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PREFACE



Welcome to the career guide for people who hate career guides. You know the books I’m talking about: How to Get a Raise in 30 Minutes; How to Become a CEO in 30 Days or Less; Follow Your Passion to Achieve Career Bliss. The shelves at your local bookstore are groaning with career/leadership/management tomes penned by the latest hot headhunter, executive career adviser, football coach, or motivational flim-flammer. You can get leadership lessons from Star Trek, a success primer from Winnie-the-Pooh, and management tips from Mosesreally! I’m waiting for The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Dictators by Fidel Castro or Management by Bullying by Bobby Knight.


Have these career gurus ever lived on this planet? If they did, they’d know their simplistic formulas for career success don’t work for everyone. All of you who have toiled in the messy, chaotic vineyards of work know the task of building a career is replete with ups and downs, hurdles and roadblocks, luck and misfortune. Along the way, you pit your skills and competitive fire against a horde of ambitious bosses, peers, and subordinates, all seeking to grab the brass ring of career success. Some will play fair, others won’t, and justice won’t always prevail. The workplace isn’t a pure meritocracy, as much as we’d like it to be (that goes for your workplace, too, you high-tech dreamers).


But that doesn’t mean you can’t prosper and be happy while doing it. You just need to know the possibilities available to you and then make the best possible choices. That’s what this book is all about. What I am offering is a commonsense road map to the issues that really matter in building a successful management career: How can you find the right job? How can you make your job better? When should you dump your current job? How can you survive your boss’s many quirks and foibles? How do you maneuver through the political quicksand that makes corporate life so treacherous? What alternate paths to glory exist, and what do you need to know to follow them? How can you make sense of all the mergers, technological advances, and cultural mutations that have muddied the career waters? How can you be an effective leader through all these shifting circumstances?


I know a little something about this, having been both a participant and an observer on the front lines of business for thirty years as a reporter and editor for The Wall Street Journal. And for five years I wrote the Journal’s weekly “Managing Your Career” column. I’m currently writing a similar column for the Journal’s CareerJournal website.


So what will you find lurking in these pages? It won’t be convenient buzzwords about empowerment and owning your job, which bear little resemblance to corporate reality. There won’t be any paradigm shifting on my watch (if my paradigm shifts one more time, I’ll need a chiropractor). I won’t kill any trees expounding on the wonders of the two-paragraph cover letter. Entire books are already devoted to that riveting subject. We won’t be exploring the soul in the workplace, and I won’t promise you health, wealth, and the mate of your dreams in thirty minutes or less.


This book is for those folks who are as bewildered as I am by the training gurus who collect big bucks for convincing people that they can build a smooth corporate team and advance their careers by walking on a wire or tramping through the woods. It’s for people who question the quick-fix psychobabble served up by the empowered, self-actualized, spirituality-seeking nexus that now dominates the overstuffed career advice field.


This is a book not for dummies or complete idiots, but for accomplished managers and highly skilled professionals seeking fulfilling careers. It recognizes that as much as things have changed—and they have—many essential truths about careers remain the same. It recognizes that there are no magic rules of conduct that will transform you into Jack Welch overnight.


But make no mistake about it:This is a book about people seeking a path to career success. And that means wildly different things to different people. For some, it’s more important to be an integral part of their children’s lives and to support their spouse’s careers. They’re willing to sacrifice their own advancement to be there when their family needs them. These are certainly people to be admired.


Others want to steam ahead at full speed, even if it means sacrificing parts of their lives. They won’t be at all the soccer games and school plays. They’ll often combine vacation and business. They will undoubtedly cross swords with their spouses now and again over whose career takes precedence.


Keep that in mind as you read this book, and ignore the incessant bleating of the work-family mafia, who insist that you must always place family and children above all else. All that matters is what works for you and your family. Sometimes—not always, or even most of the time—the needs of your career must take precedence over the needs of your family. I once wrote that there are times you must say to your kids, “No, I can’t play with you, I have to work now.” Such heresy earned me several scathing letters, which, in essence, damned me as the Antichrist and insisted that I promptly surrender my children to the nearest authorities.


But for many of us, careers are important and fulfilling. And if your career is a major priority, it doesn’t mean you’re a bad person. Nobody can do it all, not man, or woman, or beast. If you plan it well, you can be there for most of it. If you’ve married and parented well, and frequently demonstrated your enduring love to your family, they will understand the rest. Finally, this book is constructed on the notion that you learn best not by listening to the ramblings of so-called experts, but by studying the experiences of others like you who have been through the business wars.


Most of what you will read here comes from the real-life experience of managers and professionals I have interviewed over the years. Their stories reflect the often baffling contradictions of the business world and offer no pat formulas for career success.


One caveat: It is highly likely that many of the sources cited herein have moved on to other positions since we crossed paths. Since up-to-the-minute descriptions were impossible, given the harsh realities of deadlines in the book-publishing world, I decided to leave them where I originally found them.


Hopefully, in the ensuing chapters, we can show you some of the roads to success others have taken and some of the principles they followed. Many of them, I hope, will resonate with you and offer templates for your own career. Some of them won’t. So be it. You choose what might work for you.





INTRODUCTION



So what’s the story here? Are we in the midst of career utopia, a world of never-ending opportunity sparked by the wonders of the Internet and high technology? Or is this just another illusion, already yielding to the usual boom-and-bust economic cycle?


After a decade that started in recession and the career-altering era of reengineering and ended in Internet euphoria and stock option jackpots, what can we count on in our careers at the dawn of the new millennium? For what kind of world must we prepare?


Even at the height of dotcomania, the American workplace embraced wildly conflicting and confusing trends. While skilled techies job-hopped with glee as talent-starved companies dished out obscene signing bonuses, stock options, and pay hikes to lure people away from rivals, boatloads of older managers were quietly being ushered out the back door despite healthy corporate profits.


Then came “the Great Dotcom Crash of Double Aught,” when seemingly overnight the investment community awoke from mass Internet hysteria and remembered the rules of business economics. Apparently we all weren’t going to hook up to an Internet whirlwind, cash in our stock options, and retire gazillionaires at twenty-five. In the cold light of day, in fact, the dotcom paradise envisioned by so many turned out to be riddled with just as much uncertainty, politics, and bureaucracy as the mainstream corporations they had abandoned. Quietly, many of those who rashly ran away and joined the Internet circus, fearful of missing out on the “next big thing,” started looking for a safe route home.


How you fared in this confluence of swirling career winds depended on your age, industry, skills, and luck. For Lana Sanderson, born of the last generation and its giant corporations, the 1990s were a time of turmoil, unemployment, attempted career changes, and a struggle to at least get back what she had lost. For Jennifer Geissel, who started her career in an Internet wonderland, it was a decade of choices and abundant opportunity, amid a growing realization that the fairy tale couldn’t continue forever.


Their divergent stories illustrate many of the forces that have shaped the current career picture in corporate America and, more important, where we’re headed from here.
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I met Lana Sanderson at an outplacement industry conference in 1994. She was a Ciba-Geigy sales manager with a proven track record who watched helplessly as her Spokane, Washington, office was consolidated in a major restructuring. She was suddenly fourty-four years old, a divorced mother of two teenagers, unemployed, and totally confused. Why was this happening in America? Didn’t companies owe longtime employees more loyalty than this?


She paid her own way to the conference to put these questions to the so-called experts. I was struck by this quest and wrote one of my first columns about her.


Over the next five years, Ms. Sanderson struggled to find a new place in the career firmament. Disillusioned with the corporate world (like so many others), she decided to satisfy a long-held urge to write. A magazine for entrepreneurs hired her to write a monthly column on working at home, but it “fed my ego better than it fed my family,” she says.


In 1995, she landed what seemed to be a dream job as director of training and curriculum development for Krypton International, a start-up firm that franchised a training program for small businesses. Here she was, on the cutting edge of the entrepreneurial movement, developing business courses that enabled her to use the teaching skills she considered her greatest strength as a manager. Plus, company founder Berry Fowler, a serial entrepreneur who had previously launched the successful Sylvan Learning Centers, retained her to ghostwrite his autobiography. She only got a “modest” paycheck, but she got an equity stake and percentages of book and franchise sales.


By God, the gurus were right. If you pursued your passion, success would inevitably follow. Here she was, in a position that allowed her to do her two favorite things—teaching and writing—with a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow to boot. “If it had taken off,” she says, “I’d be sitting pretty.”


It didn’t. The company foundered, and in 1997, Ms. Sanderson found herself back at square one. She took some time off to tend to sick parents (her father died that year). “I felt lucky that I wasn’t working,” she says. “I felt guilty when I wasn’t with my kids and guilty when I wasn’t with my parents, but I would have felt much more guilty if I didn’t have the time to spend with my parents.”


Eventually, there were bills to be paid, and what did she really have to offer an employer? Looking at her career pragmatically, she saw a pharmaceutical sales professional with a solid track record. Besides, she found she missed the camaraderie of the corporate team and the self-esteem boost she got from corporate life. Saying she was a freelance writer “didn’t feel like work,” she says. It lacked the heft of saying you were a manager with a prestigious pharmaceutical company.


Fortuitously, the rebounding pharmaceutical industry was in a hiring mood again. Still stinging from her past experience, she cast about for the most solid, reliable company she could find and landed a sales rep job with good old reliable Merck in September 1997.


Getting back to the managerial level has been slower. Merck prefers a long developmental process and has a wealth of managerial candidates. Ciba-Geigy used assessment centers to pluck out managerial candidates, a process that helped her become a manager in just eighteen months.


It seems now to be just a matter of time, however. Her name has been put on the “promotable audit,” a prerequisite for managerial jobs, and she has started interviewing for sales manager jobs in various Merck divisions.


Her lost half decade cost her a great deal financially. “I missed out on that phenomenal period of stock market growth that made a lot of people rich,” she says.


Now, for the first time, she will receive stock options, standard for Merck managers. “I’m looking forward to having golden handcuffs,” she says.


Now her children are gone. Her son, Dan, is a thoroughly modern college dropout—that is, he dropped out to sign a lucrative contract as a programmer with a huge entertainment company, complete with signing bonus and options. It’s now time for her to focus on her career, and she’s approaching it with a different attitude: less deferential to authority, more appreciative of stability, less prone to anxiety attacks.


“You get out of school, you get a job, you know you can’t have gaps in your employment or you’ll be unemployable,” she says. “There’s a feeling you can’t stop, and I probably wouldn’t have if I hadn’t been kicked off the treadmill. I know myself so much better now.”
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If Ms. Sanderson’s experience represents the older generation’s plight in today’s workplace, Jennifer Geissel’s demonstrates how wild and strange the world has become for the younger generation.


Ms. Geissel worked her way through college as a secretary for Donaldson, Lufkin & Jenrette, the big investment banker. When she graduated in 1992, DLJ put her into a two-year training program, promising to hire her as an investment banking associate if she did well. She did and they did. This admittedly “back-door” entry in this elite business earned her some resentment from the “Wharton number jocks” she was working beside.


“The first six months, I worked harder than anybody,” she recalls. “I slept there the first weekend.”


By the time she was twenty-five, she was earning $100,000 a year. Still, her unorthodox background bugged her. “I worked my tail off, but I knew I wasn’t great,” she says.


To polish her skills and gain confidence, she decided to go to business school, immersing herself in a full-time program at Dartmouth’s Amos Tuck School of Business. “My family thought I was nuts,” she says. “‘Why give up $100,000 a year? Go to school at night.’”


But in the world she was entering, credentials meant a lot, particularly an Ivy League MBA. It got you in the door for job interviews at elite companies. And you went into those interviews knowing an aura of accomplishment surrounded you even before the first question was asked.


“This was a whole new world, and I had to ride that wave,” she says. “I needed that validation. I wasn’t coming from an Ivy League undergraduate school, but I was in an Ivy League world.”


Unlike others who proceeded from that realization directly to start-up fever, Ms. Geissel cast about for a safer route. “I’ve always taken the safe route,” she says. “It’s hard for me to take that kind of risk.”


Upon graduating from Tuck, she hooked on with a strategy consulting firm for a year and got her Internet indoctrination. She then moved to Treacy & Co., a small start-up founded by Michael Treacy, an MIT Sloan business professor and the coauthor of The Discipline of Market Leaders. That company was eventually merged into Gen3 Partners.


This wasn’t an ordinary consulting firm. They didn’t just advise, they constructed. Ms. Geissel’s assignment, for example, was to launch Internet divisions for old-line companies. “Here, I can take all these operating roles and still get the support system of a well-funded organization with strong thinkers behind me,” she explains. But she also got equity, not only in Gen3, but in the Internet businesses she created.


At last, it seemed she had arrived; when she spoke, people listened. “Because I look young, I used to be the last person they looked to for answers at meetings,” she says. “Now I’ve got more Internet experience than others at my company.”


But as she gathered with fellow Tuck graduates for a seminar in 1999, she was in the process of career decompression. After a chaotic three years of building companies and wealth, she was slowing down to consider her future. “I was exhausted,” she says. Around her, the organization was changing, too, having nearly tripled its workforce in the previous five months. A layer of vice presidents was created just above her.


She decided to take a month off and consider her options. “Half the people in this room have equity stakes in something,” she says. She tells of colleagues who started their own virtual consulting firm in Vermont. “Until recently, you had to work for McKinsey to sell a case,” she says.


The pressure to do something big is building before this ship—no, make that this monstrous ocean liner—departs. Ms. Geissel wonders what the value of all those equity stakes will be in five years. Already, some friends’ companies have failed. “Business-to-consumer Internet companies are dead now, and business-to-business is next,” she says.


Since then, the carnage has escalated and the younger generation has joined its elder in a state of confusion. “What keeps me up nights is, what’s next?”


That’s keeping everybody up. It’s why you’re reading this book. There are answers to the questions posed by Ms. Sanderson and Ms. Geissel, but they’re not perfect answers, and one size definitely doesn’t fit all. Some of the rules of the career game have changed, but others remain steadfastly the same. In the ensuing chapters, we’ll apprise you of the former and remind you of the latter. We’ll show you many of the options available to you at various stages of your career and raise the questions you need to ask yourself about each. The rest is up to you.


Careers never develop predictably; use every surprising twist and turn to reevaluate where you want to go and why.




PART ONE
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SELLING YOURSELF











1
WHITHER GOEST RÉSUMÉS?



When I first started writing about careers, I vowed that I wouldn’t waste much time pondering the intricacies of résumés. After all, there was already a surplus of weighty tomes on the subject. These books professed to reveal the secrets to penning résumés that would “knock ’em dead,” “knock your socks off,” be “trashproof,” or just be “damn good.”


Besides, I grumped one morning at the breakfast table, what’s the magic in writing a good résumé? Be clear, truthful, and brief, and sprinkle liberally with evidence of your accomplishments.


It took my wife about two minutes to set me straight. “Writing a résumé is easy for you,” she said. “You’re a writer. For most of us, it’s torture. Look at me. I’ve got to write about holding eight different jobs with one employer, counting promotions, and I’ve got to keep it to one page. But if it’s all jammed up, they’ll just toss it right into the trash can without reading it.”


Okay, so maybe there is something to this résumé angst. Unfortunately, much of the blather being dished out on this topic is just plain wrongheaded, in my humble opinion. In one article, for example, a well-known résumé guru, who shall be unnamed, advises candidates how to make themselves more appealing on paper “without actually lying,” even if they fail to meet the requirements of a position.


The secret, he adds, is to “stylize and summarize.” For example, if your objective is to become sales manager, he says, for God’s sake, don’t say that. Say you’re “seeking a challenging and responsible position as a sales manager, where ability, training, and experience can be most effectively and profitably utilized.” Here’s another one: In summarizing your employment history, don’t just say you “hired, trained, supervised, and motivated subordinate staff.” Instead, say you “efficiently hired, strategically trained, cost-effectively supervised, and objectively motivated subordinate staff.”


Oh, please. Would you hire the pretentious windbag who wrote that? Can you really get a job by inserting puffy adjectives in front of all your nouns? Besides, do most employers think you’re after an unchallenging and irresponsible position where your ability, training, and experience can be ineffectively and unprofitably utilized? And anyone can say he hired efficiently and trained strategically, etc., etc., but can he prove it?


In truth, even the greatest work of the genre isn’t likely to get you a job; the best it can do is get you in the door, and even in that task it is frequently supplanted by a good company contact. In the ultimate hiring decision, your interview and references carry far more weight. However, a really bad résumé can indeed cost you a job, by eliminating you from contention before you get a chance to dazzle.


But job hunting may not even be the best reason for maintaining an up-to-date résumé. At its best, a résumé is a flexible marketing tool that will not only aid in your job search, but help you manage your career between searches. Writing one forces you to define your career goals. It’s a repository for samples of your best work, available upon request to prospective employers and for your own use in gauging current work progress and preparing for performance reviews and promotions.


This obviously can be a massive document, and you certainly don’t want to pass on the War and Peace of résumés to time-challenged hiring managers. Most of all, hiring managers want simplicity and brevity. Wouldn’t you, if you had a stack of those documents piled to the ceiling? “If it’s over two pages, I’m not going to read it,” says Alston Gardner, CEO of Atlanta’s Target Marketing Systems. “I don’t have that big an attention span.”


They want to be able to trace your job and education history easily, they want some proof that you can do the job you’re seeking, and they don’t want to see unexplained gaps in your history or any questions that set off their red-flag radar. That’s it.


So what can you do, within those parameters, to cut yourself out of the herd? I won’t promise you anything that will “knock their socks off “; frankly, I’m not so sure that’s a good thing, if you catch my drift. But the key here is to replace vagaries with specifics. Most résumés fall short by focusing on a dry recitation of jobs held and meaningless proclamations of competency. Hiring managers want to see facts and figures that will make them feel comfortable in handing you the key to the executive washroom. Most résumés I’ve seen fail to provide sufficient proof of accomplishments. It’s fine to state you have an excellent record in doing such and such, but everyone else is stating that, too. How is a hiring manager to know who’s the real deal and who’s blowing smoke?


So let’s pretend you’re the hiring manager. Which would you rather see:


A. Efficiently hired, strategically trained, cost-effectively supervised, and objectively motivated subordinate staff.


B. In my two years as manager of the widget department, I initiated a cost-control program and an intense sales training effort. As a result, the department’s sales increased 25 percent, while costs declined 10 percent.


If you answered A, close this book immediately and go find that résumé writer.


If you’re still reading, congratulations. You’ve passed the windbag test.


Here are some other ideas for sprucing up your résumé:What did you do that earned you a promotion, raise, or bonus? What division did you retool? If you have accomplishments that relate directly to your prospective employer’s business, all the better. If you’ve got a great story that illustrates your management style and how it benefited the company in some way, tell it (try to keep it brief, however). Anecdotes are even more powerful than numbers; they hit people in the gut in a way that numbers never can. Do you have a turnaround story, some unit that was rescued from the Dumpster under your brilliant stewardship? Everybody loves a turnaround story.


But numbers aren’t bad, either. What projects did you complete that added x percent to the bottom line or saved x percent in costs, and what specifically did you contribute to that success? What successful new products or services did you launch, and how much did they add to the company’s revenues and profits?


My other bit of advice about résumés is detailed in the next chapter: Something you didn’t anticipate—something you might even consider irrelevant to your current job search—might be just the ticket to a new career. So don’t dismiss any past experience without examining its possible ramifications to some new employer. These potential job winners can be almost anything: organizing a fundraising campaign for your church or club; seminars you attended and classes you took; leadership roles in school or in professional organi-zations; a report you wrote or a particular project you took on for another employer. “What works,” said Tim Jones, vice president of human resources for Forte Software, Oakland, California, “is what tells your story relative to the needs of the organization.”


To listen to some gurus who extol the virtues of networking or narrative letters over résumés, you’d think the genre was dead. Mr. Jones illustrates the fallacy in such thinking. He notes that it isn’t unusual to be hired without a résumé in the Bay Area, especially in hot technical areas. Forte, for example, offers bonuses to employee recruiters." It’s all word of mouth,” he says." You know where they’ve been, their areas of expertise, the product they’ve developed-and the résumé is superfluous.” Having said that, he concedes that résumés serve as “the prelude to a person’s candidacy” in an estimated 90 percent of hirings at Forte. Likewise, while unsolicited résumés almost never lead to job offers at Target Marketing, which relies on search firms and personal references, Mr. Gardner says candidates are expected to have them.


Both employers like to see facts on achievements—such as sales figures or quotas that have been attained—in the résumé, as long as they’re concise. Beyond that, common sense rules. You need to constantly edit and customize your résumé, Mr. Gardner says. You’ll also need a separate résumé larded with so-called key words—buzzwords programmed into computer screening programs to identify likely job candidates and eliminate those lacking the needed qualifications.


So let’s review. By maintaining a continually updated résumé, complete with a log of past work and life experiences and a portfolio of samples of your best work, you will have a tool that helps you define your career goals and prepare you for performance reviews and other career discussions. And you will be more than ready to draft résumés when the time comes for job hunting.


Since employers prize brevity, this compendium of your work life must be pared and parsed, customized for each prospective employer by selecting the accomplishments from your past that best fit the profile of skills and knowledge that employer is seeking. And if you’ve been diligent in maintaining a complete inventory of educational experiences, training, workshops, projects, reports, and extracurricular activities, you will have a wealth of material from which to choose.


If you’re up on your technology, by now you’re asking yourself, What about electronic résumés and databases and the like? What should I do about them in this age of cyber-recruiting? Well, read on. That discussion is coming up shortly.


Résumé\ˈre-zə-ˌ m ā\n. 1: a brief and flexible document recounting one’s education and career that is updated continually whether used or not; 2: a turgid and self-serving document that tells someone else something about you that you didn’t want them to know. (continued)





2
HIGHLIGHTING HIDDEN SKILLS



You can sift through the thousands of volumes penned about career management. You can pay a small fortune for psychological testing and career counseling. You can schmooze and work your contacts until your tongue falls out.


And even then you may not be able to fathom that wondrous, miraculous little something that finally nudges a hiring manager into hiring you. Why? Because sometimes, what finally wins the day is something so well hidden, you aren’t even aware of its power.


For Tony Sanger, it was his pilot’s license. He sent his résumé to Kenneth Razak, who ran a small consulting engineering business that often created three-dimensional models to aid in providing expert testimony. The pilot’s license, Mr. Razak explained, convinced him that Mr. Sanger, who otherwise had scant experience in the field, would be adept at visualizing things in three dimensions.


The truth of the matter is, when you’re putting together a résumé, you can’t always tell what will seal the deal. Mr. Sanger considered the pilot’s license so irrelevant to the job, he left it off his résumé. It surfaced only during the interview.


I recall a major headhunter telling me that one of his clients cut a senior executive out of a herd of similarly trained rivals because he discovered, from the résumé, that he had been a volunteer in a political campaign and that he had been captain of his college baseball team. To him, that translated into leadership skills.


The lesson here is to keep an inventory of all your experiences and skills. One of them may someday land you the career of your dreams.


It’s equally important to keep updating that inventory with new experiences—projects you took on, conferences you attended, training and education you received. Because over time, those memories will surely fade. Quick, can you remember every project, seminar, or class you took even ten years ago?


Mr. Razak has been preaching the gospel for decades, since he headed Kansas’s industrial extension service. “I learned there were a lot of people in this state who didn’t have degrees but had done a lot of learning,” he says. So he developed what he called the Lifetime Learning Transcript, on which you can dutifully record all the projects, seminars, workshops, conferences, volunteer work, on-the-job training, and life experiences that constitute your body of knowledge.” A résumé can show people what school you attended,” he says, “but it doesn’t give the receiver any idea of what you can do.”


Others have proposed similar career information-gathering devices, usually called career portfolios. They’re adjuncts to résumés that can be useful in chronicling the things you’ve learned for prospective employers and in preparing you for your job interview.


Of course, with that wealth of information at your disposal, as stated in the last chapter, you must resist dumping it all into your résumé. Instead, do your research—job descriptions in classifieds and on websites, conversations with contacts at the company. Define the qualities and experiences the company is seeking for this position, then comb through your inventory for items that fit the profile. The inventory provides a database that will allow you to customize your résumé for each prospective employer—or at least for the serious ones.


For further proof of the power of hidden assets, we return to Mr. Sanger, who, after his stint with Mr. Razak’s firm and, for a while, with the company that bought the engineering consultancy, applied for a design engineer’s job with a Wichita construction company. His hopes weren’t high, since design engineers were, in his words, “a dime a dozen” and he hadn’t completed his engineering degree. But when the interviewer discovered, during their conversation, that Mr. Sanger had experience with scheduling software, something that could solve one of construction’s never-ending problems, he hired him immediately.


As the eminent American philosopher Roseanne Roseannadanna put it, “It just goes to show you, it’s always something.”


Résumé (continued) 3: A brief and flexible document that shows a potential employer exactly what you can do for his or her company.
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