expedited

extracted

facilitated

formulated

founded

generated

headed

helped

identified

illustrated

implemented

improved

increased

initiated

innovated

instructed

integrated

interpreted

launched

maintained

managed

marketed

mediated

monitored

negotiated

operated

organized

performed

persuaded

planned

prepared

presented

prioritized

processed

produced

programmed

promoted

proposed

provided

published

recruited

regulated

reorganized

represented

researched

resolved

restored

restructured

retrieved

reviewed

revised

scheduled

shaped

sold

solved

streamlined

summarized

supervised

taught

trained

upgraded

utilized

worked

wrote

Vary Your Sentence Length

Initially, the recipient of your letter will probably just scan it rather than read it closely. If, at first glance, your sentences look unwieldy, he or she may never get around to reading it at all. Short, concise sentences are much more effective than long-winded ones. Ideally, a hard copy cover letter should be no longer than four paragraphs, an electronic submission no longer than two. In either case, paragraphs should consist of no more than three sentences. If you find yourself writing more, you should probably take an editing pencil to your copy or, at the very least, break up that single long paragraph into two or more shorter ones.

Including Personal Preferences

Candidates often worry if, and how, they should incorporate their preferences for working environment, availability to travel and/or relocate, and salary demands into a cover letter. As a rule of thumb, mention work preferences only if you are confident they match the job description your potential employer offers. For instance, don't state that you work best independently in a formal office setting if you are applying for a position that you suspect may require group interaction or extensive travel. If you are applying to an out-of-state firm, indicate your willingness to relocate; otherwise, a hiring manager may question your purpose for writing and may not take the initiative to inquire.

Refrain from discussing salary requirements in your letter unless the advertisement you are responding to specifically requests that you do so. If you must include salary information, offer it as a range rather than lock yourself into a specific figure. Another option is to simply indicate in your letter that salary is negotiable.

Don't Forget to Proofread!

The cover letter is your first impression before a prospective employer and you can't afford to make it a bad one. As with your resume, mistakes in cover letters cannot only be embarrassing, particularly when something as critical and obvious as your name is misspelled, they can sometimes even cost you the opportunity to progress to the next step in your job search. Always proofread your cover letter and resume as carefully as possible. Get a friend to help you—read your draft aloud as your friend proofs the final copy. Then switch places; have your friend read it aloud while you check the letter. Finally, sit down and read your letter word for word, checking for spelling and punctuation as you go. You may be tempted to leave the proofreading entirely up to your computer's built-in spellchecker. Don't. Spell-checkers cannot distinguish between words that sound alike, but have vastly different meanings. For example, if you inadvertently type “My experience includes to years as a customer service representative at…,” your spellchecker won't flag the error because every word in the sentence is spelled correctly; the computer doesn't know you meant to write two. By trusting too heavily on your spellchecker, you can easily miss obvious errors.


CHAPTER 4
TWENTY COVER LETTER BLUNDERS TO AVOID

So far, we've seen what makes a successful cover letter. Now it's time to consider what doesn't. Even seemingly small errors, like misspelling or misplacing a word, can diminish your hard work. From typographical mishaps to erroneous employer information, all mistakes have a negative impact on the application process and ultimately your chances of landing the job. Serious errors will send your application directly into the wastebasket. Be forewarned: Carefully read and reread your cover letter several times before hitting the “send” button or dropping it into the mailbox. For additional tips online, go to www.truecareers.com.

The following list outlines some of the most common cover letter mistakes and, more importantly, suggests ways to correct them. These examples have been adapted from real-life cover letters gathered during the course of our research. Although some of these blunders may seem obvious, they occur far more often than you might think. Needless to say, none of the inquiries that included these mistakes met with positive results.

1. Unrelated career goals: Tailor your cover letter to the specific position you wish to apply for. A hiring manager is only interested in what you can do for the company, not what you hope to accomplish for yourself. He or she certainly doesn't want to know that you'll be taking this job only until a better opportunity comes along. Your letter should convey a genuine interest in the position and a long-term pledge to fulfilling its duties. Consider the difference between these two real-life examples:








	
Example A  
	(wrong way): “While my true goal is to become a Professional Dancer, I am exploring the option of taking on proofreading work while continuing to train for the Boston Ballet's next audition.”



	
Example B  
	(right way): “I am very interested in this proofreading position, and I am confident of my ability to make a long-term contribution to your capable staff.”





2. Comparisons and clichés: Avoid obvious comparisons and overused clichés; such expressions distract from your letter's purpose, which is to highlight your most impressive skills and accomplishments.
    Here are a few real-life blunders we encountered in this category: “My word processor runs like the wind,” “I am a people person,” “Teamwork is my middle name,” “Your company is known as the crème de la crème of accounting firms,” “I am as smart as a whip,” “Among the responses you receive for this position, I hope my qualifications make me leader of the pack.” If you find yourself peppering your copy with phrases like these, hit the delete key and start over. Your goal is to land a job, not to demonstrate your facility for recalling hackneyed expressions.

3. Wasted space: Since cover letters are generally no more than four paragraphs long (just two for electronic submissions), every word of every sentence should be directly related to your purpose for writing. In other words, if you are applying for a position as a chemist, include only those skills and experiences most applicable to that field. Any other information weakens your message. Some real-life blunders we've run across include:








	
Example:  
	“As my enclosed resume reveals, I possess the technical experience and educational background to succeed as your newest Civil Engineer. In addition, I am a certified Gymnastics Instructor who has won several local competitions.”



	
Example:  
	“I am writing in response to your advertisement for an Accounting Clerk. Currently, I am finishing an Associate degree at Fisher Junior College. My courses have included Medieval Architecture, Film Theory, American History before 1900, and Nutrition.”





4. Form letters: Mass mailings, in which you send the same general letter to a large number of employers, are not a good idea. This approach does not allow for any personal touch. Every cover letter that you write should be tailored to the position you are seeking and should demonstrate both your commitment to a specific industry and your familiarity with each particular employer. Mass mailings indicate to a hiring manager that you are not truly interested in joining his or her organization. They also suggest that you're just plain lazy. Look at it from the employer's perspective: if you aren't willing to exert the energy to draft an individualized letter in order to search for a job, where might you cut corners once you land one?
    Savvy hiring managers can recognize mass mailings in a heartbeat. Certain formats and phrases just tend to stick out. In one real-life mass-mailing mishap, the candidate created a form letter in which he left blank spaces for penning in the employer's name and the position applied for. Another applicant who was indecisive about her field of interest created in her letter a list of possible positions for which she might apply. Before sending out each letter, she circled the most appropriate one depending on the company she was targeting.

5. Inappropriate stationery: As we mentioned in Chapter 2, white and ivory are the only acceptable paper colors for a cover letter. We've seen letters in every shade from hot pink to electric blue and, to be honest, the color was the only thing we noticed. Also, we recommend standard weight (20#) plain paper; steer clear of onion skin or personalized stationery.
    As a general rule of thumb, the stationery you choose should not distract from the contents of your cover letter. A cat enthusiast who applied to our company “enhanced” her letter with several images of her favorite felines. A musician applying for an office position sent a letter decorated with a border of musical notes and instruments. We remember the paper all right, but, sadly, nothing else about either applicant. Remember, never rely on graphics to “improve” your cover letter; let your qualifications speak for themselves. 6. “Amusing” anecdotes: Generally speaking, if you desire serious consideration, your cover letter should adopt a serious, professional tone. Imagine yourself in an interview setting. Since you do not know your interviewer, you're not likely to joke with him or her until you have determined what demeanor is appropriate. Likewise, when writing to a potential employer you have never met, you should remain polite and professional. Avoid blunders like the one this job seeker made:







	
Example:  
	“I feel I am especially qualified to join your staff, as my name, Chris Smith, almost rhymes with your company, Christmas, company.”




7. Erroneous company information: If you were the employer, would you want to hire a candidate who confuses your company's products and services with those of another company or who misquotes information about recent goings-on? To avoid such errors, be sure to verify the accuracy of any company information that you mention in your cover letter., By the same token, if you haven't researched the company, don't pretend that you have. Vague statements like “I know something about your company” or “I am familiar with your products” signal to an employer that you haven't done your homework; you're just bluffing.
    When citing information about a company, be specific. The following is an example of an effective way to use company information in your cover letter: “I have been following Any Corporation's growth for many months and I was excited to learn of your recent acquisition of C&M, Inc. Congratulations on successfully entering the international market!”

8. Desperation: In your cover letter, you should sound determined, not desperate. While an employer appreciates enthusiasm, he or she may be turned off by a desperate plea for work. A fine line often separates the two, so the best advice we can give you is to follow your instincts. Here are a few blunders to avoid: “I am desperately eager to start, as I have been out of work for six months,” “Please call today! I'll be waiting by the phone,” “I really, really need this job to pay off medical bills.” In one letter we came across, the candidate even dramatically enlarged the type for his closing statement, which read, “I AM VERY BADLY IN NEED OF MONEY!”

9. Personal photos: During the course of our research for this book, we came across instances in which candidates enclosed actual photographs in their job applications. We opened one letter to find an 8-by-10-inch glossy of a doctor surrounded by her patients. Another candidate used his computer to electronically scan his image onto the cover letter stationery. A third enlarged a picture of his face to cover an 8-½-by-ll-inch sheet of paper, then handwrote his letter on top of it!
    Unless you are seeking employment in modeling, acting, or some other industry where your looks may help get you the job, it is not appropriate to send a photograph. An employer will see what you look like soon enough should you make it to the interview stage. Until then, even the cutest dimples and whitest smile won't help you get a foot in the door!

10. Confessed shortcomings: In an attempt to head off an employer's possible objections to some aspect of their application, job-hunters will sometimes call attention to their weaknesses in their cover letters. This is a mistake because the letter ends up emphasizing your flaws rather than your strengths. For example, avoid statements such as: “Although I have no related experience, I remain very interested in the Management Consultant position,” and “I may not be well qualified for this position but it has always been my dream to work in the publishing field.” Concentrate instead on promoting your strengths, by drawing the employer's attention to the valuable skills, related experience, and industry knowledge you can bring to the position.

11. Misrepresentation: In any stage of the job-search process, never, ever, misrepresent yourself. In many companies, erroneous information contained in a cover letter or resume will be grounds for dismissal as soon as the inaccuracy is discovered. Protect yourself by sticking to the facts. You are selling your skills and accomplishments in your cover letter. If you have achieved something, say so, and put it in the best possible light. Don't hold back or be modest—you can bet your competition won't. At the same time, however, don't exaggerate to the point of misrepresentation, as these examples demonstrate:








	
Example:  
	“In June, I graduated with honors from the American University. In the course of my studies, I played two varsity sports while concurrently holding down five jobs.”



	
Example:  
	“Since beginning my career four years ago, I have won hundreds of competitions and awards, and am considered by many to be the best Hair Stylist on the East Coast.”





12. Demanding statements: Keep in mind that your cover letter should demonstrate what you can do for an employer, not what he or she can do for you. For example, instead of stating, “I am looking for a unique opportunity in which I will be adequately challenged and compensated,” say “I am confident that I could make a significant contribution to your organization, specifically by expanding your customer base in the Northwest region and instituting a discount offer for new accounts.”
    Also, since you are requesting an employer's consideration, your letter shouldn't include personal preferences or demands. Statements such as, “It would be an overwhelmingly smart idea for you to hire me,” or “Let's meet next Wednesday at 4 P.M., when I will be available to discuss my candidacy further,” may put a potential employer on the defensive. Job candidates' demands are rarely met with enthusiasm.

13. Missing resume: Have you ever forgotten to enclose all the materials you refer to in your cover letter? On numerous occasions, we've received letters with no resumes. Writing samples have been promised but not delivered. Not only is this a disappointment, it can be a fatal oversight. It shows a lack of attention to detail. And no employer is going to take the time to inform you of your mistake; he or she has already moved on to the next application.

14. Personal information Do not include your age, weight, height, marital status, race, religion, or any other personal information in your cover letter or resume unless you feel that it directly pertains to the position you are seeking. For instance, age might be relevant if you are seeking a job at a seniors' organization and height and weight may be important if you are applying to an athletic team or for a position at a weight management clinic.
    Similarly, you should list your personal interests and hobbies only if they are directly relevant to the type of job you are seeking. If you are applying to a company that greatly values teamwork, for instance, citing that you organized a community fundraiser or played on a basketball team will probably be advantageous. When in doubt about whether to include information concerning non-job-related activities, however, leave it out. 15. Choice of pronouns: Your cover letter necessarily requires a thorough discussion of your qualifications. Although some applicants might choose the third person (“he or she”) as a creative approach to presenting their qualifications, potential employers sometimes find this point of view disconcerting; it sounds like someone other than the job applicant wrote the letter. Using the first person (“I”) point of view is generally preferred.








	
Example A  
	(wrong way): “Chris Smith is a highly qualified Public Relations Executive with more than seven years of relevant experience in the field. She possesses strong verbal and written communication skills and her client base is extensive.”



	
Example B  
	(right way): “I am a highly qualified Public Relations Executive with more than seven years of relevant experience in the field. I possess strong verbal and written communication skills and my client base is extensive.”





16. Tone trouble: Tone problems are subtle, and maybe hard to detect. When you are reading your cover letter back to yourself, patrol for tone problems by asking yourself after each sentence: Does that statement enhance my candidacy? Could a hiring manager interpret that last statement in an unfavorable way? Have a second reader review your letter. If the letter's wording is questionable, by all means rewrite it. Always phrase your statements in a positive way!

17. Gimmicks: Gimmicks such as sending a home video or a singing telegram to replace the conventional cover letter may seem like a clever way to set yourself apart. But no matter how creative such ideas might seem on the surface, the majority of employers will be more impressed with a simple, well-crafted letter. In the worst-case scenario, gimmicks may even work against you, eliminating you from consideration. Examples we've seen include sending a poster-size cover letter by courier service and mailing a baseball hat with a note attached that reads, “I'm throwing my hat into the ring!” Big risks like these are not only expensive, they can backfire and blow your name right out of the running. Save your money; most hiring decisions are based on qualifications not gimmicks.

18. Typographical errors: It is very easy to make mistakes in your letters, particularly when you are writing many in succession. But it is equally easy for a hiring manager to reject out of hand any cover letter that contains errors, even those that seem minor at first glance. Don't make the mistake that one job-hunting editor recently made, citing his attention to detail in a cover letter in which he misspelled his own name!
    Here are a few common technical mistakes to watch out for when proofreading your letter:

• Misspelling the hiring contact's name or title in the address, in the greeting, or on the envelope.

• Forgetting to change the name of the organization you're applying to each time it appears in your letter. There's nothing wrong with using the same basic letter to target several employers within a specific industry. Just remember, if you are applying to Boots and Bags this time around, in your closing don't express enthusiasm for a position at Shoe City.

• Submitting your application for a particular position, then mentioning a different position in the body of your letter. For instance, one candidate applying for a telemarketing position included the following statement, “I possess fifteen years of experience related to the Marketing Analyst availability.”

19. Messy corrections: Your cover letter should contain all pertinent information. If you realize after completing your letter that you have forgotten to communicate something to your addressee, retype the letter. Simply jotting a note in the margin is at best, unprofessional, and at worst, just plain lazy. For example, on one letter we received, the candidate had attached a “post-it” note stating his willingness to travel and/or relocate. This, and all other information, must be included in your final draft.
    Also, try to avoid using correction fluid or penning in any corrections. Thanks to computers, it only takes a few minutes to pull up the file, make the correction, and print another copy.

20 Omitted signature: However obvious this might sound, don't forget to sign your name at the close of your cover letter. Far too many letters that we've seen had a typed name, but no signature. An employer might interpret this oversight as carelessness.
    Also, your signature allows you the chance to personalize your letter. Don't blow it by using a script font or a draw program on your word processor. And although there is a rainbow of ink colors out there to choose from, always sign your name neatly in blue or black ink.


PART II
All about Job Hunting


CHAPTER 5
PLANNING YOUR JOB-SEARCH CAMPAIGN

No matter how terrific they may be, your resume and cover letter alone will not land you a job. In order to be successful in your quest for employment, you will need a comprehensive and well-defined plan. A plan will help you maintain the vigorous pace your job search requires and keep you from becoming frustrated or losing motivation. It will also enable you to pace yourself and monitor your progress against predetermined goals. If your plan does not yield positive results within a specified period of time, you will be able to quickly spot the problems and correct them so that you do not continue to spend precious time and resources on techniques that won't help you land a job.

Your job-search plan should incorporate a number of different job-finding methods. Decide which of the strategies described in Chapter 6 you want to try first. If you plan to pursue classified ads, decide which publications and/or Web sites are worth monitoring. If you want to contact companies directly, find out which sources of company listings will best suit your needs. If you plan on networking (which experts strongly recommend), make a list of people you want to contact first.

Predict how much time you are going to spend pursuing these various avenues, then set up a detailed weekly schedule and stick to it. It's important not to overlook this step; it will help you be more productive and make it less likely that you will fall behind. More helpful tips for job searching are available online at www.truecareers.com.

Getting Organized

Organization will make your job search more efficient and less stressful. It goes without saying that you should try to keep your desk or work area free of clutter. Make a to-do list at the beginning of each day and try to accomplish each of your goals by the end of that day. Use your personal digital assistant (PDA) device or daily planner to record appointments. Be sure to carry your PDA or planner with you to interviews so that if you're asked to make a return visit, you can immediately check your schedule for a mutually convenient time.

It's also important to create a chart or similar system that shows where and to whom you've sent your resume. Use it to track whether or not companies have responded and when and if you need to follow up with a phone call.

Although PDAs and computerized spread sheets can be useful for organizing your job search, you may find good old-fashioned oversize index cards a better option. Keep each contact's name, position, company, address, telephone number, contact method, follow-up date, status, and other important details on individual cards for quick and easy reference. If you are responding to an advertisement in a newspaper, clip the ad and paste it onto the card, along with the name of the newspaper and the date. If an employer or networking contact gives you his or her business card, you can staple it to an index card, and jot down any other pertinent information as well. Keep all of your cards in an index card box in alphabetical order for easy reference.

How Long Should Your Job Search Take?

As you may have already discovered, finding a job is not easy. It takes a lot of energy and a tremendous amount of effort. Statistics show that the average job search lasts approximately one week for every $2,000 of income sought. So for example, if your goal is a position that pays in the $40,000 range, your search will take approximately twenty weeks. However, this statistic and others like it obscure one very important fact: You are the only one who ultimately controls what kind of job you end up with and how long it takes to find it.

If you are like most job-hunters, you will have to contact several hundred companies before you land the right job. If you put tremendous effort into your job search and contact many companies each week, you will probably get a job much sooner than someone who is only searching casually and sending out one or two resumes a week.

Job Hunting Full-Time

Ideally, for the first few months of your job search, you should make looking for a job your full-time job. If you're able to afford this luxury, be sure to work from a vigorous, intense job-search plan that allows you to invest a minimum of forty hours per week.

Vary your activities a little bit from day to day—otherwise your job search may quickly become tedious. For example, every Sunday you could look through the classified ads and surf the Web to determine which of the advertised jobs are appropriate for you. On Monday, follow up on these ads by sending out your resume and cover letter and making some phone calls. For the rest of the week, you may want to spend your time doing other things besides following up on specific job openings. On Tuesday, for instance, you might decide to focus on contacting companies directly. On Wednesday, you could do more research to find listings of other companies to contact. Thursday and Friday might be spent networking, as you try to set up appointments for the following week to meet with people and develop more contacts.

Every few weeks you should evaluate your progress and fine-tune your search accordingly. If you find that, after putting in a great deal of effort over a period of several weeks, you aren't even close to getting a job, then it's probably time to reconsider your options. Are the job-search methods you've chosen working well for you? Are you spending too much time responding to newspaper ads and not enough time networking and “cold” contacting? Could you be more aggressive in your job search? How?

The key to an effective job-search campaign is knowing when to persist in the current direction that your job hunt is taking and when to give up what you're doing and start over. It isn't easy. Often, talking with other job hunters and knowing the current state of the job market in your industry of interest will help you to draw this fine line.

Job Hunting While You're Still Employed

Looking for a new job while you're still employed can be a sticky situation. Time, or the lack thereof, can be a major problem and you may find yourself feeling more than a bit overwhelmed. Also, there is the very real concern that your current employer will find out that you're looking for a new job before you're ready to tell him or her. Despite these seeming obstacles, however, there are ways to maximize time and minimize stress during your job search.

First, set aside blocks of your days and/or evenings specifically for your job search. You may choose to “brown bag” your lunch so you can spend your lunch hour at your desk making networking calls or following up on resumes you've sent out. Plan to spend several hours on weeknights and on Saturdays mailing out resumes and tracking down job leads. Whatever schedule you decide upon, try to stick to it.

Executive recruiters and employment agencies that don't charge job hunters a fee may be particularly helpful to the employed job seeker. Not only will they do the footwork for you, but they can help you uncover job leads you might not be able to find on your own.

You also may want to consider the wide range of available services that can help you save time by handling some of the more mundane job-searching tasks while you're at work, such as a telephone-answering service or a resume service that mails out your resume to job leads you supply. These services can be extremely useful to the harried job hunter, but beware—some are not what they seem. Be an informed consumer and shop wisely.

Organization will play a key role in both the success and length of your job search. If you find yourself becoming overwhelmed, it may be worth your while to occasionally reread the section on getting organized at the beginning of this chapter.

Of course, time management and organization are probably not your only concerns. You may worry that you'll be found out by your current employer or wonder about the ethical issues involved in job hunting while you are still employed. To dispel any concerns you may have, know that you are under no obligation to inform your current employer that you are job searching until you are ready to give your notice. Revealing this information too soon may very well cost you your job. Remember, employers would rather lose you at their convenience than at your own.

To ensure that your job hunt remains under wraps, you should never tell any of your co-workers or colleagues of your plans. As obvious as this may sound, too many job seekers seem eager to “spill the beans”—and sadly, sometimes at their own expense. Also, you may choose to head your resume with a phrase like “Confidential Resume of…” or make a mention of confidentiality in your cover letter. Most recruiters will understand and honor this request for discretion. Ask hiring managers not to contact you at work but instead leave a message on your home answering machine, which you can check regularly during the day. However, despite your best efforts, hiring managers will sometimes overlook such a request and contact you at work anyway. If you find this happening to you, you may choose to route your calls to voicemail rather than through the receptionist.

It's important for job hunters to view their situation realistically. The days when employees dedicated their entire careers to a single employer are long gone. It is expected that people will change jobs several times during their career, and it would be foolish to leave a current position without having something else lined up. So if you have a misdirected sense of guilt, you shouldn't. Channel that energy into your job-search efforts instead.

Long-Distance Job Hunting

As if finding a job isn't tough enough, long-distance job hunting has its own set of challenges. There are several steps you can take to make this transition as smooth as possible. First, call or write your new city's Chamber of Commerce to get information on the city's major employers. Subscribe to a local newspaper and sign up with local employment agencies. Inform your networking contacts of your plans and ask them for any leads or suggestions they can give you concerning this new location. Do they know of anyone who works in that area who can offer suggestions or leads? Also, be sure to check with your national trade or professional association. Most large associations offer members access to a national network. Contact the national office for a list of chapters in your new metropolitan area.

If you are relocating to a new city because your spouse has been transferred, be sure to ask your spouse's company about spouse relocation assistance. Some larger companies may offer free career counseling and other job-hunting services to you. If your spouse's employer does not offer this service, consider contacting a career counseling center in your destination city for guidance. You may be able to negotiate with your future employer to pay the center's fees.

Planning Your Finances

In addition to being stressful, looking for a new job can be costly. Expenses relating to your job hunt can add up quickly, especially if you are currently unemployed and shouldering everyday living expenses without a regular income. The following are some guidelines to help you make this aspect of your job search somewhat smoother.

For starters, if you are laid off, you should know that most companies offer one week's to one month's severance pay for every year of service. Get a written copy of your company's policy. Immediately file for unemployment benefits and, if you can afford to, extend your health insurance. Some larger companies offer outplacement services to help employees make their transition to another job. Find out if your company makes available any such assistance.

Next, assess your financial fitness. Make a detailed list of all your expenses, separating them into three categories: priority one, priority two, and priority three. Priority one expenses should include the bare essentials such as rent/mortgage, utilities, groceries, gasoline, and car payment. Be sure to include job-search expenses in your priority one list, too. Priority two expenses should include important but not necessarily essential items, such as credit card payments (which can be put off until a later date), home repairs, and automotive maintenance. Priority three expenses should include more frivolous items that can be sacrificed temporarily, such as cable television, magazine subscriptions, leisure activities, and miscellaneous luxury purchases. Total your estimated expenses in each of these three categories.

Now, make a detailed list of your income and assets. This should include any income from part-time, temporary, and freelance work, as well as unemployment insurance, severance pay, savings, investments, spouse's income, and alimony.

If you estimate that it will take you six months to find a new job (not an unreasonable expectation in today's market), multiply the total of your priority one expenses by six and subtract it from your current income and/or savings for that same period of time. You may find that some budgeting is in order. Perhaps you can cut down on or eliminate some of those priority two and three expenses. Determine what is absolutely essential and what can be sacrificed for the time being; consider nothing sacred. Leave your credit cards at home when you go to the mall. Resolve to pay for everything with cash and before you pull out your wallet, ask yourself: Do I really need those shoes or that shirt right now?

You may also decide to write your creditors to request a reduced payment schedule in light of your employment situation. This may not always be possible, and it can affect your credit rating. However, when given a choice between receiving a partial payment or no payment at all, many creditors will agree to work out a plan that is acceptable to both of you. Be sure to ask your creditors to help preserve your good credit rating if possible.

Know too that some job-hunting expenses are tax deductible if you are looking for a new position in your current line of work. (Unfortunately, no tax relief is available if you switch careers or if you are a first-time job seeker.) All expenses associated with your job-hunting campaign are generally deductible, including resume preparation, printing, postage, telephone costs, travel costs, and employment agency fees. If your new job is at least fifty miles further from your home than your old job was, you may also be able to deduct up to $3,000 of your total moving expenses. Consult your accountant or tax professional to determine which deductions apply to your particular situation. And by all means, be prepared to document your expenses. Save those receipts! To generate additional income for yourself during this time, consider taking on part-time, freelance, or temporary work. You may also choose to borrow against your life insurance or retirement policy, if you have one, or accept a loan from a friend or relative.

Now that you've determined how much money you have and how much you'll need, establish a realistic budget. It should be very detailed and laid out on paper. Be sure to monitor your budget on a regular basis so you don't suddenly find yourself in a financial predicament that could have been avoided with better planning.


CHAPTER 6
THE BEST AND WORST WAYS TO FIND JOBS

You may be surprised to learn that some of the most popular job-search methods are, in reality, quite unsuccessful for most of the people who use them. In this chapter you'll have a chance to take a look at the real value of the many services and techniques at your disposal.

Employment Agencies

Employment agencies are commissioned by employers to find qualified candidates for job openings. As a job seeker, however, you should know that the agency's main responsibility is to meet the needs of the employer—not to find a suitable job for you.

This is not to say that you should rule them out altogether. There are employment agencies that specialize in specific industries or industry functions that can be useful for experienced professionals. However, employment agencies are typically not a good choice for entry-level job seekers. They often try to steer inexperienced candidates in directions they're not interested in going, and which often lead directly to clerical positions.

If you decide to register with an agency, your best bet is to find one that is recommended by a friend or associate. Barring that, you may be able to find the names of agencies in your area in directories, which can be found in your local public library, or by contacting:

National Association of Personnel Services (NAPS)

P.O. Box 2128

The Village at Banner Elk, Suite 108

Banner Elk, NC 28604

(828)898-4929

www.recruitinglife.com.

Be aware that an increasing number of bogus employment service firms regularly advertise in newspapers, magazines, and online. These companies promise even inexperienced job seekers top salaries in exciting careers, all for a sizable fee. Others use expensive 900 numbers that job seekers are encouraged to call, for a hefty price per call, of course. Unfortunately, most people find out too late that the jobs they are promised—and probably paid the firm up front to find—don't exist.

As a general rule, most legitimate employment agencies will never guarantee you a job, nor will they seek payment until after you've been placed. Even so, you should check every agency you're interested in with your local chapter of the Better Business Bureau (BBB). Find out if it is licensed and how long it's been in business. Have any valid complaints been registered against the agency recently? And if so, has the firm been responsive to those complaints?

If everything checks out with the BBB, call the firm to ask if it specializes in your area of expertise and how it will go about marketing you. Before you sign any contract, have your attorney look it over. Find out up front who will pay the agency's fee. You should avoid any firms that are not “fee paid” by the employer.

After you have narrowed your selection down to a few agencies (three to five is best), send each one your resume with a cover letter. Make a follow-up phone call a week or two later, and try to schedule an interview. Be prepared to be asked to take a battery of tests on the day of your interview.

Above all, do not expect too much. Only a small percentage of all professional, managerial, and executive-level jobs are listed with these agencies, so they are not a good source of opportunities. Consider them just one more piece of your total job-search campaign, but focus your efforts on other, more promising methods.

Executive Search Firms

Also known as headhunters, executive search firms operate in much the same way as professional employment agencies. They seek out and screen candidates for high-paying executive and managerial positions and are paid by the employer. Unlike employment agencies, however, they typically approach viable candidates directly, rather than waiting for the candidates to approach them. Many prefer to deal with candidates who are already employed and will not accept “blind” inquires from job hunters.

These organizations are not licensed, so if you decide to go with an executive search firm, make sure it has a solid reputation. You can find names of search firms by contacting the following:

Association of Executive Search Consultants (AESC)

230 Park Avenue, Suite 1549

New York, NY 10169

(212) 949-9556

www.aesc.org

American Management Association (AM A)

Management Services Department

1601 Broadway

New York, NY 10013

(212)586-8100

www.amanet.org

As with employment agencies, do not let an executive search firm become a critical element of your job-search campaign—no matter how encouraging it may sound. Continue to actively seek out your own opportunities and keep all of your options open.

Temporary Agencies

Temporary or “temp” agencies (such as Kelly Services and Manpower) can be a viable option, especially if you are currently unemployed and looking for a way to generate income while you search for a full-time position. Traditionally, these agencies have specialized in clerical and support work, but it's becoming increasingly common to find temporary assignments in other areas such as accounting, computer programming, and management consulting. Working on temporary assignments can provide you with a steady income during your job search and will add experience to your resume. It may also provide valuable business contacts or lead to job opportunities.

You can find temporary agencies listed in the Yellow Pages. Send your resume and cover letter and later call to schedule an interview. Be prepared to be asked to take a battery of tests on the day of your interview.

Newspaper Classified Ads

Contrary to popular belief, newspaper classified ads are not a good source of opportunities for job hunters. Few people find jobs through the classifieds, although many spend a tremendous amount of time and effort pouring through newspaper after newspaper.

According to career development consultant Charles Logue, less than 3 percent of all job openings are advertised in classified ads. Worse, so many applicants respond to these ads that the competition is extremely fierce. Even if your qualifications are strong, your chances of getting an interview are not. If you plan on using classified ads as a source for seeking employment, be sure to focus only a small portion of your job-search efforts in this direction.

“Blind” Ads

“Blind” ads are newspaper advertisements that do not identify the employer. Job seekers are usually instructed to send their resumes to a post office box number. Although this may sound suspicious, blind ads can be a source of legitimate job opportunities. A firm may choose to run a blind advertisement because it does not wish to be deluged with phone calls, or it may be trying to replace an employee who hasn't been officially terminated yet.

You should be aware, however, that blind ads are sometimes used for deceitful purposes, such as selling employment marketing services and to sexually harass unsuspecting job hunters. The best advice is to trust your instincts; don't allow yourself to be put in any situation that makes you feel uncomfortable.

Public Employment Service

Your state employment service, sometimes referred to as Job Service, maintains approximately 1,700 local offices (also called employment service centers) nationwide, which provide job placement assistance and career counseling. With so many white-collar workers out of work these days, state employment agencies are offering more and more services to accommodate professional and managerial personnel. Check your local phone book for the office nearest you.

Job Counseling Services

The job counseling services offered by your city or town may be another useful option. You can find them listed in your local phone book or by writing:

National Board for Certified Counselors

Terrace Way, Suite D

Greensboro, NC 27403

(336) 547-0607

www.nbcc.org

Nonprofit Agencies

It may be worthwhile to find out what services nonprofit agencies in your local community provide. Many of these organizations offer counseling, career development, and job placement services to specific groups such as women and minorities. You might also try contacting the national organizations below for information on career planning, job training, and public policy support.

For Women:

U.S. Department of Labor

Women's Bureau

200 Constitution Avenue NW

Washington, DC 20210

(202) 219-6606, (800) 827-5335

www.dol.gov/wb/

Wider Opportunities for Women

1001 Connecticut Avenue, S.W. Suite 930

Washington, DC 20036

(202) 464-1596

www.wowonline.org

For Minorities:

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)

4805 Mount Hope Drive

Baltimore, MD 21215-3197

(410) 521-4939, (877) NAACP-98

www.naacp.org

National Urban League

Employment Department

120 Wall Street, 8th Floor

New York, NY 10005

(212) 538-5300

www.nul.org

For the Blind :

Job Opportunities for the Blind Program

National Federation for the Blind

1800 Johnson Street

Baltimore, MD 21230

(410) 659-9314

www.nfb.org

For the Physically Challenged:

President's Committee on Employment of People with Disabilities

1331 F Street N.W., Suite 300

Washington, D.C. 20004

(202) 376-6200

www.pcepd.gov

College Career Centers

If you're a recent college grad, your school's career center is a great place to begin your job search. Your college career center can help you identify and evaluate your interests, work values, and skills. Most offer workshops on topics like job-search strategy, resume writing, cover letter writing, and effective interviewing, as well as job fairs where you can link up with prospective employers. The career center at your college should also have a career resource library where you can find job leads and an alumni network to help you get started on networking.

Even if you've long since graduated, the career center at your college may be able to provide you with valuable networking contacts. You should call to find out if your alma mater offers this or other services to alumni.

Web-Based Resources

Little more than ten years ago, only a handful of college students and recent grads were using the Internet to search for a job. Today, job seekers of all ages and experience levels say they couldn't get along without it.

Job hunting via the World Wide Web works two ways. You can either post your resume to the Web and wait for hiring managers with job openings to contact you, or you can respond to the online classified ads employers post for specific positions. If you elect to use the Web as part of your job search, you'll probably want to do both. In either case, your first step will be to find an appropriate career Web site, and there are dozens to choose from.

Thanks to an aggressive marketing campaign, Monster.com is perhaps the best known. But there are many others, including CareerBuilder.com, TrueCareers.com, Jobs.com, Jobs.net, BestJobsUSA.com, and HotJobsYahoo.com to name a few. For a comprehensive list of career Web sites, go to www.google.com and type in the word “jobs.” You'll be amazed at the number and variety of Web sites that pop up. Some are general—offering a wide range of services for job seekers in broad categories, such as banking and finance, health care, manufacturing, retail, sales and marketing, etc. But there are specialized sites, too, where you can browse job availabilities in narrower fields such as higher education, aerospace, or entertainment. You can refine your search even further by accessing sites dedicated to jobs in a specific location. For example, we spotted Web sites listed on Google that are dedicated to job opportunities in Oregon and California, as well as in the United Kingdom, Canada, and Japan.

Putting together a resume for posting to the web can be tricky business (we've outlined some of the basics in Chapter 9), but it's really not all that difficult. Most of the career Web sites will walk you through the process, step-by-step. They also provide a wealth of information on cover letters, resumes, interviews, and other topics of interest to job seekers.

Posting your resume one day doesn't mean you can expect to be fielding dozens of calls inviting you to interviews the next. While it is true that thousands of hiring managers now have 24-hour access to your credentials, not many of them will actually ever offer you a job. Statistics show that fewer than 4 percent of new hires originate from resumes posted to career Web sites.

Conversely, your chances of landing a job from an online classified ad you answer are about the same or maybe a little worse than the chances of securing a position from a classified ad in the newspaper. And if you think the competition was fierce in the print advertising realm, you're in for a major rude awakening here. Now instead of a few hundred applicants in your metropolitan area, you're up against thousands from all over the world! We're not saying it's impossible to find a job through an online classified; we're just saying it will be tough. If you choose to use this medium, be aware that the odds are stacked against you, and make it only a small component of your overall job search efforts.

Direct Contact

One of the best ways to find a job is by direct contact. Direct contact means introducing yourself to potential employers, usually by way of a resume and cover letter, without a prior referral. This type of “cold contact” can be very effective if done correctly. Refer to Chapter 7 for additional information.

Networking

Networking is perhaps the most effective job-hunting tool of all. It can be used by anyone, even those job-hunters who don't already have an “insider network” of professional contacts in place. Networking takes many forms; with a little skill and a whole lot of effort, it can be a very productive tool. Chapter 8 takes you through the networking process step-by-step.


CHAPTER 7
CONTACTING COMPANIES DIRECTLY

Direct contact (also called “cold contact”) may be denned as making a professional, personal approach to a select group of companies. Done well, it can be an excellent method for most job seekers, leading to many opportunities, and possibly, job offers. However, if you're an experienced professional looking for a high-level managerial or executive position, direct contact may not work so well for you. Your many years in the work force have afforded you the opportunity to make important “connections” within your particular industry, and as a result, you'll probably have greater success with networking (see Chapter 8).

The Best Companies to Contact

One of the most common mistakes job-hunters make is limiting their search to large, Fortune 500-type companies. Despite the fact that most of these giants have dramatically downsized their work forces in recent years, big corporations still look attractive to many job seekers, who flood their human resources departments with resumes. IBM alone receives close to a million resumes a year! As you might surmise, the odds of snaring a job with Big Blue aren't too terrific. But don't give up hope! At countless numbers of midsize companies with anywhere from one hundred to one thousand employees, the competition is much less fierce and job openings abound. Yet even though experts predict that as many as one-third of all new jobs in the coming years will be created by midsize firms, the majority of job hunters continue to overlook them, which may be good news for you. Fewer applicants means less competition for the positions available.

You may be surprised to learn that small companies—those with fewer than one hundred employees—are the best source of job opportunities today. While job growth in some other sectors of the U.S. economy is stagnant, small business hiring continues at a steady pace. Among those small companies polled recently for a survey by the National Federation of Independent Businesses, more than half reported that they had hired or tried to hire at least one new employee in the first three months of 2005. A whopping 87 percent said their positions went unfilled because they had few or no applicants. What does this mean for you, the inveterate job seeker? If you target carefully, taking care to apply only for those positions which directly match your qualifications, you should have a better than average chance of landing a job. On the downside, small companies do tend to provide less job security than midsize firms and offer fewer employee benefits.

Do Your Homework

If you are trying to enter a new field, your first order of business is to do a little background research. Find out the current trends in the industry and become familiar with the names of the major and up-and-coming players. Thanks to the Internet, the information you are looking for is as close as your fingertips. Spend an evening surfing the Web and you may be amazed at the things you can learn without ever leaving home. Industry trade journals and informational interviews are two more terrific ways to uncover the kind of “insider” information you need to know. Check your local library for a copy of The Encyclopedia of Business Information Sources or Predicasts F&S Index to identify publications in your field of interest.

If you are seeking a new position in a field in which you are a veteran, you'll want to be sure to stay abreast of the latest industry trends. Surf the Web on a regular basis, talk with associates, attend meetings of your professional association's local chapter, and read the trade journals that serve your industry.

What to Look For

Once you've done your homework about the industry in general, you are ready to look for more specific information about individual employers. At this point in your job search, what you should be looking for are the basics about many different companies, including:

• Company name, address, phone and fax numbers.

• Names and job titles of key contacts.

• Is the company privately or publicly held?

• Products the company manufactures and/or services it provides.

• Year of incorporation.

• Number of employees.

As your job search progresses and you narrow your prospects, you'll want to dig deeper, refining your research so that you are prepared to field questions and make insightful comments when you finally get the chance to meet face-to-face with a potential employer in your chosen field.

Where to Find It

Where do you find this kind of in-depth information about potential employers? Start with your computer. These days, even small and midsize firms have their own Web sites. But if the ones you're interested in don't, you may still be able to find the information you need online. Try “Google-ing” the name of the company or its principals and see what happens. Be sure to check the Web sites for local media, too. You may find articles about the firm in the online archives of local daily newspapers or weekly business journals serving the area where the company of interest is located.

Another great source of information are the JobBank books, a series of employment directories listing companies with fifty or more employees in larger cities and metropolitan areas throughout the U.S. Each JobBank book provides such vital information as key contacts, positions the company commonly hires for, types of educational backgrounds sought, and fringe benefits offered.

JobBank books are available in many libraries and most bookstores for the following cities and states: Atlanta; Austin/San Antonio; Boston; Carolinas; Chicago; Connecticut; Colorado; Dallas/Fort Worth; Florida; Houston; Los Angeles; New York; New Jersey; Ohio; Philadelphia; Phoenix; San Francisco; Seattle; Virginia; and Washington, D.C.

There are many other resources you can use to find listings of companies, most of which are probably on the reference shelves at your local library. Reference librarians are eager to assist patrons, so if you get stuck, don't be afraid to ask for help. Describe the kind of information you're looking for and the librarian will point you in the right direction. In the meantime, here's a list of our favorite directories to get you started:

• Dun and Bradstreet's Million Dollar Directory is a good place to begin your research. It lists approximately 160,000 companies that are both publicly and privately held and is updated annually.

• Standard & Poor's Register of Corporations, Directors, and Executives lists fewer companies than the Million Dollar Directory (about 45,000), but provides valuable biographical information on thousands of company officials.

• Corporate Technology Directory (Corporate Technology Information Services) focuses on the products produced by approximately 35,000 companies. This is a great resource for job seekers interested in high-tech industries, including computers, biotechnology, environmental engineering, chemicals and pharmaceuticals, and transportation.

• Personnel Executives Contactbook (Gale Research) lists key personnel and other contacts at 30,000 publicly and privately held companies and government agencies.

• The National JobBank (Adams Media) lists key contacts at more than 17,000 small and large companies. It includes information on common positions filled and educational backgrounds desired; it is updated annually.

• Directory of Human Resources Executives (Hunt-Scanlon) names human resource executives and provides information on the number of employees and areas of specialization of 5,000 public and private companies.

• Directory of Corporate Affiliations (National Register) is one of the few places where you can find information on a company's divisions and subsidiaries. This particular book lists information on approximately 4,000 parent companies.

Many of these resources can also be found on CD-ROM at your library. These “books on disk” are easy to use and, because you “read” them on a computer, they can save you a lot of time leafing through page after page. You won't be able to take the CD-ROM home, of course, but that's okay. The computer you'll be using is probably linked to a printer; you can make hard copies of the information as needed.

Be sure not to overlook the countless industry-specific directories that are available, too, such as Dun's Directory of Service Companies, Martindale-Hubbell Law Directory, and Standard Directory of Advertisers. These are terrific places to find potential employers and often include information on professional associations and industry trends. Ask your reference librarian for help in identifying the directories that specialize in your field of interest.

Think Big

As a rule of thumb, you should begin your job quest at the top. Try first to contact a department head or the president of the company you'd like to work for. This will probably be easier to do at smaller companies where the top executive may be directly involved in the hiring process. As you apply to larger and larger companies, you may find yourself bumped back to the human resources office. Don't become frustrated if this happens to you; try instead to at least contact the key decision-maker in human resources or personnel.

Your first step in contacting a company directly is to mail your resume, accompanied by a personalized cover letter, and, if appropriate, a self-addressed stamped envelope. Part I of this book offers pointers for writing an attention-grabbing cover letter; in Part III, you'll find actual samples of “cold” letters that worked for other job seekers.

The 60-Second Pitch

Approximately one week after mailing your letter to a key decision-maker, follow up with a phone call. Don't simply ask if your inquiry was received—employers are inundated with hundreds of resumes and it's unlikely that the man or woman on the other end of the line will remember yours. A better approach would be to state that you've sent your resume and then explain, in 60 seconds or less, why you think you're the best candidate for the position. We call this the “60-second pitch.”

Your 60-second pitch should be a clear, concise summary about yourself. It should include three important elements:

1. The kind of work you do (or want to do);

2. Your strongest skills and accomplishments;

3. The specific position you are seeking.

Use your resume as the basis for addressing each of these elements in putting together your pitch. Think about how you want to phrase your words ahead of making your call. Write your pitch down and read it aloud until it flows easily and naturally. The last thing you want to be is tongue-tied when it comes time to pick up that phone, so practice, practice, practice.

Here's how one communications professional created a 60-second pitch from her resume:

“Hello. My name is Elaine O'Connor. I'm a production assistant with a Bachelor of Arts in Communications and three years of solid broadcasting and public relations experience. I have extensive practice developing and researching topics, pre-interviewingguests, and producing on-location video tapings.

“I've been watching your station for some time now and I've been impressed with your innovative approach and fast growth. I recently sent you my resume and was wondering if you anticipate any openings that might be appropriate for someone with my background?”

Mike, a stay-at-home dad who was returning to a full-time position when his daughter entered the first grade, also had a terrific 60-second pitch:

“My name is Mike Johnson. I sent you my resume last week and I'd like to take a moment to introduce myself. I've been working part-time as an accounts receivable supervisor for the past five years and have expertise in payables, receivables, and credit. I'm looking for a full-time accounting position.

“I read the article about your firm's recent expansion in last Sunday's business section and think that we might make a great match. Do you have a few minutes?”

As you can see, tailoring your pitch to the needs of each particular employer will make your 60-second statement just that much stronger. At the same time, you should memorize the “core” of your pitch—the part about your qualifications that you will recite to every potential employer—so that you feel more confident and sound more natural. You'll probably be nervous the first few times you make a pitch, just be sure to always speak slowly and clearly.

If you are invited to an interview after you've “pitched” yourself to the employer, great! If not, don't let the conversation end there. Don't be afraid to ask your contact a few questions: Are there any particular qualifications you are looking for in a candidate? Is there anything else I can do or any additional information I can send (writing samples, clippings, a portfolio) to help you make your decision? Even if the employer says no, that your initial application is sufficient, you may still have earned a few points with your interest and enthusiasm.

Then, if you have not already done so, specifically ask the employer if he/she would have a few minutes to meet with you. If that doesn't work, ask if he or she knows anyone else in the industry who might be interested in speaking to someone with your qualifications. If you are unable to arrange an interview or get a referral, ask the employer if he/she would mind if you called back in three to four weeks. Your goal is to elicit a positive result from the phone call—whether it's an appointment for an interview or simply a scrap of job-hunting advice. Don't give up too easily, but don't nag, either. Be professional and courteous at all times.

Getting Past Gatekeepers

Gatekeepers are those receptionists, assistants, and other staff members who screen calls for their executive bosses, making sure that only the most important ones get put through to the top. You should expect to encounter many gatekeepers throughout your job search. How you handle them can have a major impact on the success of your campaign.

If you run up against a gatekeeper, don't request a call in return unless the contact will recognize your name. Simply give your name and ask when it's best to call back. Call again the next day at the time suggested. Keep calling once a day for at least five days. If you are still unable to reach your contact, change tactics.

As an alternative, try asking for your contact by his or her first name. You could say, for example, “This is Susan Thomas. Is Sharon in?” If you speak with an air of confidence and authority, you just might get through.

If you're asked what the call is about, try saying that you've been in correspondence with Sharon and she's expecting your call (it's true—you sent your resume and cover letter, mentioning that you'd be calling, didn't you?). If you're pressed to be more specific, you can say, “I would like Sharon's expertise on a sales and marketing issue.” Or use an implied referral, “I was just talking with John Barker at ACME Industries about something that might interest Sharon. Would you put me through, please?”

Whatever approach you choose to take, never say that your call is personal—this sends up a red flag to most gatekeepers and will hurt your chances of getting through. And don't say you're calling about a job, either. The gatekeeper may have been specifically instructed to block calls from job seekers.

If none of these approaches work, try calling when the gatekeeper is least likely to be there—before or after office hours and during lunch. When gatekeepers aren't around, employers will often answer their own phones.

Another technique that works well is to call the office of the company president and say something like, “Hi. I don't think I really need to speak with the president—I'm just trying to find out who's in charge of sales and marketing. Could you help me with that?” Then be sure to thank the person and jot down his or her full name. Then you can get past that person's gatekeeper by saying something like, “Bill Warner in the president's office suggested I speak with Sharon Rice. Is she in?”

If none of these suggestions works for you, as a last resort you should ask for the gatekeeper's help. You could say, “Joe, I've been trying to reach your boss for some time now and I haven't had much luck. Do you have any suggestions on how I might be more effective?” A sincere and polite request for help will often get you through to your contact, or, at the very least, it win you a useful bit of advice.

If you've exhausted all of these techniques and feel as if you'll never get through, don't waste any more of your time. Simply chalk it up to experience and move on to other, more promising contacts and opportunities on your list.

Contacting the Same Firm Twice

One approach that can be very effective is to re-call some of the companies you contacted a few months previously. This shows that you are genuinely interested in the firm and it will certainly make you stand out in your contact's mind. You might say something like:

“My name is Robert Shustak and I contacted your firm several months ago about an entry-level position in advertising. I've been talking with other firms and I'm very much committed to this industry. I recently saw your firm mentioned in the local newspaper, and I'm more convinced than ever that your company would be a terrific place to work.

“I feel I have a lot to offer you and I'd like for you to reconsider my application.”

The technique works especially well when you contact firms with whom you actually interviewed. Only a fraction of those applying for a position get to the interview stage; if you were one of them, the firm was obviously impressed with your qualifications. Chances are good that you might still be considered for another position at that company.

You don't have to make your subsequent contact by telephone, of course; you can also write a letter. Part III of this book contains several samples of “resurrection” letters you can use as examples for the letter you might send to a company that interviewed you but did not make an offer.

Don't Give Up!

Cold contact can be both challenging and time-consuming. But no matter how frustrated you may become during the process, it's important that you remain polite to your contacts (and their gatekeepers!) at all times. Like anyone else, they appreciate courtesy and they'll be more willing to help out a professional, friendly caller than someone who sounds frustrated or unpleasant.

Job searching is not an easy task for anyone. If you go into the process expecting some rejection, the turndowns will be easier to swallow when they happen. This is a time when attitude becomes crucial. If you're optimistic and continue to believe in yourself, you already have the most important quality you need for a successful job search.


CHAPTER 8
NETWORKING YOUR WAY TO A JOB

Networking is the most effective of all job-hunting tools. In fact, experts report that close to 90 percent of all jobs are found through networking. This chapter is designed to dispel the mystery and confusion that often surrounds this job-search method. As you read on, you will see that networking is not just for people with lots of professional experience. It can work for anyone—even people with few or no contacts in the business world. To learn more online, go to www.truecareers.com.

Overcoming Hesitation

If you feel hesitant about networking, you're not alone. Many job seekers mistakenly think that networking is somehow degrading or manipulative. They suspect that networking really means pestering strangers for a job and begging for scraps of help and sympathy. They opt not to use this important tool and end up needlessly limiting their opportunities.

The problem is these people don't understand what networking really is all about. Networking means letting people you know—personally and professionally—that you are looking for a job. Nothing difficult or shady about that. You simply ask your friends and acquaintances to keep you in mind if they hear of any appropriate openings or know anyone who might need someone with your skills.
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