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‘It’s your attitude not your aptitude that determines your altitude.’
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INTRODUCTION

A couple of years ago, I ran an advertisement for an investment manager at my private equity company, Hamilton Bradshaw. In the advert we said the successful candidate had to have three years’ chartered accounting experience, must have worked for one of the top five accounting firms, and should be Oxbridge educated or the equivalent. It was the standard specification for the job.

Early one afternoon I got a call from reception. ‘I’ve got somebody downstairs who wants to see you.’

I took a quick look at my diary and saw I didn’t have any appointments listed in my schedule. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘I can’t see anybody. I’m too busy right now,’ and put the phone down.

Forty-five minutes later, there was another call. ‘James, he’s still sitting in reception.’

‘What’s it about?’

‘Oh, he said he just wants to see James Caan.’

‘No, forget it.’ Nevertheless I did ask one of my team to pop downstairs and explain that we never do random appointments, and to say sorry, but there were no free slots available. While he went off to convey the message, I got on with the work I was doing.

Unknown to me, even after having been given the bad news, the guy in reception had simply asked what time the office closed, and carried on sitting there, waiting patiently. It happened that I had a meeting in the City later that afternoon, and at four o’clock I came out through reception and left the building.

Suddenly I sensed somebody behind me. I turned round to hear, ‘Hi, James. My name’s Greg. I saw your advert for an investment manager, and although I don’t have any of the qualifications you’re asking for, I know I can do the job.’

I looked at this guy and couldn’t help smiling, because even while I was thinking to myself, ‘What a cheek!’ I had to admire the fact he had worked out that, since he didn’t have either the right degree or the relevant experience, this was the only way he was ever going to get hold of me.

So I said, ‘My car’s parked round the corner. You have exactly one minute until I get to my car to tell me why you think I should give you an interview. Sixty seconds, starting from now.’

Greg gave me the pitch of his life – essentially telling me that although he lacked the specific academic qualifications, and hadn’t worked for a top accounting firm, in practical terms he had done the job. ‘I’m determined,’ he insisted. ‘I’m hard-working. I’ve read your website. I know the business you’re in. I know exactly what you do, and I understand the concept of how you manage portfolios.’

Because of all the research he had done, Greg knew so much about the company and our business that at the end of his one-minute spiel, I had to say, ‘OK, here’s my investment director’s phone number. Give him a call. We’re all out at a meeting until eight o’clock this evening, but if you call him then, I’ll make sure you get an appointment.’

Bang on the dot of 8 p.m. he phoned the investment director. We invited him in for an interview. Normally I would never attend a first interview but this time I did, along with our investment director and our chief investment officer. Beforehand I had decided I was going to give Greg an extremely hard time. He had pushed himself into contention by showing plenty of nerve. I felt that if he was that self-confident about his own abilities, he had better be seriously good. We gave him a really tough interview, and asked some very searching, probing questions. I was amazed. He came back with a great answer to every question. Talk about resilient!

At the end of the interview, I asked Greg to wait outside while I had a chat with my colleagues. The three of us agreed we should give him the job there and then. We all realized that we could have interviewed somebody who had all the qualifications, but what value could we put on sheer determination, drive and hunger for the job?

We brought him back in and said, ‘To our astonishment, we are delighted to offer you the position.’ Greg joined us, and performed really well in the company. By thinking outside the box, and turning the usual conventions upside down, he had landed his ideal job.

This book is about precisely that: how to get the job you really want and transform your career. At a time when the only thing in business that seems certain is uncertainty, and the job market is as challenging as it’s ever been, I am going to give you the best advice I can, based on thirty years of experience working in, setting up and running recruitment companies.

It’s a battle royal out there in the job market, so you need all the ammunition you can get to give you an extra edge and to make a real difference.

I will take you through the whole process step by step. How to remain positive in a difficult economic climate. How to be proactive in finding the right job opportunities. How to go about packaging yourself to make sure you secure an interview. The vital importance of preparation, so that you are relaxed and confident in the interview, and can give a great performance. How to close the deal on a job offer to your best advantage. And at every stage I will try to shed a different light on the traditional, formulaic ways of approaching the whole process.

This is a time for flexibility and imagination. But you also need to put in the hard work – just as Greg had done in researching Hamilton Bradshaw so thoroughly (although, just in case you’re thinking of pitching up in reception to try and ambush me in the way he did, that was definitely a one-off!). Unbelievably, ninety-five per cent of candidates never bother to go that extra mile. Nobody has ever told them how to go about getting a job. They just do what’s instinctive. They see a job ad and, almost without thinking, send out their old CV and keep their fingers crossed.

I can only say this because I have been working in recruitment all my life. I didn’t just stumble across this knowledge. I have learned the ins and outs and the details of the business from personal, hands-on experience. Together we are going to set about improving the odds of you getting that perfect job.

Because I really do believe that it is possible to have the job of your dreams. But you have got to be capable of doing it. There’s no point in saying, ‘I want to be Prime Minister,’ for example, if you can’t do the job. You will only be able to perform in a role if you have the skills to do it, but landing it is about planning, preparation and determination. Remember that most people, the vast majority of the other candidates who are applying for the job you want, do not even attempt ten per cent of the extra work that would make a significant difference to their chances. And that is why they are not in those jobs.

A great way to motivate yourself is to take inspiration from somebody you admire who has got their ideal job through commitment, belief and real drive. I look at people like Stuart Rose, who started off at Marks and Spencer as a management trainee in the early 1970s and thirty years later was appointed chief executive of the company. Philip Clarke, a Saturday boy at Tesco when he was fourteen, who went on to take over as chief executive of the company from Terry Leahy, who’d also stacked shelves in a Tesco store as a kid. Or Rose Marie Bravo, who was a buyer in a Long Island department store, and ended up running Saks Fifth Avenue before turning the fortunes of Burberry around.

And what better inspiration than Barack Obama? Look at where he came from and where he is today. He had to believe in himself – and what were the odds against him getting that job? To borrow his catchphrase: Can you get the job of your dreams? Yes, you can. Absolutely.

There are many people out there who have broken the mould, who have crossed the line, who have believed in themselves enough to get the job they really wanted. But what you have to bear in mind is that none of them chanced upon those jobs. They earned the right to have them. This book is not about hoping you get lucky. It is about creating your own luck.


‘Yes, the job market is tougher than ever. Yes, competition for jobs is ferocious. But this could be the perfect opportunity for you to prove your real value.’

1. POSITIVITY

You might be forgiven for thinking that trying to find the job of your dreams in the middle of a turbulent economic climate – the most severe downturn we have seen in three generations – would be the worst of all possible times.

It is true that the employment market has been under stress. Redundancy and unemployment figures have risen back to levels not seen since the recession of the 1990s. There are few sectors which have been unaffected, and many people are, not surprisingly, worried about the uncertainty of the job market.

Private companies are tightening their belts to stay afloat, and the public sector is having its budgets slashed – and in both cases that always means staff numbers are culled, because reducing headcount and salary bills is always an easy option. The concept of a ‘job for life’ is long gone. Unemployment is rising, and the official figure doesn’t include those people who would like to change jobs but are desperately hanging on to their current position, afraid of the threat of redundancy, and usually increasing their own productivity to make themselves less disposable if and when the axe falls.

There is no hiding place. The competition for every job is going to be tough. Everyone is going to have to up their game.

After a period of years when the market was both job rich and candidate short, the tide has turned. Not only is it now job short and candidate rich, but those candidates are highly skilled, and employers are looking to reduce their risk by hiring staff who have precisely the skills and experience they need. Why wouldn’t they? When there is a glut of good candidates, employers are spoilt for choice. There is absolutely no need for them to take unnecessary risks by taking chances on the people they hire.

I’d like to put a different spin on that picture of doom, gloom and negativity.

My positive take is this: rather than feeling too down, too depressed, too de-energized, how could these shifts and changes in the market open up some new opportunities?

Currently all businesses are trying to maximize their assets to secure a return. But there is one key asset that they seem determined to ignore. And that asset is people. To help cut operating costs businesses have been getting rid of staff, their most valuable asset. Now, as an entrepreneur, I see this as a great opportunity. What I say is that companies should be investing not divesting. That logic will, I am convinced, start to take hold, and the pendulum will swing back again. The job market follows a classic cyclical pattern. It will take time. But it will happen.

Even though sectors like construction and architecture have taken a big hit, others are growing. As the population ages, the healthcare and domestic care sectors need more workers; the green energy market is expanding rapidly; the teaching profession is desperate for new recruits.

So, let’s look at the state of the job market as an opportunity for you. If major corporates and large companies are letting quantities of staff go, then it will be the smaller, more flexible, more ambitious, more dynamic businesses that will have the nous to see this is a chance for them to attract the kind of high-class talent – and that means you – that they might not have been able to appeal to in the past.

Rather than joining a shaky, jittery corporate, why not get in now with a vibrant, fleet-footed company? These businesses are often working in innovative areas, because the little guys have to be more creative to compete. And they could be the corporate giants of tomorrow: remember that Virgin started off as a single record store, that Google was essentially an idea on the back of an envelope not much more than fifteen years ago.

What are the key qualities and skills employers are looking for?

Although this is a time for survival of the fittest, rather than concentrating on yourself and focusing on your own concerns and your needs – however tempting that is – try and think about what your potential employer is going to be looking for. It is vital to get right inside their mind and understand what is driving them.

Here are three areas to think about which can help you answer an employer’s current needs and reinvigorate a positive attitude.

1. Adding value

Time was when demonstrating application and commitment was the hot button: the key factor in landing a job – coming in early, working late has always been rated very highly by employers. But although that kind of diligent attitude is still a valuable attribute, it is no longer the critical factor.

Talking to company bosses, senior managers and recruitment companies, it is clear that from now on the number one question in the mind of anybody considering employing you will be (or it really should be): ‘How much value can you bring to my company?’

Everybody is very cost-conscious, the economy is in decline, profits are down, businesses are not doing as well as they were doing before. There is no room for excess fat, for time-servers and time-wasters. So, when you are thinking about applying for a job and when you are preparing for an interview, ask yourself: ‘Am I an asset or a liability?’

In this instance asset means you are adding value to a company, while liability means you add no value and therefore are just a cost.

That’s the first of the questions I need you to ask yourself. You should be able to quantify any job or any role and demonstrate what it contributes to the firm. You are going to cost your employer a salary, National Insurance contributions, running costs. You, the employee, need to know what your cost is.

If you are on £30,000 a year, plus National Insurance of 12.8 per cent, that immediately puts you up to a basic cost of £33,840. On top of that you need to add in the cost of your desk and chair, the cost of your phone, your computer licences, your proportion of the rental rates, heating, lighting. All these ancillary costs caused by you sitting in an office are going to total a minimum of roughly £1,000 a month, and however you work the numbers out, the average is between £1,000 and £2,500 per month per person as an on-cost to salary.

So, whatever your salary is, you can add £12,000–£30,000 on top of the basic figure. And if you calculate the overall cost per year of your role in the company, will you be able to justify that cost? What can you do to prove that you are worth it? What can you do to make the person you want to hire you feel that, in the current market, this is a cost he or she is prepared to absorb?

And if you don’t know the answer, then why don’t you ask the question? Ask the employer the question. Imagine you are sitting in front of me, and at the end of the interview I ask you, ‘Have you got any questions you’d like to ask?’ You say: ‘In this role, James, how could I make a contribution to your company?’

What a great question.

Being able to quantify that contribution depends on the kind of job you want. In every job there is an output. It is a matter of determining what that output is. In every role there should be a direct measure. Every role can and should be able to be quantified, and you should be able to demonstrate that value.

In the most direct way, if you work in sales, you create and deliver revenue, which is easily measurable and very transparent, and because you have just won a new customer you can show that you are having a direct, measurable impact on the business. If you want a sales job and you can demonstrate to me that you are able to generate four times your income in sales value, that hiring decision is virtually a no-brainer.

In other roles, you have to find different measuring sticks. What are the criteria, the key performance indicators for your role? If you take the job of a PA, one absolutely critical measure is the amount of time a PA frees up for their boss. Whenever my PA is able to create an extra two or three hours a day for me, that is a great contribution to my company.

If you are going to an interview as a PA for a chief executive, as part of your preparation you can go to Companies House, where the chief executive’s salary will usually be recorded, because generally he or she is the highest paid person in that business (and normally the highest paid person is listed in the accounts). There is absolutely no reason why a PA – why any future employee – should not search a Companies House listing.

If you see that the chief executive is earning x amount of money – be it £100,000, £200,000, half a million, whatever the figure is – he or she has their own on-cost as well, and that on-cost is naturally going to be greater than yours because they will have a larger office, all the support staff, a raft of expenses. You can almost double the chief executive’s salary. So, how can you – as a potential PA – justify your cost if you are hired?

All you have to do is demonstrate how you can make that chief executive more efficient, because every single minute of every day of a chief executive’s time is extremely valuable. Every minute, every hour that you can save is invaluable.

If I was interviewing a PA and asked a candidate why I should hire them, the answer I would love to hear is: ‘James, one of the reasons I think you should hire me is because my organization skills are immaculate. I am going to be totally focused on making sure that I can save you time. I can take away as much of the burden of administration as possible, supervise the planning, coordinate you better. I will make sure I get you to appointments on time, because I am going to check exactly how long it takes you to get to your appointment and precisely how long you need to be there.’

For example, twice a day my PA goes through all the emails I receive, creates a digest from them – the highlights of my emails – and prints that out for me. From that list, I can say, ‘Let me have a look at this or that email.’ Rather than reading a hundred, I may read only five. That alone saves me a good two hours a day. I believe that in every job you should be able to demonstrate how you add value. If in any capacity you can tell the employer how you save money, how you add value, that makes a big difference during a phase when everybody is very cost-conscious. This mood of cost-cutting is a change of mentality that will outlast the next upswing in the economy. Once companies get into the habit of being lean and mean, of creating and adopting efficiencies, the chances are they will stick to them.

And to be honest, proving that you add value to a company is valid whether there is a recession or not. Even when the market is doing a lot better, if you apply that methodology, it is never going to hold you back. It is always going to make you a more attractive candidate if you can show that you will be a ‘high value for money’ employee.

2. Using technology

The impact of technology is going to play an increasingly important role in the job market. Which job, which role in the business world, does not require the use of computer and IT skills?

Here is another area where you can demonstrate the specifics of what you are able to bring to a company. Define and quantify the use of technology in your particular role. Clearly some of us are better than others at manipulating and exploiting the power of technology. We are not all exactly the same, thank goodness. But how often do you think it emerges in an interview that you are an adept user of PowerPoint or Photoshop, or that you are experienced at modifying a website?

I learned the hard way to take advantage of new technology. When I was running the employment agency Alexander Mann, I employed two PAs. Whenever I walked into the office, my PC was already switched on, emails were printed out and placed on my desk. I scribbled on them and my PAs dealt with it. When I sold the business, I decided to set up an office at home, and went out and bought myself a computer. I was sitting there, wondering why this gleaming piece of kit didn’t work. I rang one of my PAs and moaned, ‘It’s not working.’ She said patiently, ‘That’s because you have to switch it on, James.’ I switched it on. Nothing. ‘Now you need a password.’ It was that basic.

So, I forced myself to learn how to use a computer. I rang an agency and asked them to send me a temp PA. When she arrived I said, ‘Actually, rather than you taking letters, could you just come round here and tell me what this icon means?’ For a month she took me through everything. We did nothing else. She showed me how Photoshop worked, how downloading worked. It was one of the most productive months I have ever spent, because even if all my PAs left, I could probably still do the job on my BlackBerry. If you are not computer-savvy, in my belief, you will not be able to function. The world has moved on. You can’t live in the past.

We know that the employer is looking to justify the value of the employee. If you were sitting there in an interview and you asked me, ‘James, does your company use this kind of technology, or have you ever considered using it, because I have found that it directly increased my team’s efficiency?’ you are demonstrating to me that not only do you have those specific technical skills, but – even better – you have spent time before the interview thinking about things that can make my company more effective, more efficient. Now, how impressed do you think that is going to make me?

One impact of technology on the job market is that there are more people working from home than ever before. Twenty years ago, you had to go to an office, because all your information, all your files, the work you had done the day before had to be stored there. Now, most people can work from home without changing anything. I can log into my in-box from home: all of a sudden all my emails, my folders and files are available, and my screen is exactly the same as my screen at work. So, there are a number of jobs you could apply for today where you don’t have to go into the office every day: another reason to be as computer-savvy as possible.

3. Being realistic

While a period of economic turmoil does offer opportunities, you should be realistic with your expectations. Take a good step back, draw a deep breath and have a think about the long-term impact of looking for a new job.

This book is not about career development – that’s a whole other book – and more than likely you have a clear idea of the kind of job you really want.

But before you do anything else, I would like you to take some time out to review the sector you are in or that you think you would like to move into. Whether you are a school leaver, a graduate, coming back into the workplace after a break raising a family or following redundancy, or looking to change companies, you need to clarify, for yourself, that this move is the best one for you – once you are clear in your mind about that, you can approach the hassles and hurdles of the job search with a positive mindset.

Although the vast bulk of advice in this book is applicable to every job level and every job sector, there are, of course, differences between industries. As you review the landscape ahead, take into account those differences.

For example, if you are a lawyer, typically you will have a six-month notice period. How will that affect you getting a job? Because your long notice period creates a perception that you are not immediately available.

If you are just entering the job market, and plan to go into the media or fashion world, getting a job in that sector brings its own dynamic. If you want a first-time job with a magazine like Vogue, or as a sales assistant in a company like Louis Vuitton, you will start by earning very little money. If you are lucky, they might pay your expenses. They are able to pay you a low wage because they know that there is intense demand for those jobs and that there are far more people who want to work for that brand than there are jobs available. You could be an intern with them for a year and at the end of it not even get a job. You will have worked your socks off for no money because of the strength, the power, the appeal of the brand. Now, I am not against internships, but the reality is that there is never a guarantee of a full-time job.

If you are a graduate, feeling drawn to the glamour of a Louis Vuitton or a Vogue, you might imagine you would easily be able to earn big money, because the brand is successful, a household name – only to find that after putting in three years at university and coming out with a degree, the job pays no more than £10,000 a year. If you had known that before you started, would you still have done it?

My daughter studied at LSE, and of course a lot of her friends ended up in investment banking. That had been their specific objective in going to LSE. A year or so after graduating she told me that she had been talking to her friends and they were telling her how competitive, how aggressive it was, that the hours were gruelling because of global trading with one market opening as another closed, that there was huge pressure to perform and get results. She wondered how many of them had really thought about the reality – as opposed to the idea and the image – of going into that business.

Are you considering changing career?

I am frequently approached by people who do not know what career they should be in. These are not only graduates, but people who are already established in one particular business or profession – a lawyer, a banker, a fashion seller.

If you really feel trapped or demotivated in one sector, you should examine carefully the key drivers which are pushing you to consider swapping careers. Is it money; is it lifestyle; is it the content of the job; is it your fit within that new sector? As with all new job opportunities, I would like you to define what it is that you bring to the table, what makes you different from people who have been in that sector all of their career. Again, what value can you prove you will deliver to that new sector – and for yourself?

For The Money Programme on BBC2 I did a segment called ‘James Caan’s Jobs’. They wanted me to interview a range of candidates – there was a mechanical engineer based in Bolton, a banker from the City, a woman who worked for the travel side of American Express – and pick one of them to give some focused advice to. I chose Sherene, who worked for American Express. She’d been in their travel section for seven or eight years, and was now in her late twenties.

She told me, ‘The problem I’m having is that the travel industry has changed enormously in the last ten years. Travel booking has become internet-based, and so the concept of the traditional travel agent doesn’t really exist any more. But because that’s what I have been doing for most of my adult life, I’m really struggling.’

I said, ‘OK, let’s look at the core skills that you have, your core competencies, and see whether we can transfer those skills into other sectors.’ After talking to her, what stood out for me was that she had extremely strong customer service skills.

I happened to own a serviced-office company, and I knew that in that business her skills were really valuable. In the travel business a vital factor is building a relationship with the customer and providing a good service, rather like being a concierge in a hotel. And in a business centre offering serviced office space the requirement is quite similar. You go in, you can book offices, meeting rooms, video conferencing. You can have the office for a day, a week, a month. It’s like a hotel for business – very much the same idea. It is equally important to build a good relationship, provide a good service, because the aim is to retain clients. And as it happened, at that time the serviced-office sector was performing really well as an industry, so recruiting good people was key.

I thought to myself, ‘Sherene would be really good at this, because she has those interpersonal skills, she is smart, she’s had a pretty solid job history, and the pay is quite similar, if not better.’ When I suggested she apply to serviced-office companies, she had never thought about them – because she had never even heard of that kind of business. I suggested she look on the internet to find the top five players in the market, then rewrite her CV, placing her customer service skills right at the front. I advised her to make those skills very appropriate and relevant to the business centre environment, by spelling out that the reason she was applying for the position was that she understood the most important thing for those companies was the value of their clients, and retaining those customers. She worded her CV very well, sent it to five companies, got three interviews, and landed a job.

Sherene was delighted, of course. ‘I can’t believe it,’ she said, ‘I’ve been looking for a job for nine months, sending out CV after CV, getting nowhere. Now, after three weeks, I’ve got a job offer.’

The lesson was that sometimes it’s about trying to understand not a job title but the actual component of the job. Talk to friends and people you know to explore which other industry sectors could value or benefit from your experience and skills.

There is constant evolution within different sectors. For example, for those employees over forty who are now working in IT, the opportunities in that industry simply didn’t exist in any significant quantity when they were first starting out in the workplace after school or university. So, the systems maintainers and content managers might have initially had jobs as typesetters, filing clerks or teachers – but when the growth in IT offered a new opportunity, they grasped it with relish. Things move on. The cordwainers, scriveners and fletchers of yesteryear are the IT operatives of tomorrow.

Sometimes these desires for a career shift are surprising. I had an influx of letters from a number of lawyers and barristers asking for my advice on a career change. Even I couldn’t have predicted that. I would instinctively have thought that certain areas of the legal sector were benefiting from the recession. Others are less surprising. There is a huge shortage in the teaching profession: many City workers decided to take the downturn as an opportunity to enter teaching. If you are uncertain about a future career path, a website like careerplayer.com, although designed for graduates, contains valuable information and advice for everybody, by using industry insiders to describe the pros and cons of a particular sector.

I am a great believer in people following their desires in business, but you really do need to pick the right time to give yourself the best chance of success. And to public sector workers I would pose these questions: should the issue of job security restrict your career? Or should you look for job progression in the private sector and potentially face a level of uncertainty?


The JC twist

The laws of economic supply and demand still apply. With more candidates looking for fewer jobs, the perceived ‘price’ of candidates will be driven down. It is quite possible that if you want to move to another company you will not be paid the salary that you would ideally want. You might take the view – as I tend to – that securing a smaller piece of something today is a better option than holding out for more and ending up with a big fat nothing.



Is there an impact because of gender or age?

My personal experience has been that, all things being equal, I prefer to hire women. I find that women are generally more loyal and hard-working, and that women in executive positions tend to be more driven than men because there are fewer of them, they have to work smarter, and they have to perform and deliver because they know that’s the only way that they will get noticed.

Whenever I am recruiting for a management or executive position, and I have a selection of candidates, if there is a woman in the batch of candidates, her CV is always going to be noticed by me, because I have had good experiences hiring women. It is the same if you have ever hired anyone from a particular company who has worked out well – mentally you will have a natural bias towards any applicant coming from the same company because you assume that company tends to hire good people.

One of the best investments I ever made was a business called Alexander Mann Solutions, started by Rosaleen Blair, who went on to build the most successful business I’ve invested in. My first investment in Dragons’ Den was with a woman, Sammy French, and her Fit Fur Life dog treadmill. From a gender perspective my experience has always been that I’ve been more successful with women in employment than otherwise.

I know that goes against the norm. Women tell me they often think that they are not as good, that there is still a glass ceiling, and that the jobs they really want don’t exist. I don’t accept that. I think there are opportunities. Clearly there is competition. And there are not as many opportunities or organizations that prefer women. Men obviously do well. There are a lot of them, they hog the senior management positions, they dominate the boards of FTSE 100 companies. But I expect to see that balance change over the next ten to fifteen years.

One school of thought considers that if more women had held senior positions in banking and finance, the collapse of the financial markets in 2008–2009 might have been much less severe, if not averted – and that women will be instrumental in helping the UK recover from recession.

Merit alone should be the determining factor in getting a job, and discrimination law is designed to rectify any imbalance, though it will take time to root it out – how many women applying for senior management positions are still asked if they have children or if they are planning to? Ageism remains a continuing challenge for recruitment consultants and candidates alike – the 2006 Age Discrimination Act is making an impact, and now dates of birth must be excluded from any CV. However, the reality is that simply removing your date of birth is fine, but if you have thirty or forty years of work experience, it is a simple matter for an employer to deduce the age of an applicant.

To counter that, read every job description very carefully and look for areas of your expertise that are an appropriate match. With age comes experience, and that is a valuable commodity.

If you are about to graduate, what should you be bearing in mind?

This is particularly relevant in a period when there are more students graduating every year than ever before, and there is a decrease in job opportunities.

The graduate job market is tough, because not only are the corporates and blue-chip companies cutting their graduate schemes – the traditional ‘milk round’ – but graduates represent a batch of people who have, essentially, the same qualification. I am not sure that employers differentiate between a 2.1 and a first. In other words the degree or grade you have doesn’t really count. The qualification is good to have, but it is not a decision maker.

So, how do you stand out? This is the point at which personality kicks in as an absolute must. As a graduate you are not selling your CV, you are selling yourself, who you are, what your values are, your beliefs, your drives, your motivations.

From what I have observed and experienced, I would say that very few graduates have actually sat down and thought about the questions every job candidate should ask: What are my characteristics? What are my USPs? What are the features and benefits I can offer to an employer?

Graduates often waste too much of their time trying to craft their CV. They go back to their Duke of Edinburgh’s Awards or their time as head boy or head girl. That is all interesting material, but rarely compelling: it doesn’t exactly lift off the page. As an employer what I am really interested in is, ‘Who are you? What do you stand for? What do you bring to the table?’ When I am interviewing a graduate, these are, for me, the decision-making issues. I’d almost like to see a graduate CV dealing only with answers to those questions.

But I have found over the years, a graduate can fill three pages with details of their dissertation, yet include nothing about any practical experience, whether they have the discipline to turn up for work every day, whether they can take on responsibility, whether they are prepared to knuckle down to a task.

I was giving a talk at Cambridge University. There were 300 people in the room and I am sure many of them were sitting there as graduates thinking, ‘I’d love to work for someone like James Caan.’ Yet only a handful waited until the conference was finished and approached me directly. They were the few who had the confidence and the initiative to make a difference.

One of them was a young woman called Abby, who said, ‘I would really like to come and see you. This is what I’ve done.’ She gave me what we call the ‘elevator pitch’, those few minutes travelling up in the lift when you can make an impression. And what did I do? I bought the determination she showed in her eyes, the passion, the drive.

Abby came into the Hamilton Bradshaw offices and I introduced her to three or four of the managers. And now she looks after our Dragons’ Den investments. Every time I invest in somebody from the Den she takes care of that entrepreneur, provides them with any support they need, makes sure that they have got a viable business plan. But the fact she had gone to Cambridge would not have swung the job for her, because if she had not performed well at the interview, having a degree from Cambridge would not have saved it for her.

Employment is far too competitive to assume that just because you went to a certain university you are going to get a job. I don’t believe that any more. Being hired as a graduate is no different from being hired later in your career. You still have to perform, you still have to deliver. You still have to show a positive enthusiasm for the job you want.

Are you coming back to the workplace after a period away?

The harsh truth is that you will always be a much more attractive candidate if you are in a job than if you are not in a job. Just as we always want to go to the club that we’re not a member of – it is the same principle. When you are already working, psychologically you are in a position of strength because you do not have to take the new job. And that means the interviewer has to work a bit harder. If you are not in a job, the interviewer knows that you need a job, which gives them the upper hand. If you have the choice, always apply while you are still working.

However, if you have been made redundant or are returning to work after a period raising a family, or following an illness, you don’t have that choice. You need to stay positive.

A redundancy in particular is a huge shock to the system. You need to recover, regroup, make sure you structure your job search, and really think about the skills you have gained from your previous experience. Write down your key skills and think about how they could be applied in other sectors.

Transferable skills in isolation are not enough to secure a career in a different industry. A few years ago the ‘golden’ set of skills that you hear recruiters and employers talking about might well have provided a stepping stone into a new industry. But not any more. The recession means the job market is saturated with skilled candidates. In a recession recruiters will push the safe set of buttons.

If you are returning to work after some years away, take time to adjust to the changes that have happened in the meantime: the impact of technology, the change in presentation – no more power dressing.

But, as always, be realistic. The team at webrecruit, an online recruitment company I invested in, have noticed a trend for overqualified candidates to apply for any role, regardless of salary, to secure work. They tell me it’s commonplace to hear from senior-level candidates who are frustrated because they are not getting any interviews.

Don’t view being overqualified as a negative, inhibiting factor. I imagine you will have spent much of your working life developing skills, so finding a role that suits your aspirations is the common-sense thing to do. From an employer’s perspective, they’re probably worried that if they ask you to take on a job at an apparently lower level, you might leave in a few months’ time for a role better suited to your career aspirations.

Consider other options. Flexibility in the workplace is an advantage. If you have senior management experience, there is a demand for experienced interim managers, brought into a company for a fixed period to see it through a specific short-term problem, a re-structuring or nursing a company through the recession.

If you are searching for part-time work, have you considered registering with a temping agency? Less obviously: consider home-based, commission-only roles. If you’re already out of work – what’s the risk?

I recently became involved with v, a national young volunteers service. Working with them has cemented my belief that including volunteering on your CV will improve your employability. It is an ideal way to showcase your skills, and help secure work, particularly if you’re young and have limited commercial experience. The act of volunteering has undergone a radical change in style: there is a vast range of rewarding projects that can open up a wealth of opportunities, fit round your existing commitments and develop your CV.

And above all, improving your skills – through online courses or adult education – will vastly increase your value to an employer. Whenever I see on a CV that someone has used a period of time off to develop their abilities and capabilities, I take that as a huge positive, an indication that they have remained committed and motivated even when things are not going so well – just what I want to see in my staff.

How committed are you to getting a new job?

Are you looking for a move because it offers more money? Are you looking because you want to take on more responsibility? Or are you looking because there has been a recent promotion at work which you thought you were going to get, but found yourself pipped at the post? In other words: are you just fishing for fun?

I would be looking to change companies every three or four years, because that offers the fastest route to accelerate your career, since every move will generally represent a shift up in status, responsibility and salary. If you do not move, that does not mean you’re not succeeding, but the pace of your progression is going to be slowed down because of it.

On your own – outside any scheduled internal appraisals – you should always think about your job every twelve months, reviewing the progress you have made, a kind of annual career MOT. Every year set yourself a goal for the coming year: taking on a new responsibility, mastering a new skill. In any task or any function one year is long enough to demonstrate whether you can or cannot add value. At the end of each year intellectually you are ready to take the next step. You don’t leap from being a sales manager to an MD, or from a PA to the head of HR. But you set yourself very clear goals for the end of each twelve months to go to the next level up, one step at a time, and you keep notching your way forward.

Ask your line manager, ‘What can I do, what do I need to demonstrate, to progress in this company?’ People admire employees who add value to the organization. Always ask yourself, ‘If somebody was measuring my contribution, what would my scorecard look like?’

‘Do I make a difference within this company? Do I add value by what I do?’ If the answer is no, it is pretty obvious that your career development in the company will be significantly hampered.


The JC twist

If you have asked yourself all these questions, setting the framework for your decision to go for another job, and at the end of that process you feel that perhaps you have not been making the most of the opportunities available in your current company, you could make a brave decision to stay and really work those opportunities. Take on more responsibility, learn more skills, make your ambition known, put yourself on the radar.

Perhaps the best piece of advice you will take from this book is that the job you really need right now is the job you are in, but the difference is that you are going to transform its potential.



And if you have asked yourself all these questions, and you are still determined to move, great. That is a positive, informed, considered decision. Now you can make the time and the space to give yourself the very best chance.

I need you to be 100 per cent committed to this next job move, because it could be the job that transforms your career, transforms your life and your lifestyle. I need you to be ready to put in the hard work, the preparation, the attention to detail that will improve your chances tenfold. Are you ready? Let’s go.




End of sample
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