Job Hunting Tips
Frank D. Nicodem, Jr.
Introduction

Much has been written about the various aspects of finding a new job – from the psychological aspects of dealing with the grief of losing a job, to cut-and-dried methodologies to use in job hunting.  This article is not intended to be a complex, comprehensive, dissertation on the topic.  Rather, I would like to share what I believe are some of the most important aspects about the process, and provide a bird's-eye view of what have been the most critical and outstanding points along my own path.

Continue to read other articles, listen to gifted speakers, and gather all the information available.  Then add the following information to that compendium of great tips you are accumulating.

This article is a work in progress; it is a “living” document.  I hope to keep it updated, as I recall additional “nuggets” that have helped me personally.  Feel free to send me comments, suggestions, or other feedback.  And best wishes to all who read this.
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Résumés

Perhaps the best place to start this article is with the place you will normally start – creating your résumé.  I will not go into detail about résumé formats, structure, or organization.  Talk to 10 different résumé “experts”, and you will get 12 different viewpoints:  how short or long it should be, whether to use a functional or chronological résumé, even whether your name should be centered or bolded or in a completely different font.

But with all these thoughts in mind, most people still overlook the most important aspect of all.  The purpose of your résumé is not to get a job; it's to get an interview.  In this day, any job posted via a public medium (e.g., newspaper, online job site, company Web site) can easily result in hundreds of applicants.  Which of those applicants gets to the next step – the interview?

The answer is:  the one who stands out.  So how does your resume do that?  Not in the formatting or layout or font or style, but in the way the information is presented.  To summarize, here are four different approaches to writing the basic content of a resume, judged by their effectiveness.

· “These are the places where I've worked.” – Poor

· “These are the places where I've worked, and my responsibilities there.” – Fair

· “These are the places where I've worked, and the measurable results of what I did there.” – Good

· “These are the places where I've worked, the measurable results of what I did, and what I did that was better than anyone else.” – Excellent

Care to guess which of the above is the form that most résumés take?  It would probably be the second – the “Fair” résumé.  As I read résumé after résumé, all I learn is where the person worked, and what they did.  Not how well they did it, or why someone else couldn't have done the job equally well.  Not a single thing that distinguishes them – even though that should be the primary focus of the résumé!

Be sure that your résumé highlights key accomplishments.  Listing “job responsibilities” won’t impress anyone.  Responsibilities are what you were supposed to do; but they don’t say whether you did them, or how well.

Take time as you think through your job history.  What did you do that meant something to your employer?  What did you do that no one else could have done (or, at least, not as well as you did it)?  Focus on those things; highlight them.  Differentiate yourself.  Stand out.

Above all, make sure that any résumé you submit for a job is crafted to show clearly how you meet the stated job requirements.  Match your résumé to the job description.  When possible, even use the same key phrases.  Using a “vanilla” template résumé for every job application puts you right back in the pile with everyone else.  You want to set yourself apart.

Review your résumé, and examine each point to see if you are expressing it in terms of that fourth example.  If not, think about how you could re-word it to do so.  Check that the résumé is easy to read quickly – that key areas stand out.  And ask a few people to critique it.  It’s always good to get a second viewpoint.

30-second “elevator speech”

Most people who are reading this are probably familiar with the term “elevator speech”.  For those that are not, the concept is this:  You have just stepped into an elevator in an office building downtown.  As the doors are closing, you notice that a Senior Manager for a company that you are targeting has just stepped on along with you.  The doors close on just the two of you.  You now have a “captive audience” – for maybe 30 seconds, before the doors open again.  What can you say in that 30 seconds that would interest this person enough to want to talk with you further?

In job hunting, what you say in that brief time is referred to as your “30-second elevator speech”.  This is not something you want to think up “on the fly”; it's not something you want to spout off randomly.  You have a golden opportunity to grab someone's attention; you need to use it wisely.  (And by the way, “elevator speeches” can be used in any situation where a brief encounter may take place, and where you need to make a significant impact in a very short time – one that will spark the other person's interest so that they want to continue the discussion.  They need not take place on an elevator, but could be at a brief introduction at a party, sitting next to someone on an airplane, or any other similar situation.)

Since time is of the essence – you want to increase the “punch” of your message by having as much content in as brief a time as possible.  You do not have time to be giving a complete job history, or why you are looking for work.  You need to focus on only a few topics, and hit them hard.  They are:

· Who are you?

· What do you do?

· Why would someone benefit from hiring you?

“Hi, my name is Joe Dokes, and I help companies reduce their overhead, increase productivity, improve their bottom line, and achieve their goals.  I'm interested in finding a company that could benefit from my experience in streamlining workflows, reducing costs, and improving performance.  I'm an excellent communicator who has forged solid and effective relationships between technology and the business community.”

This is not a speech to “customize” on the spot.  It is one to have learned, and memorized until you can say it in your sleep.  It needs to flow; it needs to be relaxed.  But it needs to stay focused.  Start to ad lib, and you will be guaranteed to get off track.

Write out what you want to say.  Refine it.  Try it on others.  Time it.  Say it in front of a mirror.  In fact, find out how you sound saying it:  Use a hand-held tape recorder.  If you do not have a tape recorder, call your home phone or cell phone and leave a voicemail for yourself, consisting only of your “elevator speech” – spoken exactly as you'd say it to someone in a “live” situation.  Then dial up your voicemail and listen to it.  How does it sound?

Continue to work on it until the entire speech comes as naturally as when you say “Hi, I'm Joe Dokes and I work for the ABC Company.”  It needs to flow smoothly, and not sound memorized.  Then use it at every opportunity.

Networking

You've heard it before; but it bears repeating.  More than 65% of the hiring done today is for jobs that were never posted on any public medium.  They were filled from referrals, from networking, from employees already within the company.  Connections made by word of mouth, sharing information with each other, building synergistic relationships.  Statistics show that networking is undeniably the best way to find a job.

So what is “networking”, and how (and where) is it done?  When one hears “networking” (particularly in the context of job hunting), what frequently comes to mind is meetings.  And there's no question that support groups, business groups, and other special interest groups are an excellent way to network.

Support groups (such as the many job support networking groups in the Charlotte area) are an excellent resource, because they usually are led by professional individuals, often with a background in human resources or senior management, and they can supply lots of useful information:  articles about job hunting, references to other networking groups, special speakers talking on relevant topics, practicing interviewing skills, critiquing résumés, or merely an opportunity to chat with others in similar industries – sharing experiences, tips, pitfalls to avoid, and just plain encouragement.

Studies have shown that there is strength in numbers.  Depression over loss (e.g., job loss) is much harder to deal with alone.  Just meeting occasionally with friends can be a great respite.

But there are more groups to network with than just job support groups.  Many business groups meet every day in a city the size of Charlotte:  Groups such as the Chamber of Commerce, various small business associations, and groups of businesspeople with similar interests (e.g., the Enterprise Developer's Guild or the Carolina IT Professionals, for IT related jobs).  These are not people out of work, but people who are working – in companies that may have openings that no one knows about.  They have contacts in various fields, and can put you in touch with key people to talk to.  And they are always willing to help.

Special-interest groups abound, as well.  They may not be business-related, but may be hobby groups, sports groups, athletic groups, or any of a number of other interests.  But they all represent people to gather with, people to talk to, people who know people.  A network.

Not all networks are local, tangible groups of people.  Most people have heard of “social networking”. Networks of people created online – for a variety of purposes.  In this article, I will focus on only one – LinkedIn.  The reason is that – in my own personal experience – the other “social networks” (e.g., MySpace, Facebook, even Twitter) have been overused as shallow excuses to waste time.  The ratio of useful information to “fluff” is extremely small.

LinkedIn, however, focuses on being a professional networking site.  Most of the information shared by individuals on the site deals with their jobs, their professions, their careers, and their (more serious) hobbies.  (I have yet to see a picture of someone on a LinkedIn site that was taken as they were crawling out of the bed of a pickup truck, wearing sunglasses and a straw hat, with a beer in one hand and a hot dog in the other, waving a team banner, and grinning into the camera.  And I have seen far worse than that on Facebook.)

By the way, why is that critical?  Why is the “prestige” of the site – and the content that is typically shared on such a site – important in a job search?  Simply because more employers are going to social networking sites (most predominantly, LinkedIn) to find out about candidates who are applying for positions with their companies!  What image do you want to present?  How do you want to be seen when you are not all primped and proper for your interview?  Employers know that the persona you exhibit during an interview is not completely realistic.  They know that pictures on a Facebook site may well represent the “real you” far better than any interview.  'Nuff said.

Back to LinkedIn, how can it be used?  First, as your online résumé.  You can fill in your entire work history with free-form content that you write yourself.  You can include a picture of yourself, your education history, your hobbies, your likes and dislikes.  You can create a complete image of yourself.  But wait – there's more!

LinkedIn also hosts hundreds of special interest groups that you can join online – groups that share information, or serve as references to others in the group.  They may even meet face-to-face occasionally.  And you can join as many of these groups as you'd like.  (Some require “acceptance” – that is, you request to join, and the moderator reviews your request and either grants it or denies it.  In almost all cases, requests are granted.)

Now you have a group of like-minded people, with various things in common – work, hobbies, interests, pets, families, even illnesses.  And every group that you belong to is another chance to network – to let people know that you are looking for a job, and would like any referrals or other contacts that might help you along.

And that's still not all.  Perhaps one of the most powerful aspects of LinkedIn is its networking and searching capabilities.  For example, if I know that I am interested in working for the ABC Company, but I am not aware of any contacts there to help me out, I can use LinkedIn to tell me about the people in the LinkedIn network who work for the ABC Company – and I can contact them through my network.  Sometimes, they may be people who I actually know personally, but was unaware that they worked for the ABC Company (which has happened to me more than once).  Or it may be a person who is a “friend of a friend” (in the LinkedIn sense) – that is, you do not know them personally, but someone you do know personally knows them personally, and can “connect” you to them.

In like manner, you can research entire companies, learn about their management, and so on.  I credit my current job, in great part, to the research I did on LinkedIn, and all that I learned about several of the key people at the company, before I ever met any of them.  In my very first interview, I was able to talk to them about their backgrounds, their interests, their job history, and more!  Why is that important?  It shows that you have “done your homework” – it's another way to “go the extra mile”, and stand out over someone who didn't do that level of research.

There is much more to LinkedIn, but I will only mention one other thing.  You can have others on LinkedIn write recommendations (i.e., referrals) for you, and they will be stored in your LinkedIn profile (the information about you).  With the exponential increase in applications for virtually every job posted these days, employers do not have time to review all the résumés submitted to them.  Many use a very simple first-level filter to winnow out a large percentage of the applications – referrals.

If you come into a job interview with a referral (especially one from someone within that company), you have an enormously greater chance of success in the interview.  And many employers will visit LinkedIn prior to an interview, only to find what kind of referrals a given individual has received – and from whom.

I have never met anyone who is hesitant about giving a referral – partly because it's a two-way street.  “You scratch my back, and I'll scratch yours.”  You write me a referral, and I'll write one for you.  Not dishonestly – I will address honesty in another section.  But for the sake of this topic, what you want is a good, honest referral from a qualified individual – someone you worked with at a previous company, your former boss, someone who works in the target company, etc.  (Of course, check with the individual first, and make sure that the referral that they will give you will be a positive one!  One fellow I know asked his ex-boss for a referral – after the ex-boss had fired him in a heated argument!)

So use everything that LinkedIn offers.  Fill out your profile completely.  (As you enter data, LinkedIn will tell you how complete your information is.  It will also suggest what you can add, to raise the percentage to 100%.  And that should be your goal – a profile that is 100% complete, including recommendations.)

Networking is critical in any job search.  Wrongly done, however, it can also be a waste of time.  Sitting around in meetings but never talking with anyone, going to groups that only spend their time enabling each other's “poor me” attitude about their situation, or anything else that does not productively address the purpose of networking – widening your exposure to job opportunities – is fruitless.  Make your time – and energy – count.

What to avoid

Speaking of not wasting time, are there activities that are less productive than others?  Even ones that might, on the surface, appear to be very positive?

From my experience, that would be spending an overt amount of time on online job search bulletin boards.  By this, I am referring to things like CareerBuilder, Monster, Dice, Craigslist, or the hundreds of other similar Web sites.

“But wait – that's what those sites are designed for!  Why are you dismissing them?”

Several years ago, when I was out of work, I spent a great deal of time on the various job boards.  I did all the “right things” – kept my résumé updated every few days, so it would be “at the top of the list”, set up search agents to E-mail me daily lists of job listings that matched my work profile, etc.  And in some cases, it helped – a little.

But things are different today.  Thanks to the “wonder of the Internet”, and the prevalence of these job search sites, it is now trivial to apply for a job – or even dozens of jobs – with very little effort.  But that's exactly the problem.

More people are out of work than ever before.  More of them are using these same job boards in their job search.  Employers are becoming hesitant about posting jobs on these sites.  One Senior HR Director of a large corporation told me that when his company posts a listing on Monster, he can expect to have 400-600 applications within a 24-48 hour period.  And there is no way he can handle those!

The result is that because of the simplicity of using these services (and the various agents that collect and collate the information for you), the proliferation of job applications is causing major meltdown in the HR world.  In some cases, companies are completely ignoring these major job boards now, simply because they are generating too many results – resulting in the reduction of the quality of those results.

So should you avoid using these sites entirely?  That is your choice.  However, the best advice I have heard on this topic – from someone “in the know” – is that statistics show that only about 5% of all job offers come via these job boards.  So go ahead and use them if you wish – but don't spend more than 5% of your time and energy in that area!  Simple.  If you are spending more than 2 or 3 hours a week on the job boards, you're wasting your time.  Plus, you also have to understand that every time you submit a résumé for a job via the job boards, that résumé will be going into a pile with literally hundreds of others – with virtually no way to differentiate it from the rest.  Sound appealing?  (If so, I bet you buy lottery tickets when the payout hits $100 million too, right?)

What about Job Fairs – those gatherings of (supposed) employers, where everyone can “network” and have opportunities to supply their résumé to “hiring managers”?  I cannot speak for all Job Fairs; and frankly, each one is different.  But from my own personal experience, most Job Fairs target low- to mid-range positions.  Some examples I've seen (repeatedly) are things such as temporary staff (e.g., administrative assistants), truck drivers, or entry-level jobs.  Or you will find companies who want to help you start up a franchise with their corporation.  Or colleges and universities that want to take advantage of your situation, and convince you to go back to school, so you can (eventually) get a better career.

And if you do find one or two employers that appear to be able to offer you something of interest, only a few HR people are there to take your résumé, and put it in a pile with hundreds of others.  (And do you really believe that anyone is going to go through all those paper résumés after the Job Fair is over?)

The best results I have ever achieved at a Job Fair came from a bit of networking (often with better results coming from networking with the other attendees, not the employers), handing out business cards, and so on.  The worst is that I've wasted half a day standing in long lines, when I could have been doing something more productive.  (And if our purpose is to differentiate ourselves from the others, how does mixing with the hundreds of others milling about the Job Fair accomplish that?)

Using recruiters

If electronic job boards or Job Fairs are not productive, then what about using recruiters?  This is a topic on which you will hear a variety of arguments – none of them necessarily wrong.  It is true that using a recruiter could affect the financial outcome of a job search, since the recruiter has to make their profit.  And often – particularly in the case of hourly contractors – that profit comes out of the hourly rate being paid by the client (i.e., money not coming to you).

As someone once wisely counseled me, “Remember, the recruiter is not working for you.  They are working for themselves first, and then for the clients who are paying them to find candidates.”  So be prepared to be “low man on the totem pole”.

In addition, many recruiters work only on a contract basis – that is, placing people into temporary, short-term, fixed-length contracts (often for pre-defined projects).  And when those contracts are over, there is a good likelihood that the individual will once again by looking for a new job.  (In addition, many contract jobs do not offer benefits, such as health insurance, retirement contributions, paid vacations, etc.)

On the other hand, there are advantages to using recruiters – many that go beyond purely the financial aspect of a job.  Most recruiters work with a specific client base.  They get to know their clients; they learn who the hiring managers are.  And they often hear about job openings before the official posting has been made.

Also, many corporations deal only with specific recruiters.  They do not take direct applications, but use their “preferred vendor list” of recruiting agencies to find them the right people for their open positions.  If you are not working with one of those preferred recruiters, you have relatively little chance of getting an interview with those companies.  (This tends to apply much more in certain industries – such as banking or IT.  But it can apply elsewhere, as well.)

But there is an even stronger reason why using a good recruiter can be to your advantage.  If you have submitted your résumé to a company through their Web site, or through an electronic job board – or even directly through the mail – that's the end of it, from your perspective.  You no longer have control over that résumé, who sees it, or what happens to your chances.  But once a recruiter decides that you are the right person for a job opening that they have on their desk, and submits your résumé to the hiring manager, their interaction does not stop there.  They typically know the hiring manager personally.  And they can “go to bat” for you, to convince that manager that you are the right candidate for the job.  There's no way that you, on your own, could have that kind of “in” with the hiring manager.

So just as with the electronic job boards, use this avenue wisely.  Don't spend all of your time with recruiters, just as you wouldn't spend all your time online.  But consider carefully what advantages you might have by using this kind of an advocate.

And if you do work with recruiters, remember one thing:  You need to stand out with the recruiter just as much as you want to stand out with a potential hiring manager.  Do not limit your communications to phone calls.  Meet with them – regularly, if necessary – even if only for a cup of coffee.  Let them see you, and get to know you.  That way, when they do come across that new job opening, it will be you – out of all their candidates – that comes to mind first.

Interviewing

You have put together a quality, high-class résumé that tells why you're the best person a company could hire.  You have established a great network, and collected many positive referrals.  Perhaps you have even had a recruiter going to bat for you.  And all that was to get to this point – the interview.

Countless articles have been written about different styles of interviewing.  And I have no desire to go into all the details; you can find them elsewhere.  Once again, though, I want to focus on what I have found from my personal experience to be absolutely critical during the interviewing process.

To start with, what exactly is “the interviewing process”?  When does it start?  When you walk into the hiring manager's office at10:00am on the appointed day, and shake his hand to begin your formal interview?  Or does it begin much earlier than that?

There's a saying in real estate that the three most important aspects of any real estate purchase are location, location, and location.  I would rephrase that a bit, and say that the three most important aspects of any interview are preparation, preparation, and preparation.

So how do you prepare for an interview?  You begin by finding out everything you possibly can about the company.  What do they do?  How did they start?  How long have they been in business?  Who are their largest customers?  Are they in a “family” of companies that are inter-related?  What are their annual sales figures?  What kind of organizational structure do they implement?  What are their values, their goals, their vision, their mission?

Why start there?  Because very few people do.  I know people who walk into an interview without even knowing what industry the company is in.  How can you tell why you would be an excellent candidate for their open position, if you do not even know what their goals are?  Know these things, and you will differentiate yourself; and you will impress the interviewer.

What about the senior executives, key management, or even board members?  Who are they?  What are their interests?  Where did they get their degrees?  What are their hobbies?  What makes them tick?  Again, this is information that is key to being able to stand out from the other interviewees.

But how do you get this information?  We come back to “the wonder of the Internet”.  Because the answers to virtually all those questions can be found online.  The “facts and figures” for the company can typically be found in their annual statement – which is often on a company's Web site.  If not there, then check other sites like Reference USA that provide those details about almost all businesses.  You can also use LinkedIn to get more information about a company, and the people who work there.

LinkedIn is another great source of information – “insider information”, if you will.  Find out who works there.  Hopefully, you are now “connected” to enough people in LinkedIn that someone you know either works there, or knows someone who works there.  Contact them.  Ask about the organization, the environment, the management, and anything else you can think of.

If you know the name of the person (or persons) you will be interviewing with, look them up directly.  Most of them will have a LinkedIn profile.  And most of those profiles list past positions, colleges and universities they attended, and even casual interests.

So you have done your research.  You can speak about the company, about how you can make a contribution that directly addresses their values and goals, and even casually chat about how you both share a common interest, such as golf or horseback riding.  Now it's time to get to the meat of the interview.

Again, I am not going to go into detail.  But I will mention what I feel are some of the most crucial aspects to a good interview.  First, do not make it a “story of my life” retelling.  That is history.  Don't waste their time.  Focus on those same items I mentioned in the section on Résumés:  What are the measurable aspects of some of the work that you've done, and why did you do it better than any one else?  And how do you feel that you could make a significant contribution in this current position, and to the company as a whole?

Keep that focus through the interview:  “What makes you a better candidate than someone else?”  Be ready to think outside the box.  Perhaps you are bilingual, and this position presents an opportunity to leverage that.  Perhaps you have former experience with something that you discovered (during your research) was a real “hot button” for this company.  And if you've done your research, you will also know what not to waste your time on, because it would not apply to the goals or direction of this particular company.  Just remember that the goal is to differentiate yourself from the rest.

You may or may not find yourself in what is called a Behavioral Interview.  (You can read about Behavioral Interviews elsewhere; just Google “behavioral interviews” and you will find more than you wanted to know.)  The bottom line of a behavioral interview, however, is that the interviewer wants to hear from you about specific instances where you encountered some particular problem (normally outlined by the interviewer), how you responded to the problem, and what was the result of your action.

In fact, this is often referred to as SAR interviewing.  The only thing you have to remember about this is that every one of your answers to such questions should be in the form of Situation, Action, and Result.  Describe the Situation, tell what Action you took, and don't forget to highlight the Result.

You might even consider using this format in your own statements, and not only in responses to the interviewer's questions.  As you discuss your background, your experience, your past jobs, talk in terms of the Situations, Actions, and Results – and you are guaranteed to get a positive response from the interviewer.

Near the end of the interview, you may be asked if you have any questions for the interviewer(s).  Be prepared; always have some ready.  Never respond “No, I don’t think so”, or “Can I call you if I think of any questions?”  Do your homework, so that you know ahead of time what questions you would like to ask.  And keep them focused on the company, the business needs, and the specific job opening.

Some good examples include:

· What do you see as the greatest challenge in this position?

· If offered this job, what do you envision as my priorities for the first three months?

· What are the short-term goals for the corporation as a whole?

And be prepared during your interview to provide references that the interviewer can contact when the interview is over.  (And as mentioned above, be sure that any references you provide will give you a positive recommendation.)  It is also a good idea to check with the references first, and let them know that you may be using their names in your interview.
Lastly, take time to write notes of your interview conversation immediately after you exit the interview or the company.  Not only will these notes be very helpful when writing your Thank You notes (see Standing above the crowd), but will also serve as a good reminder of the key points of your conversation later on, when the details may no longer be fresh in your mind.

Exit statement

During the course of an interview, you will likely be asked for your “exit statement”.  Only, it is not typically referred to as such.  What is an “exit statement”?  Is it what you say at the end of the interview, before you leave?  No; it's the answer to what is often the most common question to open an interview:  “So tell me – why did you leave your last job?”

And despite the fact that this question is so common in interviewing, many people are caught off-guard by it – particularly if their reason for leaving had any negative connotations.  So just as with the 30-second “elevator speech”, it is a good idea to have a prepared answer to this question.

Some answers are easier than others:  “The company closed our division, and we were all let go.”  “We merged with another company, and the many duplications in roles resulted in a large downsizing.”  “The company relocated its support staff offshore.”

But not all situations can be described that succinctly.  What about when the “parting of the ways” was less than pleasant?  What if the reason was a conflict with your boss?  What if you simply were fired?  Worse yet, what if you did something to deserve getting fired?

The first rule – not only in answering this question, but in the entire communication process (writing your résumé, crafting your “elevator speech”, pursuing your interview) – is to be honest.  Mark Twain is credited with saying “Always tell the truth; then you won't have to remember what you said.”  Some may question the proverb that “honesty is the best policy”, particularly in a sticky job situation.  How can we be honest even in a difficult situation, without causing irreparable harm to our character?

Remember several things:  first, truth will be found out.  And an employer will be more impressed when that truth came from you originally, than if they find out (perhaps much later) that you have lied to them.

Second, focus on the positive.  Even a bad situation can be turned around.  (“Every cloud has a silver lining.”)  You were fired because of an altercation with your boss; perhaps you even called him some unforgivable names, in a fit of anger.  You might say “I have an excellent history of getting along quite well with all of my colleagues and managers.  Unfortunately, my last job resulted in my working with one particular individual whose personality was in direct conflict with mine; and I made some bad choices, and said some things that I regret.  However, I learned that emotions shouldn't be allowed to overpower my better judgment; and I am confident that such a situation won't happen again in the future.”

You have admitted the problem – honestly.  You have even worked in a “positive” – i.e., that this was an unusual (and rare) occurrence for you, and you normally get along well with others.  But even more importantly, you have gotten to the third point of this part of the discussion: always end your Exit Statement on a positive note.  Even through negative situations, show that you learned something; assure the listener that it was an isolated incident, and will not happen again.

Then stop.  Do not say any more.  One of the biggest mistakes in an Exit Statement – particularly one that is trying to “excuse away” a bad situation – is to talk too much!  This is another reason that your Exit Statement should be as prepared as your “elevator speech”.  Know it word for word; know exactly what you are going to say – and what you are not going to say – and then just stop.

Often, after you have stopped, there may be an uncomfortable silence.  Interviewers use this tactic to try to get you to say more than you had planned.  (So often, in the presence of silence, we feel compelled to keep talking, don't we?)  But just stop when you're done.  If there is silence, it will eventually be as uncomfortable for the interviewer as for you, and they will pick up the conversation once again.

Have a portfolio

Do you want to really differentiate yourself from the crowd?  Create a portfolio, and have it with you at your interview.  

“What is a portfolio?”  It is a tangible reflection of the work that you have done.   

“But I'm not an artist or designer; what would I put in a portfolio?”

It is easy to imagine a portfolio when relating to a job whose primary goal is some kind of graphical output.  An artist, a graphics designer, a photographer would all have portfolios demonstrating their skills and abilities.  These are tangible examples of what can be expected of them, based on what they have already done.

But portfolios can be created for many other jobs.  If you are a technical writer, gather together some of the documents, manuals, brochures, or books that you have written.  If you are a network engineer, display some of the network diagrams that you may have created, illustrating a complex system of computers on which you worked.  If you are a computer programmer, have samples of your code, or even computerized documents – such as spreadsheets with charts and graphs, or PowerPoint presentations you have created.

If you supervised a machine shop that produced specialty fasteners, have some examples with you!  If you are a Web designer, have screen shots of some of your creations available (with any client-specific data removed, of course).

If you ever wrote anything for a publication, include that.  If anything was ever written about you – or perhaps you were interviewed for a published article or radio/TV program – have those items available.

What difference does all of this make?  A portfolio accomplishes several purposes.  It demonstrates that you have done what you say that you have done.  It provides examples of the quality of your work.  And it presents one of the strongest memories to an interviewer – a visible, tangible representation of you.

We usually remember less than 50% of what we hear.  But we remember a far greater percentage of what we see.  Having a portfolio of your work will definitely help set you apart.

Standing above the crowd

In case it hasn't been obvious yet, the common thread that has been running through all these topics is to stand above the crowd – to differentiate yourself from the (perhaps hundreds of) others who may be competing for the same job.  To make your résumé stand out; to make your 30-second conversation opportunity stand out; to make your networking stand out; to make your interview stand out.

Are there other ways in which you can also “stand out” from the others – ways in which you might gain a foothold in a particular job situation by setting yourself apart?

I have found that there are several additional ways to differentiate myself – to do what others may not do, to show creativity or thoughtfulness.

One of these is to write Thank You notes, particularly after any interview.  I will not get into a discussion of whether they should be paper notes sent through the U.S. Mail, or electronic thank-you's sent via E-mail.  But despite the fact that sending Thank You notes is a “no-brainer”, ask any recruiter or hiring manager, and you will discover that the vast majority of interviewed candidates do not send written Thank You notes (paper or electronic).  So the very fact of doing so accomplishes several things:  You remind them of who you are and when you were there; you add another “punch” to your positive impact on the interviewer; you include comments to the effect that you are quite eager to work for their company, and will be looking for their offer; and you stand out.

If you do not already have some, get some professional business cards – designed specifically for your job search.  If you feel capable, you can design and print them yourself (as I do mine), using simple and inexpensive graphics software and a color printer.  If you would like some professional help, Google “free business cards” and you will find many places that will allow you to design your own business card online, and will then print a limited number for you, often for just the cost of shipping them.

When I say that these cards should be designed specifically for your job search, I am referring to two things.  First, make sure that any and all contact information necessary to get in touch with you is included on the card:  home phone, cell phone, E-mail, postal address. LinkedIn address, Web page URL, and so on.  Naturally, include the basic information – name, title (if appropriate), and perhaps some simple graphics to make the card more eye-catching.

Second, very briefly list the tasks that you do (which should align with whatever type of job you are looking for).   This information can be presented on the front of the card; or, if you have the ability (or the printer can accommodate you), include job related capabilities on the back of the card, with only your personal contact information on the front.  Don't include things that you wouldn't apply for, if they were part of a job description.

Then use the cards at every opportunity.  It is far easier to pass your contact information to someone by handing them a business card, then by standing there and spelling your full E-mail address, while they search for a pen and a scrap of paper on which to write it.  And with the proper information on the card, it can be your mini-résumé.  

You might also want to give some thought to doing volunteer work in some of your free time.  The benefits of this may not be immediately obvious.  But volunteering can also help you stand out.  Why?

The simplest reason is that volunteering – at a church, a charity, a club, or some other organization – is a good thing to do.  You are helping others; and in doing so, you are taking the attention (and depression) off of yourself for a time, and focusing on what you can do for someone else.

But there is more to it than that.  Because when you work with volunteer groups, you have another networking opportunity.  You are with other people, one of whom just might be the person who gives you a lead to that next job.

And of course, it also is something you can include on your résumé, to help fill those “gaps” of time between jobs.  It looks much better to someone who is considering hiring you when they see that you filled in that time by doing volunteer work.  Otherwise, they might infer that you are a slouch, and couldn't find anything to do with your time.  So check out opportunities to use your time, skills, or simply manual labor to help others.  Check with your church, various non-profit organizations (e.g., Habitat for Humanity), or any of several other groups in your area.  It will set you apart.

Another method to use is to have a job search Web site.  Many people have personal Web sites.  Maybe they are “template” sites on Yahoo or Facebook; or maybe they are completely unique personal sites with family pictures, hobbies, movies you liked, music, favorite links, and so on.  But none of these are “job search Web sites”.

You need to have something that is succinct, professional, and focuses on one and only one thing – you.  Specifically, you in relationship to your career.

I have a job search Web site (which I still maintain, even though I am gainfully employed – just in case!) that is blog-based, contains my background information, current copies of my résumé (in Word, PDF, and text format), a “cover letter” that provides additional information not found in my résumé, and even a few “extras” that might not be anticipated (more in a minute).

How is this useful?  Aside from the fact that it gives you a “presence” on the Web (and a nice, clean, neat, professional page to view, when that potential hiring manager is Googling you online – and yes, they do!), it can be a great tool when a manager (or even a recruiter) calls you on your cell phone – perhaps out of the blue, a “cold call” – and begins asking you for more information about yourself.  Maybe you are not even at home; this has happened to me while I have been out shopping.

I simply say “Are you at your computer now?”  When they say “Yes”, I give them the Web address of my job search Web site, and within seconds they have my information in front of them – more than they would have in a résumé alone.  That may be all they needed; or maybe they want to begin discussing it right away.  In either case, you have made the information accessible to them quickly, under any circumstances – and you will never be caught off-guard: (“I'd like to get that to you, but I'm away from my computer right now.  Can I give you a call when I get back home tonight?”)  Rather than losing them with that kind of reply, you stand out from the others.

One last item I would like to mention under the topic of “miscellaneous ways to differentiate yourself” is video résumés.  Video résumés, while not quite a commodity item yet, are starting to gain popularity.  Yet they are still uncommon enough that the person with a video résumé will stand out from the others.

A video résumé is not simply a movie of you reciting your résumé.  A video résumé is a more informative telling of who you are, what you do, and why someone would want to hire you.  It can be as short as your 30-second “elevator speech”, or as long as 5-7 minutes (typically no longer – for reasons that I will mention in a moment).

A video résumé can be created in many ways.  However, having one of your children videotape you in your living room, while the TV is on and the dog is running through the room is not the recommended method!  As with every other aspect of job hunting, the first step is planning.  Write out what you want to say.  The content is completely up to you.  But make sure that when you speak it (at a comfortable rate), it is not overly long, or it can become boring.

(Another reason for limiting the length of a video résumé is because you probably will want to include it on your job search Web site – which I have done – and long videos take a long time to download and view.  You do not want to lose your audience.)

Some organizations offer to record your video résumé in a professional studio environment.  There might be a small fee (or you may even find some that will do it at no cost if you are unemployed).  The key is to make sure that it is of professional quality.  If necessary, get some assistance in writing the “script”; but learn it well, and be able to speak it smoothly.  (If you sound like you are reading it from a teleprompter, you will lose the effect.)

Another suggestion – particularly if you are “camera-phobic” – is to do an “interview style” taping.  Write out what you want to say as a series of questions and answers.  Then have a friend sit down with you – perhaps in a casual environment, or across a small table.  They would begin by asking you the questions you have written out (and it's permissible for them to “read” the questions from the paper), and you answer them – as clearly, and in as relaxed a way, as possible.  This way, your attention will be on the “interviewer”, not the camera.

Summary

I hope I have emphasized sufficiently that every step of the job search process needs to have two intense focuses:  First, it all has to be done professionally, clearly, cleanly, and well.  And second, every bit of it has to be done with the goal of differentiating yourself – of saying “Here's why to hire me over another person.”

Hang in there!  And remember – no matter how difficult the situation, “this, too, shall pass.”
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