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Foreword

How many times during a job search have well-intentioned friends or family members offered you advice on how to conduct yourself in an interview? I am willing to bet that these words of wisdom have for the most part been varied, confusing, and even contradictory.

One person tells you to “be yourself, and don’t hold back,” while another suggests you “play the game” and don’t get “boxed in” by the crafty interviewer. Really, with all this “sage” advice it’s no wonder that most job candidates approach the interview with the same enthusiasm as they would an IRS audit! There must be a better way.

Over the years, both as a corporate human-resources professional and now as an executive search consultant, I have personally interviewed hundreds of candidates for positions ranging from nonprofessional to top-level executives. These individuals have come from diverse countries and cultures. This interviewing experience has taught me two valuable lessons. The first is that preparation is key for interviewing success. What you do to get the interview in the first place, as well as preparing for it, is critical. Second, there is no pat way to interview. Each situation is unique. Flexibility and being able to correctly “read” each interviewer’s style is, therefore, essential for a job seeker to hit the mark. The Complete Idiot’s Guide to the Perfect Job Interview, Third Edition, will teach you both lessons and more.

Most books I have read on interviewing address only one issue; namely, how to conduct yourself during the interview itself. The Complete Idiot’s Guide to the Perfect Job Interview, Third Edition, certainly does that, and much, much more. This book offers practical and proven methods and techniques for getting an interview. The techniques contained in this book will enable you to research the marketplace and discover the potential employers’ needs. It will provide you with the skills to conduct a thorough job search, prepare for the interview, interview effectively, and negotiate the final offer. You will be able to do it all better than you have in the past.

Professional interviewers like myself can quickly assess a job candidate’s level of preparation and confidence. This book is an invaluable tool in your job search and career management tool box. You’ll enjoy reading it and refer to it often.

William Myers

Vice President, Tarnow International Executive Search Consultants (formerly Corporate Vice President of Human Resources, International Flavors and Fragrances, Inc.)




Introduction

Question: How do you measure the effectiveness of a resumé?

Obvious answer: Whether it gets you a job or not.

Try again. Because the obvious answer is wrong.

The objective of an effective resumé (or cover letter, query letter, e-mail inquiry, cold call, and all the other early steps in the job hunt) is not to get you a job. It is to get you an interview. The job interview is your ultimate opportunity to “sell” yourself to an employer, even as you gauge whether that employer is right for you. It is a doorway to a job and a portal to a career.

At least, that’s the way it is supposed to be.

Even as we joust and jockey in quest for that interview, many of us look forward to the event as we would to any grim interrogation. We think of it as an obstacle rather than an avenue to employment. Many of us are intimidated by a process that makes us feel small, inadequate, inept—like a complete idiot.

Why a “complete idiot”?

Well we don’t know what questions will be asked. Don’t know if we’ll be able to answer the questions when they’re asked. Maybe, too, we don’t know how to dress for the interview. Don’t know how to negotiate salary. Don’t know enough about the job. Aren’t good at remembering names. Can’t think on our feet. Are easily rattled and afraid of drooling.

There’s plenty of bad to feel about interviewing—a process that should be filled with bright hopes and great expectations. A lot of us are afraid we’ll just plain blow it. More than any other aspect of the job search, the interview is a mystery to most people. Even job hunters who are confident of their resumé-writing ability and their expertise with a cover letter often feel unsure of themselves when it comes to interviewing.

If you’re leery of the interview, well, at least you’re in good company. But why stay there?




How to Use this Book 

The Complete Idiot’s Guide to the Perfect Job Interview, Third Edition, cannot, of course, guarantee success. But reading this book will help you get excited—in a productive way—about interviewing. It will help you see the interview as an opportunity rather  than an obstacle, a positive event instead of a reason for terror. The Complete Idiot’s Guide to the Perfect Job Interview, Third Edition, is designed to take the mystery out of the interview by showing you how to “read” the employer’s needs and how to present yourself as the solution to the employer’s problems.

Here’s what you’ll find in the pages that follow:

Part 1, “Getting There,” faces the fact that before you can ace an interview, you have to get an interview. You’ll find advice on how to transform your resumé, cold calls, and online queries into interviews, and how to prepare for those interviews so that you’ll come across as a winner. In this part of the book, you’ll also find pointers on “looking the part”—how (and how not) to dress.

Part 2, “Being There,” begins with what you need to know about interviewing online, then takes you into “real life” with valuable tips on what to do while waiting in the reception room: last-minute preparation and assessment, as well as exercises to keep you psyched up while you’re trying to calm down. You won’t find cut-and-dried interview “scripts” here, but far more useful tools to help you listen more effectively, to answer the most common questions, to answer the really tough questions, and to take charge of the interview and steer it in the direction you want to take it. All this leads up to a chapter on the bottom line: salary negotiation.

Part 3, “Do You Have Any Questions?” (You’d Better!), is devoted to the questions you should ask. These are designed not only to gather the information you need to evaluate an employer and an offer, but to help you “close the sale” and get that offer.

Part 4, “Special Settings and Challenging Circumstances,” explores many of the less typical, but still important, interview scenarios, including the informational interview that you arrange, the preliminary or screening interview, and the telephone interview. You’ll also find tips for handling such situations as the mealtime interview, the panel interview, the sequential interview, and the automated or computer-assisted interview.

Part 5, “On the Spot,” is a special part on mastering performance and stress interviews—certainly the most intimidating and challenging of interview scenarios—and turning employers’ objections into persuasive selling points.

Part 6, “To Follow Through, Follow Up,” covers the all-important post-meeting phase of the interview process, beginning with the follow-up interview and what to do, say, and write after all the interviewing is finally over.

Three appendixes bring up the rear, including a glossary of interview buzz words; sources of information, both in print and online, to help you prepare for an interview; and exercises to help you conduct an inventory of your skills.




Extras 

Throughout the book, you’ll find loads of helpful sidebars that give you extra bits of important information. Here’s the description of the different kinds of boxes:

[image: 002]

Don’t Call Us …

Put your foot in your mouth, and a prospective employer may send you hopping out the door. Look in these boxes for advice on avoiding pitfalls, verbal and otherwise.
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The Skinny

For nuggets of knowledge that will help you perform at your personal best, look for these boxes.
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Clincher

These are tips and “extra-mile” advice on how to make your interviews more effective.



def•i•ni•tion

The path to a terrific interview is strewn with jargon, catch phrases, euphemisms, and hot-button words. These boxes will tip you off to the most important ones.



Nice Save!

Common interview mishaps—from faux pas to catastrophe—happen more than you’d like. The tips you’ll find in these boxes will teach you how to overcome mishaps gracefully.






Special Thanks from the Publisher to the Technical Editor 

The first edition of The Complete Idiot’s Guide to the Perfect Job Interview was reviewed by an expert who not only checked the technical accuracy of what you’ll learn in this book, but also provided invaluable insight and suggestions. Our special thanks are extended to Ron Smith.

Ron Smith is a project manager at IBM Global Services. He has published three books on application development and ten computer-related articles. Ron is also a past president of the Greensport Area Toastmasters in Houston, Texas, and enjoys racquetball.




Trademarks 

All terms mentioned in this book that are known to be or are suspected of being trademarks or service marks have been appropriately capitalized. Alpha Books and Penguin Group (USA) Inc. cannot attest to the accuracy of this information. Use of a term in this book should not be regarded as affecting the validity of any trademark or service mark.




Part 1

Getting There

If you’ve read other interview books, you already know that a big problem with most of them is that they just plop you down in the interview and start spitting out whatever advice they have to give.

But how do you get that interview in the first place? And how do you go about preparing for it—or not just for a particular interview, but for interviewing in general?

Here is a bouquet of chapters to help you develop productive interview attitudes, to research firms and industries and acquire the “inside” knowledge you’ll need, to secure the interview, and to get ready for your very next interview. You’ll even find advice on dressing for the occasion.

[image: 005]




Chapter 1

Myths and Reality

In This Chapter

• Correcting misconceptions about interviews
• How to help the interviewer interview you
• Why most interviewers aren’t sadists
• Putting the focus on the interviewer
• What employers look for

 

I was going to title this first chapter “Don’t Screw Up,” but then I thought about how, when my friends and I played baseball as kids, we used to rattle the opposing batter, poised for the pitch, by shouting similarly “friendly” advice: “Don’t choke! Don’t choke!” So it seemed better to me to call this chapter “Myths and Reality.”

But facing an interview—the proverbial “big chance”—aren’t you really thinking, somewhere in the back of your head, “Don’t screw up”?

In a perfect world, you would always think of the interview not only as a job opportunity for yourself, but as a hiring opportunity for the employer—a chance for the employer to meet you, the ideal person for her needs and the solution to her problems. But in this very imperfect world, many of us  face the interview as if we were the orphan Oliver Twist asking for just one more dollop of cold gruel, please. Some of us even see the interview more as a brick wall than as a doorway. The result? We’re driven not by upbeat, hopeful energy, but by fear and loathing. On this important day, we don’t feel all that good about who we are and what we have to offer.

If you feel this way about interviews, this chapter should help you to begin to change. And if you’re lucky enough to feel good about the interview process, I hope this chapter will help you feel even better.




Interview Myths 

Even a seasoned veteran of employment interviews tends to think of them the wrong way. She goes into each interview assuming that the interviewer holds all the cards, a deck that he has craftily stacked against her—in order to grill her, wear her down, to expose her every flaw. That is one of several interview myths. There are more.


Myth 1: Employers Always Know What They Want 

Even if you could manage to show your “best,” how do you know it would be good enough? How do you know that your “best” is the “best,” what this particular employer is looking for?

So the real problem is that you’re in the dark, and fear of the dark is a pretty common—pretty primal—fear.

[image: 006]

Clincher

Don’t think of the interview as something that is done to you, but as a collaborative project you share with the interviewer or interviewers. Cooperate with them to successfully complete the “assignment.” Transform a scenario of “you versus me” into a “we” situation.



You have some choices to make. You can stumble around in the dark and feel more and more afraid as you bruise yourself on all the end tables you can’t see. Or you can try to find some light.

Although you can’t know for certain whether your “best” will be seen as good enough or not, you can go into an interview knowing quite a bit about how this employer defines “best.” Appendix B supplies strategies and resources for learning about the needs, wants, desires, and problems of prospective interviewers before you walk in the door.

But this brings us to the crux of our first interview myth. You can research and prepare thoroughly, then brilliantly analyze the problems of an industry and the needs of a particular firm. And believe me, doing so will shift the odds very much in your favor.  Unfortunately, even doing this is no guarantee that the interviewer knows what the problems of his industry are or even what his company needs.

The interviewer does not always know what he wants. In fact, interviewers who have a clear and clearly formulated idea of what they want constitute a distinct minority. The majority are in the dark, at least more or less.

Distressingly few interviewers take the time to think through the specific qualities, qualifications, personality traits, and broader background that would make up the perfect widget analyst for their particular situation.

Many interviewers are precisely in the position of, say, a technically unsophisticated customer in the market for his first high-definition flat-screen TV. He has a vague idea of what he wants and how much he wants to spend, but the salesperson—as any good salesperson does—must educate and guide him. The salesperson doesn’t go so far as to tell him what to buy, but does walk him through the process, in order to determine what product and combination of features will most satisfy his particular needs and budget.

Your job as the interviewee is to prepare sufficiently for the interview so that you can meet the interviewer at whatever level of preparedness you may find him. Then you have to be ready to educate and guide him. This, of course, puts you in a tremendously powerful position. You, the job candidate, will help the employer decide what he needs. In the fullest sense, you are perfectly situated to sell yourself.


Myth 2: Employers Are Masters of the Interview 

Granted, the interviewer may not have fully explored every dimension of his firm’s needs in regard to the job in question, but, certainly, a manager with the power to hire must know people. And this means that he must have substantial experience and skill as an interviewer.

In a pig’s eye.

Most interviewers are full-time something else: engineers, managers, financiers, accountants, whatever. Anything but professional interviewers. They have not been trained as interviewers; in fact, they’ve had relatively little experience interviewing people. More often than not, interviewers feel awkward and uncomfortable in the role. They might actually consider the interview a necessary evil, at best, and, at worst, an unwelcome interruption of their “real” work. To top it all off, interviewers don’t typically spend hours reviewing your resumé and other documentation. More than likely, your website, MySpace or Facebook page, or paperwork is given a quick once-over  a few minutes before the meeting—probably while you’re waiting in the reception room.

You’d really be sweating if you walked into the interview unwilling or unprepared. Well, it’s likely that the interviewer is unwilling and unprepared. He could use some help, and he would be most grateful for it. Go ahead, then. Help him out, and earn some gratitude.

This means walking into the interview prepared to take it over and give it direction. (You’ll find out more about how and when to do this in Chapter 9.) The beauty of taking over the interview is that it does much more than transform a doomed meeting into a productive one. It instantly casts you in the role of problem solver. You see, before you walked through that door, you were just part of today’s problem: “A million things to do, a million deadlines to meet, a million clients breathing down my neck, and this of all days is the day I’ve got to interview Joe Blow!” But sit down with the interviewer, assess the situation, take over, and turn it into a piece of cake for him, and you’ve miraculously become part of the solution—one of the few really good things that happened to this guy today.


Myth 3: Employers Just Love to See You Squirm 

You could conceivably come up against a genuine sadist, but the prospect isn’t very likely. Few interviewers are warped enough to enjoy watching the agony of the candidate, let alone set out deliberately to humiliate or embarrass the interviewee. Indeed, if anyone squirms, it’s more likely to be the interviewer, who feels that the candidate is judging him and judging the company through him.

That said, some interviewers will use so-called stress interview techniques, which you’ll read about in Chapter 23. A stress interview employs harsh, high-pressure techniques—long silences, deliberately offensive questions, impossibly difficult questions, a brusque questioning style—to test your mettle. Relatively uncommon, the stress interview is most often used to evaluate candidates for high-pressure jobs in which difficult or hostile customer contact is anticipated. These techniques are meant to put you on the spot, to see how you react and operate under pressure.

Nevertheless, you’re far more likely to find a reasonably polite interviewer, fairly eager to make the meeting a pleasant one. Why? The reasons are pretty intuitive:• Few people enjoy being party to an uncomfortable, unpleasant conversation. They do whatever they can to avoid starting such a conversation.
• Few people actually enjoy being mean.
• Most people want to be liked and to create a favorable impression.
• Most businesspeople understand that the world of business—in a particular community or in a particular industry—is a small world and that what goes around comes around. Even if this particular employer doesn’t hire you, he understands that he may end up doing business with you someday. No sense in abusing you.
• Even if the two of you never see one another again, no businessperson wants bad word of mouth. If this interviewer treats you poorly, what will you tell the world about her company?
• And what if she does hire you? Why create a situation that will produce bad feelings from day one?






Interview Reality: They Don’t Really Care About You 

I’ve tried to dispel some prevalent and pervasive interview myths. Now for a dose of reality. I’ll give it to you straight: the employer doesn’t really care about you.

Before you sputter in righteous outrage, ask yourself this: do you really care about the employer?

Be honest now.

No, of course you don’t. If you did, you’d work for free. The fact is, it’s not the employer you care about, it’s yourself: providing a good living for yourself (or for yourself and your family) right now, while carving out a productive and lucrative career for the long haul.

Just as you don’t really care about the employer, then, the employer doesn’t really care about you. She cares about herself and about her business. Insofar as you can help her and contribute positively to her business, you do count. Beyond that, however, you are a stranger.

This revelation isn’t meant to cast a cloud over your day, but, rather, to change your focus. Naturally, gearing up for an interview, you’re thinking about yourself:

• Will I make a good impression?
• Will I screw up?
• Will I look good?

It’s only natural, but that doesn’t make it all good. You need to shift your focus—unnaturally—to the employer, what she needs, what she wants, what problems she faces, what concerns her.

Look at it this way: one of the questions an interviewer might ask, point-blank, is “Why do you want this job?” It’s possible that the answer uppermost in your thoughts is “Because I need the money.” Giving voice to that answer, however, while admirably honest, will almost certainly result in a premature end to the interview and no offer of employment. Obviously, you’ve told the interviewer nothing she wants to hear.

But what does she want to hear?

Answers to all her problems. She wants to hear how you’re going to contribute to her bottom line. She wants to hear how you’re going to make her look good. She wants to hear about how you will make a positive difference for her.

Not only will forcing yourself to focus on what the employer cares about—namely herself—greatly improve your chances of scoring the job, the effort will also yield an added dividend: you’ll be less nervous and less afraid. Veteran actors learn that stage fright comes from focusing on yourself—on how you’ll perform, on how you’ll feel, on how you’ll look—rather than on your audience. If you think more about the audience and less about yourself, stage fright becomes largely a thing of the past.
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Clincher

Ask not what the interviewer can do for you, but what you can do for the interviewer.






What Every Employer Really Wants 

You need to prepare for an interview knowing three important things about the employer’s needs, wants, and desires:1. You can discover a lot about what an employer needs, wants, and desires by taking the time to do your homework: research the industry in general and the company in particular before you walk through the interviewer’s door.
2. What you discover may very well be more than the interviewer knows. Be prepared to educate him about his needs, wants, and desires.
3. Each employer needs different things, but there are some major things that all employers want from their employees.


Let’s explore point #3 in detail.
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Clincher

Being prepared for an interview and being willing to take the lead not only benefits you directly—by ensuring that you deliver the information you must deliver—but also benefits you indirectly by helping the interviewer. To the degree that you make his job easier, you will be perceived as a problem solver, which is something every organization always wants and needs, regardless of any particular job description.




A Fresh Solution Instead of Another Problem 

The employer wants to hire a solution, not a problem. Present yourself accordingly. This means coming into the interview prepared (see points #1 and #2 earlier), having fully scoped out the issues that concern the industry and the company. It also means working with the interviewer to make the interview itself pleasant and productive. Know when to listen and when to take the lead (see Chapter 12 for more on successfully steering the interview).

Do not come into the interview bristling with demands, objections, and complaints. Instead, emphasize cooperation and a willingness to strike a bargain. You can always negotiate or, if necessary, turn down an offer. But you have to get the offer first.

You will also probably be perceived as a problem rather than a solution if you complain about your present job or present employer, or if you complain about anything: the weather, the traffic, the subway—whatever. Adopt a cheerful, positive, upbeat tone.

And one more sure way to come off sounding like a problem: enter into the interview as unprepared as the interviewer probably is. Few situations are more awkward, painful, or problematic as a meeting in which neither participant has anything to say.


Someone Who Can Do the Job 

While many—perhaps most—interviewers have only a vague idea of their own requirements, most do understand that they need someone who can do the job. The interviewer may not think about this beyond the dimensions of raw ability and experience as defined in some official job description, or as defined more crudely by the interviewer’s generalized concept of the job: The job is selling. This guy’s gotta be able to sell.

Address this “can do” aspect of the interview by ensuring that your qualifications are clearly and convincingly spelled out in your resumé, website, Facebook page, and whatever other pre-interview material you have furnished. Be prepared to back up your claims with specific examples, anecdotes, and, wherever possible, facts and figures. Prepare and make use of the “Interview Kit,” which is discussed in Chapter 4.

Accent the positive, even when you’re not entirely sure of your qualifications. Don’t shoot yourself in the foot by expressing self-doubts or other reservations that may intrude into your consciousness during the interview:Interviewer: You’ll also have to analyze widget sales on a quarterly basis.

You: Gee, I have to admit I’ve never done that before … I’m not absolutely sure …





Such a response, while honest, will probably get you a one-way ticket out the door. Don’t grossly deceive the interviewer with false claims of unmerited expertise, but at this point, it’s best to cloak any doubts and self-doubts with a mantle of positive attitude:Interviewer: You’ll also have to analyze widget sales on a quarterly basis.

You: I look forward to that opportunity.





If the interviewer asks you point-blank if you have widget sales analysis experience, answer honestly but positively, citing related experience, as well as a willingness and capacity to learn:Interviewer: Do you have experience in widget sales analysis?

You: I have experience in sales, and I’ve certainly made extensive use of analytical reports. I look forward to honing more specific expertise in widget sales analysis.






Someone Who Will Stick Around 

Searching for, interviewing, relocating, training, and breaking in a new employee are all expensive propositions. Each day that a new employee is on the job represents an investment for the firm—an investment in education and development—and no employer wants to see his investment evaporate after only a few months. Be certain to convey to the interviewer an image of stability and commitment.

What happens if your resumé suggests a history of using multiple jobs as mere stepping stones? Put this in the best light possible: “One of the things that most excites me about this position, Mr. Burns, is that it is truly worth my long-term commitment. I have been searching for a job in which I can grow while developing a great program for the organization.”
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Don’t Call Us …

Beware of volunteering information about your political and social beliefs at an interview. You don’t know whose toes you might step on. Also note that it is inappropriate (and illegal) for the employer to ask you questions relating to your religious beliefs, ethnic background, sexual orientation, age, disabilities, marital status, or plans for raising a family. See Chapter 11 for more on handling difficult interview questions.




Someone Who Will Fit In … 

Learn everything you can about the environment and “culture” of the prospective employer. This includes making an effort to find out how people dress (suits? casual wear?) and groom themselves (beards okay? long hair okay on men?), as discussed in Chapter 5. It also involves demonstrating social ease, which is most loudly proclaimed nonverbally, through body language. Check out Chapter 8 for a discussion of this.

Make an effort to discern something about the politics of the potential employer. Is the orientation conservative? Liberal?

If it becomes apparent to you, as the interview conversation develops, that you do not fit in—that you just don’t like these people—try not to let your doubts show. It’s always better to secure an offer, which you can evaluate in calm and tranquility before you reject it. For now, do everything you can to keep your options open.


… But Also Stand Out 

Related to the question of whether the prospective employee will fit in is whether she stands out as likeable. In certain positions, such as sales and customer service, “likeability” is a job prerequisite, but even in positions that require little or no customer contact, it’s important to be pleasant and enjoyable to be around.

Sure, you’re nervous, but do your best to project a forthcoming, friendly, open image. Avoid single-sentence or one-word responses to questions. Don’t chit-chat aimlessly, but do open up. Be approachable. Smile and make eye contact. Speak with enthusiasm.

Showing that you are conspicuously likeable is not the only way to stand out. Let your personality shine through. Put yourself across as cooperative and a team player, to be sure, but not as a mere follower. Show that you will fit in, but also strive to make a memorable impression.


Someone Who Will Return Their Investment 

Every employer wants good value for his investment. Be prepared to speak with enthusiasm about the mission of the company, department, or division and how you intend to dedicate yourself to it. Be prepared to discuss how you will go “the extra mile” to ensure that the mission is always accomplished.




How to Present Yourself as a “Force Multiplier” 

What all of this adds up to is not a vague and nerve-wracking game of guessing precisely what formula or combination of qualities an employer is looking for. It is, instead, a matter of presenting yourself as an answer rather than a question, an asset rather than a liability, a solution rather than a problem.

Military commanders always look for combat “assets” they call “force multipliers.” These are weapons, tactics, and—most of all—people who add up to more than the sum of their parts. A person who demonstrates a willingness and ability to give 110 percent—to hit the ground running, but also to develop in the job for which she is initially hired—is a force multiplier. In selecting his next hire, an employer doesn’t want a good bargain, he wants more than he bargained for: the great salesperson who has the potential to be an even greater director of sales.

If you make the goal of each of your interviews conveying the message that you are a solution for immediate problems and force multiplier for future opportunity, each interview will become less murky, less confusing, and far less intimidating. In fact, each interview will come to seem what an interview is actually meant to be: an experience in positive communication and a fair exchange of value between a prospective employer and employee.

 

The Least You Need to Know

• Think of the interviewer as your customer—someone who has some idea of what he wants, but who will greatly benefit from your guidance.
• Learn everything you can about the prospective employer before you show up for the interview.
• Shift your focus from yourself, from what you feel and from what you need, to what the interviewer feels and needs. Address these issues during the interview.
• Needs and wants vary from employer to employer, but rest assured that all employers look for employees who will solve, not create, problems and who will serve the enterprise as a force multiplier.





Chapter 2

On Your Mark

In This Chapter

• What are “portable skills”?
• Identifying your highest-level portable skills
• Interview preparation: why and how to use research
• Doing pre-interview research online

 

Let’s start with a jolt: Don’t bother to prepare for an interview.

Let me explain.

What’s the critical difference between a good salesperson and a great salesperson? A good salesperson makes a sale, while a great salesperson creates a customer. The difference is one sale versus a potential infinity of sales.

Take a lesson from the great salesperson. Don’t prepare for this interview or that. Don’t hang all your career hopes on a one-time shot in the dark. Instead, invest your precious time in preparing yourself for the upcoming interview and for any number of interviews to come. Prepare to present yourself as what every employer, everywhere and always, desperately wants and needs: a remarkable person with skills not only specifically suited to the job at hand, but also with the manifest capability and character to manage anything thrown his or her way.

This chapter is not about last-minute cramming for tomorrow’s interview, but about taking the longer view. After all, you’re likely to live beyond tomorrow—and even beyond your next job.




Pack Up Your Portable Skills 

In taking the longer view, then, don’t focus on skills specific to a certain job; rather, put the focus where it should be: on you. The skills you carry with you matter more—to you as well as to any of your employers—than the skills that a certain job happens to require. Because such skills are yours, rather than peculiar to some job, we may call them transferable or, better yet, portable skills.

Now you probably already think you know what you’re good at and what your skills are. For example, you might say of yourself, “I am persuasive,” but that is a description of a trait, not a portable skill. On the other hand, declaring, “I am a salesperson” is just a job description, which likewise says nothing about portable skills. Take a step toward redefining the trait and the job description as a portable skill by transforming the adjective describing the trait into a verb: “I am persuasive” becomes “I persuade.”

def•i•ni•tion

Portable (or transferable) skills are specific to you rather than to a particular job. They describe a function—that is, how you work with people, data, or things. For example, knowing how to write computer programs in the C++ programming language is a job-specific skill, whereas the ability to analyze and synthesize information is a skill you can carry (or transfer) from job to job.



Next, expand the narrow job description. This is rather easy once you learn that portable skills fall into three categories: skills in relation to people, to data, and to things. Decide whether “salesperson” chiefly involves working with people, data, or things. The answer is people, and your description of a portable skill becomes “I persuade people.”


Climb the Ladder 

Notice that “I persuade people” describes a function—that is, doing something with people, data, or things. And notice, too, that expressed as a function, it is a very powerful skill that is of tremendous value in a great many jobs.

You can, however, make the statement even more powerful and the skill yet more compelling to an employer. Portable skills are rungs on a ladder that ascends to levels of increasing complexity. Persuading is on a middle rung. It is a more complex “people” skill than merely communicating, which, in turn, is more complex than a  bottom-rung skill such as following directions. But persuading is less complex—it is on a lower rung—than negotiating, while mentoring is even higher than negotiating on the people-skills ladder. If you can convince an interviewer that you persuade people, you may well get a job in sales. If you can convince her that you negotiate with people, you may score a position as an account executive. Demonstrate to the interviewer that you excel at mentoring, and maybe she’ll see in you the makings of a Director of Sales.


The Higher the Better 

In short, you want to identify your highest-level portable skills because …

• The higher your portable skill level, the more unique you are as a candidate for employment and the less competition you will face.
• Jobs that require higher levels of portable skills usually pay more and are more interesting than jobs calling for lower levels of these skills.
• Jobs requiring higher levels of portable skills tend to be careers (that is, jobs with a future).
• The higher your portable skills, the more control you are likely to have on the job. Positions requiring only the lower levels of portable skills are usually cut and dried, whereas higher-level positions invite and require creativity.

[image: 010]

Clincher

Be prepared to present to interviewers the most complex (highest-level) portable skills to which you can legitimately lay claim.




Free-Form Exercise 

So let’s get started. Find three blank sheets of paper, and write “PEOPLE” at the top of one sheet, “DATA” at the top of another, and “THINGS” at the top of the third. Below these headings, on each sheet, write “I am good at …” Next, complete that sentence in as many ways as you can for each portable skill category: people, data, and things. For example:

PEOPLE

I am good at …

persuading 
selling  
helping people make purchase decisions 
explaining how machinery works 
being patient 
listening



… and so on.

If you find working with a blank sheet of paper intimidating, flip to Appendix C and use the lists I’ve provided.


Make Yourself Marketable 

Use the free-form method, the lists in Appendix C, or a combination of the two to put together a list of six to eight of your strongest and highest-level portable skills. Then, put each of these in a complete sentence, beginning with “I am good at …” If, for example, you’ve decided that negotiating is one of your top skills, you would write, “I am good at negotiating.”

But don’t stop now. You’re on a roll. Include an object in your sentence: “I am good at negotiating prices.” Try going another step by tacking on an adjective, adverb, or a clause that includes one of these parts of speech: “I am good at negotiating prices that are satisfying to both buyer and seller.”

Step by step, you should be able to identify your top portable skills and then define them in a way that not only describes you accurately and vividly, but sets you apart from the teeming masses yearning for the very job you want.




Do the Research 

Now that you know something about yourself, you’d better find out something about the rest of the world. Research can serve three interrelated purposes:1. It can help you identify a job/career/field suited to what you know about your portable skills.
2. It can help you locate specific job opportunities.
3. It can provide information about an industry, field, or even a particular company that will make you sound highly impressive and well informed in an interview.



Make Friends in Places High, Low, and in Between 

Start with whatever is closest to you. If you are currently employed, open your file drawer and look over past projects. Identify firms and individuals who interest you as potential sources of information and potential employers. Do your best to get around and meet people in your field and in other fields that may interest you. Collect business cards and save e-mails; maintain a file of both. Also keep these contacts alive with an occasional friendly e-mail, phone call, or, if appropriate, a breakfast or lunch. Pretty soon, you’ll find that you’ve got something a lot more meaningful than a file of names. You’ve got a network.

def•i•ni•tion

A network is an informal set of business and personal contacts the job hunter deliberately develops in order to acquire information and employment leads.



 

 

Joining a professional group or organization in your field is another great way to network. Not only are you likely to meet potential employers, you will usually get access to newsletters and magazines that publish industry-specific want ads. If you can’t readily find an appropriate organization in your field—and even if you can—be sure to check out the following networking websites:• LinkedIn (www.linkedin.com): This is the biggest networking website for businesspeople in practically every field.
• Tribe (www.tribe.net): This networking site takes in the world of business, but also goes beyond, reaching into many aspects of everyday life.
• Monster Networking (www.monster.com): The nation’s most popular job-search site, Monster offers a sophisticated networking area as well.



 

Also consider Toastmasters International (www.toastmasters.org), a most supportive organization for the would-be networker who not only wants to make contacts, but also wants work on self-expression and self-esteem.

Your growing network serves two purposes:1. It generates information. Each of your contacts is a potential source of news about a job, an industry, or a field.
2. Each of your contacts is a potential employer or referral to an employer.


You don’t need to be currently employed to build a network. Potentially, everyone you know—friends, neighbors, old school chums, as well as contacts you make online—can be useful nodes on your network.

Former co-workers don’t just vanish from the planet. They can become live-wire nodes in your employment-opportunity network. Never forget the personal and professional friends you’ve made in a company you left.

[image: 011]

Don’t Call Us …

Review your list of contacts carefully before calling on any one for a referral. Make certain that the person you tap for good words will, in fact, have nothing but good words to offer. Beware of hidden agendas, and be aware that your contact may be a potential competitor for your target position.




Online: General Guides 

In addition to using the Internet as a means of expanding your business network, you will find in cyberspace a host of general-interest job-hunting sites that will not only help you look for a job but will provide research material to help you prepare for an interview. In fact, there are so many career-related sites that it is all too easy to end up spending your interview prep time searching a plethora of websites. I have winnowed the list to a few must-check resources:• Job-Hunter’s Bible (www.jobhuntersbible.com): This site is a collection of articles and up-to-date information on using the Internet as an aid to job hunting and pre-interview research. It also includes a lot of hyperlinks (shortcuts) to get you to the most popular job search websites.
• Monster (www.monster.com): This is the best-known of all job-hunting websites. Check out the useful tools it offers, such as the Job Search Agent, which will e-mail you when it finds openings that match criteria you supply.[image: 012]

Don’t Call Us …

Avoid relying on outdated reference material. Check the posting date on articles and listings you find online, and when you use hardcopy reference works in the library, make sure you consult the latest edition of the work available. The reference librarian can help.




• Yahoo! HotJobs (http://hotjobs.yahoo.com): In addition to job listings, you will find a good selection of links to other online resources as well as job-hunting articles. Material here will help you research entire industries as well as individual firms.
• CareerBuilder (www.careerbuilder.com): An online service of three major newspaper chains, this site offers job postings from a wealth of employers plus want ads from a large number of newspapers.




Online: Industry and Company Sources 

The object of networking, whether in person or online, is to transform yourself from an outsider into an insider. If you are interested in getting a job at Acme, Inc., it is obviously to your advantage to have as much inside information as possible about the company. In the days before the proliferation of the Internet, getting inside information required, at the very least, a visit to Acme, Inc. These days, however, Acme, Inc.—and hundreds of thousands of other firms—visit you. Most major—and many smaller—businesses maintain websites, which the companies use to conduct business with their current and potential customers as well as to communicate with investors, job seekers, and anyone else interested in the company.

Always thoroughly study the target employer’s website before you apply for a job. Then review that site thoroughly when you are preparing for an interview.

Also make certain to research the industry of which your target employer is a part. Use any one of a number of available Internet search engines to find the websites of companies in a particular industry and to find other information relevant to the industry.

The biggest and best-known search engine is Google (www.google.com), but you should also try Yahoo! Search (http://search.yahoo.com) and Ask Jeeves (www.ask.com). . An alternative to the conventional search engine is the so-called “meta-search engine,” the best known and most popular of which is Dogpile (www.dogpile.com). From the user’s point of view, a meta-search engine works just like a regular search engine. You just type in a keyword or combination of keywords. What happens next, however, is that your search is submitted simultaneously to more than one search engine, and you get all the results.

Google and Dogpile troll as much of the Internet as possible, often returning a staggering number of results. You may also find it worthwhile to go smaller. Take a look at the specialized search engines available on the Internet. These may well turn up more material of specific interest to you in your particular pre-interview research. Begin by checking out All Search Engines at www.allsearchengines.com, which provides a list of many specialized search engines.

Actually using most search engines is relatively straightforward and intuitive: you simply type a keyword or keywords that relate most directly to your search. If you are interested in the publishing industry, you might use such keywords as “publishing industry,” “book publishers,” “publishing industry outlook,” and so on. All of the major search engines include help pages, which provide directions, advice, and tips on conducting effective searches and using keywords effectively, so there is no  reason to get stuck. If you want more help, log on to www.askscott.com/tindex.htmlor University of South Carolina: Basic Search Tips, at www.sc.edu/beaufort/library/pages/bones/lesson7.shtml, which furnishes primer-level instructions to help you avoid frustrating web search experiences.


Get a Library Card 

When you take a break from the computer or while you are looking around your office (if you have one) for the names of folks to induct into your network, be sure to comb through those stacks of trade journals and newsletters that you’ve been meaning to read “when you have the time.” They contain valuable industry talk that not only will expand your knowledge of the issues and trends current in your field, but may also alert you to job opportunities and the needs and desires of specific firms.

If you don’t have an office, or your desk isn’t cluttered with periodicals and newsletters, or you want to look beyond your current job, career, or field, go to the nearest public library and get yourself a library card. Then, consult the following:• National Trade and Professional Associations of the United States (Washington, D.C.: Columbia Books). This reference lists not only the associations that are relevant to your industry, but any publications those associations may produce.
• Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature (Bronx, NY: H. W. Wilson Co.; available in most library reference departments). Use this reference to look up a subject and find magazine and journal articles relevant to it.



 

Don’t scan trade and business periodicals just to find the want ads. Also look for …

• Articles that tip you off to hot firms and solid opportunities.
• Articles that inform you about industry trends and developments, and that identify growth and opportunity areas.[image: 013]

Clincher

Appendix B gathers some of the most useful printed and electronic sources of employment-related information. Check it out.




• Names of article authors (if they are industry professionals) and the names mentioned in the articles; these are potential job contacts and sources of inside information.
• News about promotions, executive moves, retirements, and, yes, even deaths; such information will help you identify possible openings at specific companies.
• Product and service ads; these may tip you off to companies that are producing hot new merchandise and trend-setting services.

 

The public library is also a great place to access the Internet if you don’t own a computer or don’t otherwise have ready access to one, or if you aren’t otherwise connected to the Internet.


Learn to Leverage Everything You Learn 

You get a phone call. XYZ, Inc., wants to interview you. Great! What’s even greater is that you’ve done the research and you can now walk into the interview with an insider’s knowledge of the needs, goals, and problems specific to XYZ, Inc. All you have to do is filter the information you’ve already obtained. Thoroughly review XYZ’s website. If the company’s annual report is posted there, terrific. Read it, and read any annual reports from prior years that may also be posted. If this document is not available online, do your best to get hold of it. Call the company and ask for it. Also look for company brochures and other published material. Cross-reference these with whatever general industry research you’ve turned up; then, you can specifically identify:• Company issues. Do your sources emphasize certain themes or issues as critical to the firm?
• Industry issues. Do your sources emphasize certain themes or issues as critical to the industry as a whole?
• Relevant current events. What’s going on in the world, nation, community, or neighborhood that affects the company or the industry?



 

You want to walk into the interview armed with plenty to say about …

• The business of the company. What does it do or make?
• The scope of the company. How large is it? Where does it do business?
• The competition. Who are they, and what is the target company’s standing among them?




What, Me Worry? 

Here are my final words—for this chapter, anyway. You’ll need days, weeks, or months to find a job. You can spend that time just looking, or you can invest it—leverage it—in order to acquire knowledge that will make you look like an insider when the interview finally comes. The explosion of Internet company and industry resources has made research faster and easier. But also be aware of this: the universal availability of these resources has raised the bar. Potential employers now expect the candidates they interview to come to the table fully informed and well prepared. Make yourself as savvy as possible. It’s your time. It’s your call.

 

The Least You Need to Know

• Prepare for interviewing rather than cramming for a particular interview.
• Become intimately familiar with your “portable skills” by taking a thorough inventory of them.
• Invest in research time online, through your network, in the library—it will make you a knowledgeable (and therefore compelling) interview candidate.
• Build a network, starting with friends and colleagues, making use of the appropriate professional organizations in your field, and using networking sites on the Internet.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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Jane Smith

1234 Fast S6th Street

Eden, New Jersey 01234
2015555555

A

mail: fsmith@compuncrd.com

(Tip: Include full communications information in your etterhead. Make it easy for the employer (0 communi-

cate with you,)

Mr. Kent Bromide

Exceuive Vice President

Acme Widget C

5678 Regal Street
ine Barren, New Jersey 02345

(Tip: Addressthe leter 10 the lead interviewer, if you met with more than one person. Be certain to include his
or her full and corect ile)

Dear Mr. Bromide

(Tip: Unless you were invted to use the addpessee’s first name during the inerview, don't use it o
onl, please.)

Thank you for the opporcunity t interview for the position of asistant sales manager. | was greatly
mpressed by the inteligence and energy of everyone with whom I spoke at your offces, and | was very

geateful for the warm reception and the sincere interest shown in me

(Tip: Begin with thanks. Be sure 0 remind the reader of what position you interiewed for. A liberal dollop of
praise and flaitery doesn't hur, ither.)

The prospect of working at Acme is very cxciting. You have forged a great team, and | would be thrilled to
become part of i
(Tip: Comvey enthusiasm for the job.)

1 was delighted by our conversation, particulrly by the prospect of creating a special incentive program.
As T mentioned, [ was instrumental in designing jus such a program for Smith Widger, which resulted in a
26 percent increase in order volume within two quarters ater its introduction. That expericnce ta

great deal, which T hope I will have the opportunity o apply a¢ Acme.

(Tip: Gracefully hit a highlight or o of your qualifications, emphasizing what you can do o benefi the
emploger’ company, not hat you want from the company.)

Thanks again for the interview. | look forward to hearing from you, as you mentioned, before the end of the
month,

(Tip: Reiterate whatever closure you have been promised. This serves not only as a reminder 10 the employer,
but lets him know that you are especing action.)

cercly,

Jane Smith

(Tip: End with a convensional polite “complimentary elose.” Don't epea thanks or “haping o hear from you,"
o anyihing of the ind. This is  friendly but businesslike communicarion.)
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