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PREFACE

When we agreed to do the first Best Answers book, at the suggestion of Philip Ruppel, we were delighted at the opportunity to commit to collecting our experiences and practices in job search from a variety of vantage points in one volume and sharing them with our readers, in the hope that this would make their job search efforts more effective, productive, and enjoyable.

Even though just 13 years have passed since then, the job search process has in some ways changed profoundly and in others has remained eerily the same. In the first book, the Web was only a peripheral way to learn of job opportunities. Now the Internet, with its ever multiplying job boards and even social network Web sites, has become the most used alternative, although referrals still remain far and away the most effective recruiting source.

Many people feel that human resources (HR) folks are still to be avoided—the more popular concept continues to be that seeking out the hiring manager is a more effective way to penetrate the organization and get that interview. We disagree with that view, and hold that now more than ever, the HR point person should serve as an effective go-between and advocate for your candidacy. At the same time, the recruiting function has often been given to an outside organization in an outsourcing arrangement—an approach that can be extremely effective, as long as hiring managers inside the organization are finding the talent they need and as long as the hiring decision continues to be theirs.

When we wrote the first Best Answers book, we suggested that résumés sent to organizations were fast becoming the junk mail of the 1990s. That comment is even more valid today, with job search candidates being more liberal than ever about answering job postings and rushing off a reply, since the personal computer and electronic communication channels make it so easy to do so.

We still see some HR folks who think that posting jobs on the Internet and then waiting to pull résumés off it is a total recruiting effort. Only if it were so easy! Job seekers should keep this in mind and continue to give some attention to the Internet when they are trying to land that next job. However, personal and professional contacts continue to be the best bet for anyone who is looking for a job. Keeping in touch and renewing ties through social networks (Facebook, MySpace, and LinkedIn) can be another tool in your portfolio.

This book is intended to be used to enhance your job search efforts, either as a stand-alone product or in combination with our other job search books, including our favorite and most comprehensive, How to Find a Job in 90 Days or Less, also published by McGraw-Hill. The emphasis of the book you are holding is on the dynamics of the interview—an essential component of any job search effort. How to Find a Job in 90 Days or Less takes a broader approach and emphasizes the steps required to launch a successful job-hunting campaign and take it to a successful conclusion. We have been providing content and answering interview-based questions on job-interview.net, a site with many resources available.

The approach of all our books is practical and hands-on. You should do more than just read the book. Use it by practicing its suggestions—do what it asks you to do with a friend, family member, or colleague. Practice answering the questions that are peppered throughout the book, not so that you can memorize the answers and recite them by rote, but rather so that you listen to yourself and, in the process, determine what works for you and what doesn’t. The result will be that, when you go to the interview and are asked these questions or others like them, you will be totally prepared and effective. To help you prepare for the interview, you can also find the online versions of select worksheets available on our Web site at mrgnyc.com.

What if you need a quick start to the whole process? Perhaps the interview is in the morning, and this is the first time you have had to look for a job in years. If time is of the essence, look for questions with a star (*) next to them. These questions, we feel, are the most likely to be asked, and focusing on them will help you to be the most prepared in the shortest amount of time—regardless of what questions are actually asked during the interview.

Finally, as challenging and important as the job search process continues to be, we feel more than ever that working, as well as the job search, should be an exciting, rewarding, and enjoyable endeavor, and hopefully, you do as well. Where else do you get to meet so many people you would not otherwise meet and learn so much that you did not know about the people and organizations where you might spend more time annually than on any other endeavor, including sleep?


Acknowledgments

Any book requires the support and assistance of a variety of individuals who, in combination, lead to the completion of the project. At the top of our list are Matt’s colleagues at Baruch College of the City University of New York and Polytechnic Institute of New York University. Among these, we want to mention Al Booke, Hal Kaufman, Abe Tawil, Corey Hwong, John Lynch, Bernie Iatauro, John Miscione, David Falk, and Linda Moore, who have provided Matt with a great educational setting in which to grow professionally and an ongoing forum in which to develop new approaches to a variety of human resources issues. We also wish to thank our extremely talented human resources expert and friend Palma Braks.

Also to be mentioned is Dorrette Norris, a terrific HR professional, and also Andy Gold and Jonathan Opas, both seasoned professionals who seem to know everyone in health care who is in the human resources profession throughout the New York metropolitan area. Each of them has been great to work with, and all of them have helped Matt to gain additional insight into many job searches from a recruiter’s perspective in a most challenging environment.

Last, let us thank the people at McGraw-Hill for all their interest and attention. At the top of the list is Philip Ruppel, who has been with us from the start. He has guided us through the writing portion of our professional careers for many years. Thanks also to our editor, Emily Carleton, for taking us through the steps from book revision concept and proposal, to Maureen B. Dennehy for taking it to its successful conclusion, and to Alice Manning, our freelance copy editor, for reviewing with painstaking detail the final version of the text.




LIST OF QUESTIONS

1. *2.1 What were your positions, rates of pay, dates of employment, and name and title of supervisors for the past ___ year(s)?

2. 2.2 How many people worked in your department? How many people did you supervise?

3. 2.3 How did you get your last job?

4. 2.4 How did you hear about this position?

5. *2.5 Were you ever fired? Describe the circumstances.

6. *2.6 I can understand that your position was eliminated because of cutbacks; however, if the company recovers and begins rehiring, would you go back?

7. *2.7 Have you ever been asked to resign?

8. *2.8 What is the reason you left/are planning to leave _________ organization?

9. 2.9 Have you ever been denied a salary increase?

10. 2.10 Were you ever asked to take a pay cut? Describe the circumstances.

11. 2.11 Have you received any other job offers? What other organizations or positions are you considering?

12. *2.12 What is your current salary?

13. *2.13 Can we contact your references and your present/former employers?

14. 4.1 What a beautiful/miserable/cold/hot/rainy/windy day it is, isn’t it?

15. 4.2 Did you have a hard time finding the building/our office? Did your plane come in on time? How is your hotel?

16. 4.3 What about those Rangers? The City Council election? The paving of the Interstate?

17. 4.4 I saw on your résumé that you enjoy ___. How did you get interested in this?

18. 4.5 I see that you also went to __ [school]. How is Professor ___ these days? I see you went to ___. I went there myself. Do they still __?

19. 4.6 How do you like living in ___?

20. 4.7 I see that you are reading __ [book/magazine/paper]. Did you see the article on _____? What did you think of it?

21. 4.8 I see that you drive a ___. How do you like it?

22. 4.9 Our team has won the industry cup for three years in a row. Do you play ___?

23. 4.10 What do you prefer to be called?

24. 4.11 What do you think about ______ (any controversial “in the news” topic)? Do you think the economy is getting better? How do you feel about the bailouts (or any other recession-related question)?

25. 4.12 Would you like something to drink? A cigarette?

26. 5.1 Tell me about yourself.

27. *5.2 Why did you choose this time to leave your current/past position?

28. 5.3 Had you thought of leaving your current/past position before? If so, what held you there?

29. 5.4 Are you looking for a permanent or a temporary job?

30. 5.5 How do you feel about looking for another job?

31. 5.6 I see that you worked for ______ for _____ years; how does it feel to be back in the job market? How did you prepare yourself for this job search?

32. *5.7 What has been the extent of your job search so far? How long have you been looking?

33. 5.8 What career options do you feel that you have at this moment? What have you done to explore them?

34. 5.9 What are you looking for in a job? What would be your ideal job? Your ideal employer? Your ideal career?

35. 5.10 Describe a major goal that you have recently set for yourself. What are you doing to attain it?

36. 5.11 Describe the best boss/supervisor that you ever had. Describe the worst. What was the best job that you ever had? The worst?

37. *5.12 How do you feel about your career progress to date? If your prior employer had not had to do massive layoffs, what do you think your career progress there would have been?

38. 5.13 How do you define success? Has your definition changed as a result of recent economic events?

39. 5.14 Which of your personal characteristics do you think will be needed to be a success in this position.

40. 5.15 What would you hope to accomplish in your first six months if we were to hire you?

41. 5.16 If you could, what would you change about this position?

42. *5.17 What do you like the most about this position? What do you like the least about this position?

43. 5.18 Do you prefer delegation or hands-on control? What is your management style?

44. 5.19 What kind of people do you like to work with? What do you feel is the easiest type of person to deal with? The most difficult?

45. 5.20 What is your prime short-term personal goal?

46. *5.21 What are your strong points? What are your weak points?

47. 5.22 What is your greatest accomplishment? List your five most significant accomplishments.

48. 5.23 If we spoke to your current/former boss, what would he or she say are your greatest strengths/your greatest weaknesses?

49. 5.24 What features did you like the least/the most about your current/last position?

50. 5.25 What will you do if this position is not offered to you?

51. 5.26 Where do you hope to be professionally in five years?

52. 5.27 Would you consider volunteering or interning at our organization?

53. 5.28 Do you think you are creative? Do others think you are creative?

54. *5.29 How would you describe your own personality?

55. *5.30 May I have your business card?

56. 6.1 If you could start your career over again, what would you do differently?

57. *6.2 What do you know about the position for which you are applying?

58. *6.3 What do you know about our company?

59. *6.4 What is the most recent skill that you learned? What was the newest thing that you learned how to do? Where and when did you learn it?

60. 6.5 Why did you choose to learn that? Why did you seek to acquire that skill?

61. 6.6 How do you learn? What is your learning style (hands-on, research, or by example)?

62. *6.7 How do you keep informed professionally?

63. 6.8 What professional organizations do you belong to? [Or, if an organization was mentioned on your résumé: Are you very active with ________ (group)]?

64. *6.9 What have you learned from the jobs that you have held?

65. 6.10 Do you think that you have top management potential?

66. 6.11 Why did you go to law school/business school/college? Why did you attend that particular school/college?

67. 6.12 What was/is your best subject? Your favorite subject? Your most influential teacher? Your GPA?

68. 6.13 What made you choose to become a lawyer/chef/secretary/engineer?

69. *6.14 What is our business? What do you know about our organization?

70. 6.15 Do you use our products/services? Are you familiar with our current advertising campaign/TV or print ads? Have you visited our Web site? Do you get our newsletters?

71. *6.16 What do you think our business’s biggest problem is? What do you feel is our biggest advantage over our competition?

72. *6.17 What important trends do you see in our industry?

73. *7.1 Describe your current/last work group. What is/What was it like working with your current/last work group?

74. 7.2 Let me describe the work group you would be joining if we offered you the position. How would you fit in? In this position, how would you see your role as team member/builder?

75. 7.3 What would be your ideal work group? Size and type?

76. *7.4 How would you define a conducive work environment?

77. 7.5 What do you feel would be a difficult work environment? Have you ever had to deal with a difficult work environment? What happened?

78. 7.6 Have you ever had to fire someone? Describe the circumstances and how you handled the situation.

79. 7.7 Have you ever had to hire someone? For what types of positions/salary levels? What do you look for when you hire someone?

80. 7.8 What interview questions did you ask that persuaded you to hire or not? How did your hire(s) work out?

81. 7.9 Have you ever had to motivate or build team spirit among coworkers? Describe why this happened.

82. *7.10 Have you ever worked for, or with, a difficult person?

83. 7.11 How many of your bosses were male? Female? Were most of your coworkers male or female (or in other EEO categories)?

84. 7.12 How much time on your current/last job is/was spent working alone? Which do you prefer—working alone or with a group?

85. 7.13 How often did you meet with your supervisor? For what purpose?

86. 7.14 In your current/past position, how important is/was communication and dealing with others? In your current/past position, what role does/did communication play?

87. 7.15 What form of communication do you prefer? Which do you feel is most effective?

88. 7.16 Do you instant message? Do you Twitter? Do you like to use e-mails? Do you have a BlackBerry or iPhone?

89. *7.17 Describe how your last/current job related to the overall goals of your department and organization. What impact did it have on the company’s profit or loss?

90. 7.18 Did you bring work home? Did you work from home? Did you take all the vacation/time off that you were entitled to? What is your attitude toward lunch? What about eating at one’s desk?

91. *7.19 Do/Did you work on major projects in your current/most recent job? Tell me about a project in your current/last job that you really got excited about. What were/are the most important projects that you completed on your last/current job?

92. 7.20 How do you plan and organize for a major long-range project?

93. 7.21 How many projects can you handle at one time?

94. 7.22 What activities did/do you perform in your last/current position, and what was/is the approximate time devoted to these activities?

95. 7.23 What was/is your workload like on your last/current job?

96. *7.24 What were/are your most important decisions on your last/current job?

97. 7.25 In what ways has your current/last job prepared you to take on greater responsibility?

98. 7.26 Describe a situation when you had to make a quick “seat of the pants” decision. What choices did you think you had, and what was the outcome?

99. *7.27 How were you evaluated on your last/current job? Give an example of a situation when you received constructive feedback.

100. 7.28 Have you been involved in/responsible for performance reviews of others? Describe the process.

101. 7.29 What are some things that you find difficult to do? Why?

102. 7.30 How do you remain effective when you are faced with difficult tasks or with things that you do not like to do?

103. 7.31 How does your current or prior organization compare with us (the organization that you are interviewing with)?

104. 7.32 Have you ever changed the nature of your job? How?

105. 7.33 Have you ever had to make an unpopular decision or announcement? Describe it and tell me how you handled it.

106. *7.34 In your current/past position, how many levels of management do/did you have to communicate with? On what issues and levels do/did you deal with management?

107. 7.35 In your current/past position, what problems did you identify that had previously been overlooked? What actions did you take or recommend?

108. 7.36 What do you think is the most difficult aspect of being a manager/executive?

109. 7.37 What do you think makes this position different from your last/current position?

110. 7.38 What do you wish you had accomplished at your last/current position that you were unable to accomplish?

111. 7.39 What kinds of decisions are most difficult for you?

112. 7.40 When you have to make a difficult decision, where do you seek guidance?

113. *7.41 What makes you think that you could handle a position that requires so many diverse talents and persuasive skills?

114. 7.42 What would you do if you had to make a decision without a procedure or precedent to guide you?

115. *8.1 What is your management style? Provide examples from your current (or most recent) position that demonstrate this style.

116. 8.2 Are you a good manager? Give some examples to demonstrate that.

117. *8.3 How do/did you interact differently with diverse management levels and types?

118. 8.4 How far do you see yourself rising in our organization?

119. *8.5 What is your relationship with your former employer?

120. *8.6 Describe a situation in which the team fell apart. What was your role in the outcome?

121. *8.7 Describe a situation in which the person you were dealing with enabled you to be more effective.

122. *8.8 Describe a situation in which you needed to get an understanding of another person’s viewpoint before you could get your job done. What problems did you encounter, and how did you handle them?

123. 8.9 How did you feel the last time you joined a new organization and met your new group?

124. 8.10 It seems as if it has been a long time since you changed jobs. How do you feel about joining a new group/new organization?

125. 8.11 If we were to hire you, what do you think would be the first things on your “to do” list on day 1?

126. *8.12 Tell me about a difficult situation when you pulled the team together.

127. 8.13 When you begin to work with new people, how do you get to understand them? Are you successful in predicting/interpreting their behavior? Give examples.

128. *8.14 Tell me about a responsibility in your current/last job that you really enjoyed.

129. *8.15 Give an example of a situation where you had to be assertive/creative/supportive on the job.

130. 8.16 Describe a complex problem that you had to deal with.

131. 8.17 Describe a situation in which you failed to reach a goal.

132. 8.18 Describe circumstances in which you had to work under pressure and deal with deadlines.

133. 8.19 You must have had problems with __________. How did you handle these problems?

134. 8.20 Describe a situation in which you had a personal commitment that conflicted with an emergency business meeting. What did you do?

135. 8.21 How do you establish priorities?

136. *9.1 What can I do for you? Why did you ask to meet with me?

137. *9.2 Are you free to travel? Willing to relocate? Able to work weekends or evenings?

138. *9.3 Do you have any questions? What else can I tell you?

139. 9.4 Don’t you think you would be better suited to a different size/type of company?

140. 9.5 How do you think this interview is going?

141. 9.6 This appears to be a career change for you. Why do you think it is a good choice?

142. *9.7 How long have you been looking for a job?

143. 9.8 How long will it take for you to make a meaningful contribution to our organization?

144. 9.9 How long would you expect to stay with us?

145. *9.10 How many hours do/did you find it necessary to work each week to get your job done?

146. *9.11 If our roles were reversed, what questions would you ask?

147. 9.12 Some people feel that spending too much time in any one position shows a lack of initiative. What is your opinion?

148. 9.13 Have you ever had difficulty getting along with others?

149. 9.14 Have others ever had difficulty getting along with you?

150. 9.15 What are some of the things that bother/bothered you about your current/last job?

151. *9.16 What can I tell you about this organization?

152. 9.17 What can you do for us (that someone else cannot)?

153. *9.18 What do you know about our organization?

154. 9.19 What is the most difficult part of looking for a job for you?

155. 9.20 What outside interests/activities occupy your time?

156. 9.21 What question could I ask that would really intimidate you?

157. 9.22 What reservations do you have about working here?

158. 9.23 What new insights do you feel you will bring to us from your experience in a different industry/position?

159. 9.24 Where does your boss think you are right now?

160. 9.25 Why are you interested in coming to/working in/relocating to (city/town)?

161. 9.26 Why aren’t you earning more at your age?

162. *9.27 How much would it take to get you? What do you feel the position should pay?

163. *9.28 Why do you want to work for us? Why do you want to work here?

164. 9.29 Are you surprised to be out looking for a job at your age?

165. 9.30 Your résumé suggests that you may be overqualified/underqualified/too experienced for this position.

166. 9.31 If you were going to Mars, what three things would you take?

167. 10.1 Do you have any plans for vacation this year?

168. 10.2 Do you work overtime?

169. 10.3 How is your health?

170. 10.4 We require people in this position to travel overnight frequently. How do you feel about this requirement?

171. 10.5 Do you know how to use a SuperZippo PC and its major proprietary software package, Bogus Oats?

172. 10.6 Tell me what applications you use Bogus Oats for in your current organization.

173. 10.7 Here at XYZ Corporation, we are a team-based organization. Have you ever worked in a team-based environment?

174. 11.1 Where were you born?

175. 11.2 Are you married? Are you single? Divorced?

176. 11.3 Do you have any children? Do you plan to have children? Who cares for your children while you work?

177. 11.4 What is your maiden name?

178. 11.5 This job requires long hours. Will this be a problem for your spouse and/or your children?

179. 11.6 Where does your spouse work?

180. 11.7 Whom should we notify in case of emergency?

181. 11.8 If you were offered this job and you accepted it, you would be required to work with a mostly male (and/or Hispanic or born-again Christian or any other identifiable group) staff. Would this be a potential problem for you?

182. 11.9 That is an interesting accent. What country are you from? What country are your parents from? You have an unusual last name. Where were you born?

183. 11.10 What do your parents do?

184. 11.11 Do you think you will have a problem working in a department that is predominantly white (or black, or Asian, or another ethnic group)?

185. 11.12 Are you a religious person? What denomination?

186. 11.13 Will you have to take time off for any religious holidays? Can you work late on Fridays? Can you come in on Saturdays or Sundays for special projects? We sometimes work overtime on weekends. Will this be a problem for you?

187. 11.14 I noticed that you did not shake my hand when I offered it. Is there a religious reason why you chose not to do so?

188. 11.15 What organizations do you belong to?

189. 11.16 How old are you? Oh, I did not expect you to be so old/young.

190. 11.17 Can you read well enough to take this test? A more polite version of the same question may be, Are you prepared to take the test today?

191. 11.18 Change drives this organization. How flexible are you? How do you deal with change?

192. 11.19 Don’t you think you are a little young to be seeking this position?

193. 11.20 Would you be willing to start at a lower salary level because of your inexperience?

194. 11.21 What kind of discharge did you receive from the military?

195. 11.22 Are you disabled? Are you handicapped? How did you become disabled? How long have you been disabled? How severe is your disability?

196. 11.23 Have you ever filed a workers’ compensation claim?

197. 11.24 Have you ever been a target (or victim) of sexual harassment? Have you ever filed a sexual harassment (or any other EEO or human rights) complaint? Have you ever been involved in a sexual harassment claim as a witness?

198. 11.25 Has a sexual harassment complaint ever been filed against you? Have you ever been found guilty of sexual harassment?

199. 11.26 Have you ever been arrested?

200. 11.27 My kids are always sick with colds and flu. How about yours?

201. 11.28 We have a great medical plan. Did you get stuck with a lot of bills last year?


INTRODUCTION

WHAT THIS BOOK CAN DO FOR YOU

You have carefully crafted your résumé. You have spent endless hours researching leads. You have compared notes on job possibilities with family and friends. You have mailed out cover letters and have done your follow-up telephone calls. You have repeated this process over and over again—and now, after all your efforts, you have achieved the long-sought interview! Whether you have just started your job search (by choice or by chance) or you have been looking for some time, you cannot squander this opportunity.

This book prepares you for the most important aspect of the job search: how to answer the toughest job interview questions effectively. Just to be clear: there are no magic answers, no “one size fits all” responses. What we will try to do is to clue you in to the preparation necessary for the different types of interviews and the thought patterns that underlie appropriate and effective answers. It is important that you know that it is not necessarily the best candidates that get the job offers, it is the best interviewees. The candidate who can handle the recruitment and selection process of the organization that is looking to fill the opening best is the person who will ultimately be chosen.

The key to the whole process is that it needs to begin with you. The very first question you must answer is, “What are you looking for?” Have you recently lost your job and are now panicking about the loss of a paycheck? Are you retired, bored with staying at home, and so looking for a second (or third or more) career? Are you planning to relocate to another area in search of more job opportunities? Have you been passed over for promotion and feel that it is time to move on? Are you looking for a new job, any job, a better job, or just exploring the possibilities? Interviewing is outcome based—you cannot know whether you have “won” the interview unless you know what you are seeking. You might even just wake up one morning and decide that you are ready for a change (when you have that luxury, remember that the best time to look for a job is when you have one). Regardless of your reason, this book will help you to prepare for a job search that begins and ends with you.

With finding a job growing more challenging each day as we all fight for financial survival in this very complicated global economy, this book specifically identifies opportunities for you to shine—not because we provide the “right responses,” but rather because of the person-centered approach that asks you for the answers that will show you at your best throughout the interview process. You can maximize those opportunities that position you in the most favorable light, which, in turn, will increase your prospects each and every time.

Our goal is a straightforward one: to identify the most important questions and topics as part of the preparation process, so that when you are called on, you’re ready with the best answers—not with memorized responses, but with informed, reasoned replies, drawn from your own background and experiences. What this book does for you is prepare you for the job search process and, most important, for the arduous aspects of interviewing. Remember, a great résumé may get you the interview, but it does not land you the job. It is very possible for a person to get a job without a résumé, but rarely does a person get a job without an effective interview. This is true for most positions in most occupations throughout the for-profit, not-for-profit, and governmental sectors, and it becomes increasingly true the higher up a person moves in the organizational hierarchy, regardless of the company and the industry in which you are seeking your next job.

The skills and preparation that are needed for great interviews are valuable in any employment situation: the ability to communicate, to think clearly and logically (some would add critically and creatively), to be able to assess and evaluate, and to be able to present ideas and sell them to a broad range of individuals.

To achieve the best interview possible, you need to have appropriate and convincing answers to a broad range of questions. To help you, this book is broken down into various categories of questions as follows:
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You can see from this list that we cover a lot of areas that are typically touched on in interviews, but you can also see that there is no heading called “Trick Questions.” Why? Because what might be tricky for someone else can be easy for you. Stressors can differ from interview to interview and from applicant to applicant; some of us think better on our feet than others. Something like: “How were you evaluated on your last job?” can prove tricky. Is the interviewer referring to the grade you got or the method used to evaluate you? If you are not alert and prepared to ask the interviewer to clarify the question, it could trip you up.

Some interviewers do like to ask “puzzle” or “riddle” questions, and also pseudo-psychological ones (what would they do with your answers?). Questions such as these are not related to the job opening, cannot really be prepared for, and are more in the stress or “What are they thinking?” category:

Why are manhole covers round?

Why does a mirror reverse your image left-right but not up-down?

If you could eliminate one of the 50 United States, which would it be?

Who would you dress up as for Halloween?

Start at the Beginning

How should you start? We said it earlier, but let’s say it again: you need to start with you. Build your confidence first with preparation. What are your prime selling points? What do you see as your most valuable assets? Do you have a great story to tell about your recent job or education? Take the time to highlight your recent excellent (and not so excellent) work experiences. (You’re not sure you have any? All the more reason to give this matter some time and attention—if you don’t think about these experiences, you will sooner or later forget them.) List your most recent excellent experiences first. Next, decide which areas you need the most help on and tackle those. Are you a great manager, but your technical skills are a bit rusty? You haven’t had the time or opportunity to take a course in years? Go to education and experience questions first to look for the strong points to stress. If you have been locked up doing research for the past two years, your “personal” area may need attention. This book will encourage you to leave no question to chance. We will even encourage you not to avoid preparing for illegal and small-talk questions. A review of those questions may require more consideration than you had thought necessary and build your confidence in the other broad topic areas.

The goal is to prepare you so that you are sensitive to all the facets of the process and give every question the attention it deserves. While concentrating on answering the interviewers’ questions skillfully, you also need to stay alert to the nonverbal aspects of the communication process. Not all questions (or answers!) are verbal … and the messages that you send with your entire presentation, from your résumé and cover letter to your choice of attire and demeanor at the interview, should paint a consistent picture of who you are. A big part of the interview process is the messages that you get from the organization. You are interviewing not just to land the job, but also to determine whether you are interested in working at the interviewer’s firm. Why prolong the interview process if you have negative vibes about the organization?

One last point about all these questions and all this soul searching: you may discover that you lack either skills or experience, or both, in certain areas. Start working on them now, during your job search. Take a class, read books, get out and network with others in your profession, go to the library and do research, or contact professional organizations to find out about meetings and membership. Catch up with your network of contacts that you haven’t had time for in quite a while. Most job openings come from referrals. Make things happen for yourself. Get out and interact. Interview others at meetings—people love to talk about themselves. Try out some of the questions that trouble you. Learn from your answers. Look for situations where you can get others to interview you. This is not about memorizing answers—there is no script to follow, but more a line of thinking to be aware of. The more people who know that you are actively searching for a new job, the more chances you have to get lines on future interviews. Follow the “arm’s-length” rule: everyone within arm’s length of you should know that you are looking for a job. You never know who may overhear your conversation while waiting in line at the theater, doing his laundry, or making a copy at the copy shop—and be able to refer you to a job opening. Just keep talking!

Difficulty of Finding a Job in This Market

Today’s market is a particularly difficult one in which to obtain employment for a lot of reasons, and having an insight into the organization’s viewpoint will help your appreciation of the process. Employers that we talk to are amazed at how frequently job candidates know very little about the organizations they have been invited to visit. One big reason for doing your homework is to determine the health and well-being of the organization you may be joining. There is nothing worse than finally getting a job, only to find out that the firm hiring you is going out of business, discontinuing a major product line that affects your position, or having severe cash flow problems.

TIME

To find the right person (or any person, for that matter), the employer has to make a commitment of time and resources. Given the continuous efforts to reduce staff and conserve cash flow, organizations appear to have fewer and fewer persons to carry out all the tasks required. That is particularly true of professionals in the human resources department, because that is usually the first one identified to reduce headcount.

There are other factors that further complicate the hiring process. When an organization reduces its staff, it frequently includes one or more of the trained and skilled professionals who were responsible for screening candidates. Their knowledge and experience are “downsized” along with them. The price you pay when you are faced with a situation such as this is that you get to deal with overworked and untrained staff members whom you are dependent on for referral to others in the organization who have also survived.

TRAINING

For the applicant, this becomes frustrating because, even though the openings are there, the organization is relying more and more on inexperienced (i.e., untrained) recruiters and interviewers who do not know what to look for. The result is that the wrong applicants are invited in and the wrong candidates are then hired.

To compound the problem, downsizing itself—more often than not—ignores the human element of the organization. In most organizations, unfortunately, there is a major disregard for human capital (most commonly referred to as an expense) and for the organizational knowledge and unique experience of each terminated employee. New interviewers are given scant or no training because people are not highly regarded by many organizations, nor is sufficient attention given to the process of how they are brought into the organization. You may wonder, too, whether internal candidates were considered for the opening that you are interviewing for. It can be part of the organization’s mindset to think that any possible outside hire is better than anyone in-house; remember, if you choose to work for this type of organization, that it may well take the same approach to a position that you would like to vie for, looking at external candidates who seem more valuable than any employees whom they have known as long as they worked there.

COST

Whenever there is an opening, there are direct and indirect costs to the organization in any hiring process.

• Direct costs are those that are most visible in the recruiting process. These include fees for placement, costs for ads placed in the papers, travel and entertainment expenses, and fees paid for tests.

• Indirect costs are the not-so-visible costs that should be considered as well. The first is the lost opportunity cost that occurs as a result of the vacancy itself and the lost sales that are directly attributable to the lack of staff. Other indirect costs include the time taken by any employee to recruit and interview each applicant, the time to train new people once they are on board, and the business lost while the firm is waiting for a new employee to get up to speed and add value to the organization, or, in the case of an unsuccessful hire, business lost as a result of the new employee’s ineffectiveness.

A “Buyer’s Market”?

The high rate of unemployment, combined with the continuous reporting of major organizations’ latest outsourcing and downsizing efforts, lead hiring employers to believe, “There are a million applicants out there. It’s a buyer’s market.” The media are chiefly responsible for this unrealistic perception of a huge surplus of talented people just waiting to be grabbed. The idea is that a low bid in this market is not only cost-effective, but downright astute (“if you don’t want the job, there are a lot of others who do”).

Another contributor to this unrealistic perception comes from the placement of online ads. Talk to anyone who has done it. The superficially aware boast that they posted a job online and garnered a huge number of résumés (400 seems to be the current magic number). But talk to those responsible for sifting through the 400 replies—if they get a single hire out of the process, they consider themselves lucky.

For the real lowdown, talk to human resources professionals anywhere in the United States, and they will share with you a very different view. They will tell you that they feel frustrated, because in spite of the high rate of unemployment, they are having a really difficult time finding good candidates. Additionally, they will immediately agree that, if you post a job or run an ad for any position, you will be deluged with résumés, both electronically and by fax, mail, and phone. The problem is that résumés have become the junk mail of the twenty-first century. With the proliferation of the Internet and electronic filing of résumés, it has become easier than ever to generate and distribute a customized résumé (to increase micromarketing effectiveness). As a result, more people reply to more ads or job postings than ever before, but the applicants spend less time determining whether the job opening is potentially a good “fit” for them specifically. And the ease of submitting a résumé electronically encourages even marginally acceptable job seekers to submit a résumé whenever they have even a modicum of interest because “why not?”

WHERE TO FIND THE CANDIDATES

Believe it or not, the most difficult task for employers who want to fill positions is to determine where they are most likely to find suitable candidates. It is easy to boast about the response from a job posting, but the best response is the one that concludes with a new hire. The size of the response is irrelevant. Whether a posting gets 1 or 401 responses, the effort is for naught if none of the people who surface is appropriate for the open position. The truth is that basic job requirements are becoming more demanding, while at the same time, our general population has problems with science, technology, mathematical skills, communication skills, and literacy.

From an Applicant’s Viewpoint

Applicants are having a harder time than ever finding appropriate jobs. There are many elements to consider.

WHERE TO LOOK?

The decision on where to apply is difficult, and the competition wherever you do go is heavy. Once the path is taken, the obstacles are huge. The time required to look is increasing because the access has grown. Think about it. In the not too distant past, technology was limited, mobility was less, and sources of information were fewer and harder to access than they are now. The positive side was that you could focus on what was close and important. Your choices were limited, and therefore you had a clearer idea of what options were most relevant to pursue. Friends, relatives, and neighbors all helped to identify opportunities within a narrow band of opportunity.

Now contemplate the current situation. Think needle and haystack. Even when you get a lead and prepare to respond, a variety of challenging obstacles may surface. The most common one is that each traditional advertisement or job posting on the Internet for an opening may elicit hundreds of résumés and letters, putting a burden on the person who is doing the screening, or there could be a software program doing a “key word” screening. If your résumé and letter hit a responsive chord, or if you are able to persuade a contact to get you in the door, you may finally get to speak to someone in the organization.

SO MANY PEOPLE, SO LITTLE OPPORTUNITY

There are many people out there who are searching for a position. Many more people are looking for jobs than there are jobs available. Some say that anyone who wants a job always gets one, and that is probably true in the long run, but all that means is that there are plenty of jobs at the low-wage end, but the number of jobs quickly evaporates as one goes looking up the scale. A look at those 400 résumés received in response to a job posting/ad would show that the qualifications of many of the people replying are not even close to the job requirements.

THE PROLIFERATION OF RÉSUMÉS

It is hard to get considered for any job because, once a job is posted or an ad is placed, the organization is flooded with résumés. The problem is getting your résumé noticed and picked from all the others received. Your résumé must rise to the top on the wave of paper submitted. It is just not enough to assume that your résumé will sparkle because of your specific relevant experience. It needs to have visibility and be separated from all the others. This presumes a timely arrival, a visually attractive document, a targeted and cogent cover letter, and dependence on the person screening the résumé to be able to identify that particularly relevant experience.

WILD GOOSE CHASES

There seem to be more false starts in the hiring process today than at any other time in recent memory. A false start is an all-out effort to hire a person for a specific position (or what seems to be a specific position), only to find that the effort has been aborted for any of a variety of reasons. “The position has been put on hold.” “We are rethinking our strategy … reorganizing … eliminating the department … merging into a group function.” This disheartening news can be presented anytime during the search and even midway through the hire offer. The Wall Street Journal carried a front-page story of the public servant from Boston who accepted a job with a major Wall Street firm. The day he was to start the job, after relocating from Boston, he read the Wall Street Journal on the way to work and the page one headline disclosed that his unit was about to be shut down. He was forced to go back into the job market.

THE PERSON INTERVIEWING YOU IS SO YOUNG AND/OR INEXPERIENCED OR BIASED

The older you get, the younger the interviewer looks. That is not just the comment of an older job applicant. It is often true because in many organizations, there are a variety of misperceptions about the skills required to be an effective interviewer. There continues to be a lack of concern for the training and development of the individuals in the organization who are entrusted with the extremely important task of identifying suitable candidates for the organization.

Where and How to Find the Jobs

If one of the greatest challenges for employers is to find suitable candidates, the biggest frustration for job seekers is to find the employers who are looking for candidates. While several organizations are in the process of going through their decision to downsize, the United States continues to have a vibrant and resilient economy. Unfortunately or fortunately, that economy includes organizations that are going through different stages of their life cycles at the same time. While new companies in the newer industries are going through periods of explosive growth, others in more traditional industries are in their maturity stage, and still others are in a period of decline. The not-for-profit and government sectors have their life cycles, too. The point to keep in mind is that this vibrant economy is constantly making jobs available at the same time that jobs are being eliminated. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce is not alone in saying that it does not know how many businesses are in operation at any one point in time, because at the precise moment that some businesses are opening their doors for the first time, others are closing theirs. The Chamber of Commerce estimates that at the present time, there are approximately 13 million businesses operating in the United States. Think of that number for a moment: that is 13 million businesses in the private sector. That number does not include the various agencies of the government and the numerous organizations in the not-for-profit sector.

The challenge for the job seeker is to determine which of those 13 million businesses (or myriads more if one also is willing to consider the other sectors) are the most appropriate.

Where You are Coming From

Depending on how you got the lead for the interview, your chances of landing the job depend on many different factors. Using recruiters, classified ads, and even the online resources (social networks, electronic bulletin boards, commercial job listing sites, and corporate Web sites’ “career” or job openings listed) have both advantages and disadvantages for the applicant (see Table I-1).

Table I-1 Job Search Choices
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Our earlier book, How to Find a Job in 90 Days or Less, describes a three-step process that commences with a personal assessment. Once that is done, the next step is to determine a marketing plan. The marketing plan considers your knowledge, skills, abilities, experiences, likes, and dislikes, and then puts them aside while you take the time to determine the organizations that will be most appropriate and desirable for you to consider further as opportunities for employment. The last step in the process is to implement an action plan to link your desires and wishes to your skills and abilities. These steps lead you to the interview.


TOP TEN “START-UP” TIPS

1. Begin by browsing through the book. Review the questions marked *.

2. Maintain a daily schedule. If you are presently unemployed, maintain a schedule that approximates your work schedule when you had a job, including lunch, meetings with peers, and professional groups.

3. Start working with those areas in the book where you are the strongest.

4. Practice. In casual conversations, ask what others like or dislike about their jobs. See what answers intrigue you.

5. Take notes. Write in the book. Do the worksheets. Copies of the worksheets are available on our Web site, mrgnyc.com.

6. Maintain your friendships and contacts. Looking for a job is hard work, and you will come across better in your interviews if you are not crushed under the weight of your search.

7. Get psyched. Winners focus on their strengths. Do not get stuck criticizing yourself, but examine your behaviors and accentuate the positives. Be realistic in assessing your skills, potential, and experience levels.

8. Enjoy life. Enjoy the interview process—meeting people and learning about different organizations. Be balanced: Do something other than search for a job all your waking hours.

9. Learn from yourself. Give yourself points for great answers or for surviving a tough interview, whether you were offered the job or not.

10. Be honest with yourself. Whether you are doing the math as to how much of a salary you really need to live on or deciding if you are really interested in finally pursuing a change of career, be totally honest. Being out of a job can be traumatic, but it can also provide you with the impetus to make changes in your life.






End of sample
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