Search Strategies For Mature Candidates
Tips to help you land a better job than before
by joseph C. dawson
You're more than 40 yean old but less than 60. You have a mortgage, car payments and children to put through college and you expected to remain steadily employed until these obligations were met.

But you just lost a high-paying job and, based on your first forays into the job market, employers seem to be hung up on a youth-oriented culture.

It's no secret that the deck seems stacked against older job hunters. Companies are eliminating many of the management positions they once held, causing the number of opportunities to decline. At some organizations, mature candidates aren't considered for openings because they're viewed at old- fash​ioned, unaggressive or too well-paid.

Don't be discouraged. Even young job hunters have strikes against them in the employment game. And the many mature job seekers who have landed new positions are proof that such seemingly insur​mountable obstacles can be overcome. Indeed, some say that not only can you succeed in your job quest, but you may end up with a more satisfying position than you held previously.

Consider 51-year-old Roger Heagy. Formerly manager of passenger services for Eastern Airlines, Mr. Heagy searched for 11 months before landing a sales position with a home improvement products company in Lothian, Md. Best of all, Mr. Heagy says he enjoys his new job more than his former one.

"During my 25 years with Eastern, I never equated work with fun," he says. "Now I'm having fun working."

View your glass as half full, not half empty. Consider the advantages you offer employers instead of the drawbacks. Companies sorely lack candidates who are well-educated, experienced and skilled. Why else would so many help-wanted ads include the words "senior," "mature," "experienced" and "seasoned"?

"Employers are reluctantly recognizing that younger people don't have the skills they're looking for," says Jo*Ann Vega, founder of JV Careers and Human Resource Consulting, a career counseling firm in Nyack, N.Y. "They turn over faster, they're not as committed, so it's more cost-effective to hire an older worker."

Recognize that, instead of starting over, you're simply transferring your skills to a new environment, Ms. Vega says. When conducting your search, apply some of the following tips from mature professionals who didn't let age prevent them from landing new opportunities:

Maintain an upbeat attitude. Employers hire candidates who are positive and enthusiastic. You may not have expected to be seeking work at this point in your life, but keep such feelings to yourself when talking with employers.

"If I could give three lessons to mature job hunters, it would be 'Stay positive, stay positive, stay

When networking, say

you're looking for

companies that recognize

the value of experience

and a solid track record
‘Positive,' " says 49-year-old banking executive Phil Friedel. Mr. Friedel was forced into the job market last year after being laid off from a large Washing​ton, D.C.-based bank. Maintaining an upbeat atti​tude helped him land a position as a unit manager with another Washington, D.C., bank after a seven-month job search.

To develop a positive attitude, draw on your inner strength and spirituality. Positive qualities such as hope, vigor, curiosity, vitality, persistence, perse​verance and humor are spiritual attributes that make people want to be in your presence. Resentment, anger, self-pity and hopelessness are equally infec​tious spiritual defects that can defeat your chances during an interview.

Consider the attitude of the late Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, then 80, who passed a beautiful young lady while walking with Justice Louis Brandeis, then 70. "Oh, to be 70 again," said Mr. Holmes.

If negative feelings are blocking your efforts, develop a program for overcoming them. Spend time with upbeat friends and relatives who are willing to listen. Or consider joining a group of job seekers who understand what you're going through and can help • you with the process, advises Phillips Kimball, president of the Washington, D.C., chapter of Forty Plus, a national nonprofit group that helps profes​sionals over age 40 find new positions.

New members of the group start by dealing with their feelings about their job loss, Mr. Kimball says. "They don't come in on an emotional high," he says. "During the two-week training period, we try to help them put the past behind them, and concentrate on what must be done for the future."

Sylvia Bertram,-50, started job hunting last January after moving to Washington, D.C., from Oakland, Calif., where she had been an assistant professor at Samuel Merritt College. When she realized she wasn't "getting anywhere," she joined a self-help group to learn new techniques.

Participating in the group gave her "a competi​tive edge in a very competitive market," Ms. Bertram says. Two months after joining it, she landed a position as territorial sales manager for Pegasus Airwave Inc., a Deerfield Beach, Fla., manufacturer of mattresses for bed-ridden patients.

Start or maintain an exercise program, Exercise isn't just the province of sinuous 20-something specimens depicted in newspaper ads. A regular fitness routine can help you look and feel better and appear more youthful.

"Exercise not only keeps you in good physical shape, but helps to reduce stress," says Beverly Heegaard, a former manager with the Neighborhood Reinvestment Program in Washington, D.C. Ms, Heegaard resigned her position to raise a family, re-entering the job market at age 51. She found that jogging through a nearby park in the mornings helped her remain positive during her search, which contributed to her being hired as a manager for a nonprofit drug-abuse prevention program.

"A number of unemployed executives sit around and drink and watch television," she says. "That only compounds the problem."

Target your efforts. Don't expect to find the same

job you left Instead, assess your skills and experience

and determine which jobs you're most suited for.

Next, do some research to learn where demand is greatest.

"Even individuals with superior stills aren’t going lo find a job if the market isn't there," says Edward Sutherland, vice president in Bethesda, Md., for Robert Half International, a national recruiting " firm specializing in financial, accounting and sys​tems professionals.

Then focus only on opportunities in industries and al companies willing to consider mature individ​uals. Don't waste time on leads where youth is an obvious criteria. When networking, say you're looking for employers who recognize the importance of experience and a solid track record.

Smaller companies often fit this description because they lack internal candidates to fill openings, says Arlene Hirsch, a Chicago-based psychologist and career counselor. "They can really take advan​tage of a very experienced person," she says.

Use tactics that emphasize youthful characteris​tics. Energy and enthusiasm aren’t exclusive proper​ties of the young. What you say, how you say it and how you dress and act can convey a youthful "can do" attitude without seeming affected or immature.

Refrain from discussing how things used to be when you were younger, or how you did things al past employers. Instead, focus on the future and offer solutions that show you understand new technologies and approaches.

Make sure your grooming is impeccable and invest in well-cut but fashionable attire for inter​views. Don't go overboard, however. There's no need lo cut your hair in a trendy style or wear flashy jewelry.

Develop a financial plan. Know how much income you have and prepare a budget that will stretch your resources for the longest possible lime. Review every expense and determine which are necessary. With initiative, you can find ways lo save on necessities as well, if necessary. Buy used auto parts, check the classified ads for auto me​chanics who need work, buy food in volume and monitor the thermostat.

With a realistic understanding of your resources, you can develop a search strategy appropriate to your economic circumstances. 'To make smart use of your capital reserves, you need a clear idea how lo best manage and conserve your resources," says Richard Hal), a bankruptcy lawyer in Annandale, Va. "You need lo develop a plan before all your options are used up, so you're prepared for both a short and long haul."

If your resources are limited, consider taking a part-lime job lo help pay the bills while you search. Since The number of part-lime opportunities for older professionals has risen dramatically, it's likely that finding one in your field won’t be difficult, says Mary Ann Blackwell, president of Blackwell Associates, a Washington, D.C . career counseling firm.

"The years of contacts m an industry are very desirable for consulting firms or vendors who sell products or services lo that industry," says Ms. Blackwell, who conducts job-hunting seminars for

Taking a part-time professional job can lead to new networking contacts or, possibly, a full-lime position, says Barbara Geiger-Green, administrator of the Association of Part-Time Professionals in Fairfax, Va. She advises mature candidates to seek assignments with smaller firms and non-profit or​ganizations. "They lend to be more flexible with less of a bureaucracy lo wade through," she says.

Ms. Hirsch says working as a consultant is another strategy for mature candidates because such assignments also lead lo full-lime positions. "You get to know the people, the organization's goals and needs, and where you fit in," she says.

Be patient. It takes time to find a good job. The key to developing a solid base of networking contacts and uncovering leads is persistence, says Peier C. Jenkins, director of Nationwide Career Counseling for Attorneys in Washington, D.C. You may need lo talk with networking contacts several limes before they think of leads you should pursue. By the same token, employers also need to be re-contacted periodically about new openings and development.

Learn from failure. Mature job hunters often assume they know how to interview, even if they

To convince employers that you're a good hire, offer to work on a trial basis for a few months

haven't looked for work in years. Others are terrified of the prospect of describing their qualifications and asking for a job. If an interview doesn't go well, though, find out why and correct your mistakes. "Job seekers must find out what the failing factors were," says Mr. Sutherland.

Call employers to ask for suggestions for future meetings and to express your interest in other openings that may develop, it could be that the interviewer thought you were qualified but other factors, such as your personality or salary needs, weren't suitable, says Mr. Sutherland.

Be flexible when negotiating job offers. To convince employers that you're a good hire, offer lo work on a trial basis for a few months, Ms. Vega suggests. "Say, 'Okay, if you don’t want lo give me a permanent job, give me a temporary job for three to six months,' " she says. Al best, you'll be hired permanently at the end of the agreed-upon period, while al worst, you'll be employed for a few months. Ms. Vega says.

Also be realistic and flexible about salary expec​tations. Determine how much you need to be paid and what it's worth to gel your fool in the door. The combination of your experience and reasonable salary expectations may make you hard lo resist.

Never compromise on job satisfaction, though, says Mr. Jenkins. "It's a great mistake to lower your level of expectations as far as your capabilities are concerned," he says. If you do. "vmi rnav sianal

