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Job-Search Advice for College Seniors and Recent College Grads: Job-Hunting in Times of Uncertainty

by Randall S. Hansen, Ph.D. 
It seems pretty unfair when you think about it. You've worked hard in school for some 15 or more years, including 4 or more years in college, all with the plan that once you made it through all that schooling, you would have a good-paying job waiting for you. But now, with the U.S. and global economies mired in the slowdown of a generation and saddled with college debt, you face an uncertain future. 
There may be no good-paying job waiting for you. Those who have already graduated and are still searching for a job in your career field know that. And for you seniors graduating in 2009, many fewer good-paying jobs waiting for you. That said, the more prepared you are -- and the more you maximize your job-search efforts -- the more likely you will be one of the lucky ones who does land a great job. 
It's certainly not the best time to be a recent college graduate or a college senior, but that doesn't mean you have to give up on finding a good job and retreat back home to your family's basement (since your mom has already made your bedroom into her workout room). Nor should it mean you give up on a job-search altogether and forge on to grad school, hoping by the time you finish your graduate degree the job market will be better. 
No. Instead, if you follow the advice in this article, you can increase the odds that you will indeed be one of the lucky few who find a good-paying job. And yes, by the way, these strategies will work in all economic situations -- but they will especially help in times of uncertainty. 
The job-search advice in this article is separated into tips for those who have already graduated college or are about to in December and those who will graduate next spring. 
Recent College Grad Job-Search Advice 
1. Obtain Job Leads.
The most important activity for recent graduates is finding and developing job leads, defined as actual or potential job openings. The best job leads come from your network of contacts -- partly because they are the most current and partly because you may be able to leverage inside information about the job to tailor your resume and interview responses to become a top prospect. Plus, employers favor applicants referred to them. 
If you don't have a big network (and everyone's is bigger than you first think), or you don't have many contacts in a certain industry, occupation, profession, or location, one of the most underutilized tools -- especially for new grads -- is the informational interview. As the name implies, it's a meeting in which you seek information (and further contacts and potential job leads) from the person you interview. Informational interviews are a powerful resource and should be a key tool in your job-search plan. 
While informational interviews are about expanding your network, enough cannot be said about the many positive outcomes from this technique. Many former students who have conducted informational interviews have eventually received job offers as a direct result of their informational interviews. In fact, one out of every 12 informational interviews results in a job offer. That's why informational interviewing is the ultimate networking technique, especially considering that the purpose of informational interviewing is not to get job offers. Read more in our Informational Interviewing Tutorial as well as my Career Doctor response: What are informational interviews –- and why should I do them? 
There are, of course, a number of other ways to generate job leads -- and you should try to incorporate many of them in your job-search. For more details, read this article: 10 Ways to Develop Job Leads. 
2. Polish Personal Branding.
The next activity to tackle is developing -- or putting some sparkle -- on your personal brand. While you can't really change the experiences you have had at this point, you can position them more strategically -- while sharpening how you express that experience on your resume and in job interviews. 
While business and marketing grads might have a bit of a leg up on the lingo, the underlying fundamentals of personal branding is simply to make you a more attractive job prospect to employers. This process involves not only re-examining all of your previous experiences (full- and part-time work, volunteering, class projects, work-study), but also researching each potential employer to understand the organization's needs and package yourself to be the perfect solution to solve their employment needs. 
You don't need to be a business graduate to build and sharpen your personal brand. We have all the tools you need, including a tutorial, in this section of our site: Personal Branding and Career Self-Marketing Tools. 
3. Never Stop Your Follow-Up.
Remember how you kept hounding that one professor to raise your grade -- how you would not take any other answer because you felt you deserved the better grade? And remember how it worked? The same holds true for job-hunting in the sense that the job-seeker who regularly follows up with prospective employers -- continuing to build your case and express interest and fit with the organization -- will be given the most serious consideration. 
Yes, it's true that you have already invested quite a bit of time and energy -- obtaining job leads, writing and polishing your resume, preparing for interviews, and taking part in the interviews -- but sometimes the difference between getting called back for another interview and getting eventually rejected is follow-up. 
Follow-up starts before you even get called in for an interview by contacting the hiring manager (after you have applied for the position) to ensure he or she has all the information needed to make a decision. Follow-up starts after the interview with a thank-you letter to each (yes, each) person who interviews you and continues later with calls or emails to the hiring manager to highlight your fit and continued interest in the organization. (As hiring decisions lengthen in duration, staying in touch with the hiring manager becomes even more important.) 
Read these follow-up tips for job leads and follow-up tips for after your job interview. 
College Senior Job-Search Advice 
1. Max Out Your Experience.
While you're still in school, find time to fill any experience voids in your resume so that by the time you begin your job-search, you'll be an unbeatable prospect to employers. If you have not yet worked in your field, now is the time to secure an internship -- whether during one of the terms or during your holiday break (or even during your spring break). Internships are your strongest experience, but certainly not your only experience. 
If you're like most college students, you probably belong to a few student organizations. As a senior, you're typically expected to help lead -- and employers want to see that leadership ability, so grab a leadership position in at least one organization. 
Of course, many other types of experiences can benefit you -- some of which few students ever list on their resumes, such as work-study, part-time jobs, volunteer work, team sports, and class projects. 
Read Emphasizing your Classroom Transferable and Marketable Skills, What Do Employers Really Want? Top Skills and Values Employers Seek from Job-Seekers, and How to Find Your Ideal Internship. 
2. Use Your Career Services Office.
As a college senior, you should be well acquainted with the multitude of services offered by your school's career center. No? Sadly, you're not alone. But it's not too late to learn of all their services -- and to take advantage of as many of them as you can. 
Some typical services you can find in your school's career center include resume-writing assistance, internship and job leads, career and job-related workshops, resume posting on the school's job site, mock interviewing and other interview tools, employer information sessions, on-campus interviews and career fairs, and networking connections (including one of the best networking sources: alumni). 
In fact, most of the folks who work in these offices will do everything they can to help you prepare for the job market. 
Read more in: It's Never Too Early -- or Too Late -- to Visit Your College Career Office and Seven Not-So-Obvious Reasons to Take Advantage of Your Campus Career Center. 
3. Develop a Job-Search Plan.
Maybe in a good economy you can get away with just winging it and seeing what happens come graduation, but in a bad economy one of your best tools in landing at least one great job offer is developing a job-search plan. This month-by-month plan maps out the rest of your senior year, providing a broad strategy and timetable for perfecting and implementing your job-search. Your job-search plan -- which you should develop and implement as soon as possible -- includes all the sources of job leads you intend to use, including informational interviews, your network of contacts, career services office, college professors, job fairs, job boards, and cold-calling. It also includes all the activities you need to accomplish before starting your job-search, such as polishing your resume and prepping for job interviews. 
Start your job-search plan with the basics of what you seek -- the type(s) of job, the nature of employer (corporate culture), and the geographic location of where you want to live. If you're not really sure of any of these things, then start your plan here -- because these basics are the foundation for success. But your job-search plan will also include all three elements listed above for new grads, including finding job leads, polishing your personal career brand, and following up everything. 
Learn more about developing your job-search plan in this article: For Job-Hunting Success, Develop a Comprehensive Job-Search Plan. 
Final Thoughts
Some of our students and former students jokingly refer to Quintessential Careers as a black hole because of the depth of information we have on these subjects -- and it's true... you can go as deeply as you want on all the topics discussed in this article because of the site's goal to provide you with all the tools to empower your first real job-search. 
So, with that depth in mind, here are a few more key resources for recent college grads and college seniors. 
Recent College Grads:
· 15 Myths and Misconceptions About Job-Hunting
· Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) About Career Networking
· Powerful New Grad Resumes and Cover Letters: 10 Things They Have in Common
· Real New College Grad Resume and Cover Letter Samples
· Ten Questions to Ask Yourself if You Still Haven't Found a Job
· 10 Reality Checks of Job-Hunting: Overcoming Common Job-Search Mistakes
· Thank-You Letter Resources for Job-Seekers
· Using Key Marketing Tools to Position Yourself on the Job Market 

College Seniors:
· College Grad Job-Hunting Readiness Quiz
· Conquering the Real World Tutorial: Success After College
· The 15-Point College Grad Job-Hunting Study Guide
· Job Search 101 Tutorial
· Networking Timetable For College Students
· Strategic Portrayal of Transferable Job Skills is a Vital Job-Search Technique
· Ten Ways to Market Your Liberal Arts Degree
· What Recruiters Wish College Job Applicants Knew: The Top 5 Tips for Getting a Job
· Your Senior Year in College: 15 Activities that are Pivotal to Your Job-Search Success
Finally, if you are still seeking more advice, use our search engine to find the exact information you seek or browse the entire collection of articles specifically tailored to your needs in this section of our site: College Student/College Graduate/Entry-Level Job-Seeker Articles. 
What Do Employers Really Want? Top Skills and Values Employers Seek from Job-Seekers 

by Randall S. Hansen, Ph.D., and Katharine Hansen, Ph.D. 
Most job-seekers wish they could unlock the secret formula to winning the hearts and minds of employers. What, they wonder, is that unique combination of skills and values that make employers salivate with excitement? 
Every employer is looking for a specific set of skills from job-seekers that match the skills necessary to perform a particular job. But beyond these job-specific technical skills, certain skills are nearly universally sought by employers. The good news is that most job-seekers possess these skills to some extent. The better news is that job-seekers with weaknesses in these areas can improve their skills through training, professional development, or obtaining coaching/mentoring from someone who understands these skills. 
The best news is that once you understand the skills and characteristics that most employer seek, you can tailor your job-search communication -- your resume, cover letter, and interview language -- to showcase how well your background aligns with common employer requirements. 
Numerous studies have identified these critical employability skills, sometimes referred to as "soft skills." We've distilled the skills from these many studies into this list of skills most frequently mentioned. We've also included sample verbiage describing each skill; job-seekers can adapt this verbiage to their own resumes, cover letters, and interview talking points. 
Skills Most Sought After by Employers 
So, what are these critical employability skills that employers demand of job-seekers? 
Communications Skills (listening, verbal, written). By far, the one skill mentioned most often by employers is the ability to listen, write, and speak effectively. Successful communication is critical in business. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Exceptional listener and communicator who effectively conveys information verbally and in writing. 

Analytical/Research Skills. Deals with your ability to assess a situation, seek multiple perspectives, gather more information if necessary, and identify key issues that need to be addressed. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Highly analytical thinking with demonstrated talent for identifying, scrutinizing, improving, and streamlining complex work processes. 

Computer/Technical Literacy. Almost all jobs now require some basic understanding of computer hardware and software, especially word processing, spreadsheets, and email. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Computer-literate performer with extensive software proficiency covering wide variety of applications. 

Flexibility/Adaptability/Managing Multiple Priorities. Deals with your ability to manage multiple assignments and tasks, set priorities, and adapt to changing conditions and work assignments. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Flexible team player who thrives in environments requiring ability to effectively prioritize and juggle multiple concurrent projects. 

Interpersonal Abilities. The ability to relate to your co-workers, inspire others to participate, and mitigate conflict with co-workers is essential given the amount of time spent at work each day. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Proven relationship-builder with unsurpassed interpersonal skills. 

Leadership/Management Skills. While there is some debate about whether leadership is something people are born with, these skills deal with your ability to take charge and manage your co-workers. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Goal-driven leader who maintains a productive climate and confidently motivates, mobilizes, and coaches employees to meet high performance standards. 

Multicultural Sensitivity/Awareness. There is possibly no bigger issue in the workplace than diversity, and job-seekers must demonstrate a sensitivity and awareness to other people and cultures. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Personable professional whose strengths include cultural sensitivity and an ability to build rapport with a diverse workforce in multicultural settings. 

Planning/Organizing. Deals with your ability to design, plan, organize, and implement projects and tasks within an allotted timeframe. Also involves goal-setting. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Results-driven achiever with exemplary planning and organizational skills, along with a high degree of detail orientation. 

Problem-Solving/Reasoning/Creativity. Involves the ability to find solutions to problems using your creativity, reasoning, and past experiences along with the available information and resources. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Innovative problem-solver who can generate workable solutions and resolve complaints. 

Teamwork. Because so many jobs involve working in one or more work-groups, you must have the ability to work with others in a professional manner while attempting to achieve a common goal. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Resourceful team player who excels at building trusting relationships with customers and colleagues. 

Personal Values Employers Seek in Employees 
Of equal importance to skills are the values, personality traits, and personal characteristics that employers seek. Look for ways to weave examples of these characteristics into your resume, cover letters, and answers to interview questions. 
Here is our list of the 10 most important categories of values. 
Honesty/Integrity/Morality. Employers probably respect personal integrity more than any other value, especially in light of the many recent corporate scandals. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Seasoned professional whose honesty and integrity provide for effective leadership and optimal business relationships. 

Adaptability/Flexibility. Deals with openness to new ideas and concepts, to working independently or as part of a team, and to carrying out multiple tasks or projects. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Highly adaptable, mobile, positive, resilient, patient risk-taker who is open to new ideas. 

Dedication/Hard-Working/Work Ethic/Tenacity. Employers seek job-seekers who love what they do and will keep at it until they solve the problem and get the job done. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Productive worker with solid work ethic who exerts optimal effort in successfully completing tasks. 

Dependability/Reliability/Responsibility. There's no question that all employers desire employees who will arrive to work every day - on time - and ready to work, and who will take responsibility for their actions. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Dependable, responsible contributor with committed to excellence and success. 

Loyalty. Employers want employees who will have a strong devotion to the company -- even at times when the company is not necessarily loyal to its employees. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Loyal and dedicated manager with an excellent work record. 

Positive Attitude/Motivation/Energy/Passion. The job-seekers who get hired and the employees who get promoted are the ones with drive and passion -- and who demonstrate this enthusiasm through their words and actions. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Energetic performer consistently cited for unbridled passion for work, sunny disposition, and upbeat, positive attitude. 

Professionalism. Deals with acting in a responsible and fair manner in all your personal and work activities, which is seen as a sign of maturity and self-confidence; avoid being petty. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Conscientious go-getter who is highly organized, dedicated, and committed to professionalism. 

Self-Confidence. Look at it this way: if you don't believe in yourself, in your unique mix of skills, education, and abilities, why should a prospective employer? Be confident in yourself and what you can offer employers. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Confident, hard-working employee who is committed to achieving excellence. 

Self-Motivated/Ability to Work With Little or No Supervision. While teamwork is always mentioned as an important skill, so is the ability to work independently, with minimal supervision. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Highly motivated self-starter who takes initiative with minimal supervision. 

Willingness to Learn. No matter what your age, no matter how much experience you have, you should always be willing to learn a new skill or technique. Jobs are constantly changing and evolving, and you must show an openness to grow and learn with that change. 
Sample bullet point describing this skill: 
· Enthusiastic, knowledge-hungry learner, eager to meet challenges and quickly assimilate new concepts. 

Final Thoughts 
Employability skills and personal values are the critical tools and traits you need to succeed in the workplace -- and they are all elements that you can learn, cultivate, develop, and maintain over your lifetime. Once you have identified the sought-after skills and values and assessed the degree to which you possess, them remember to document them and market them (in your resume, cover letter, and interview answers) for job-search success. 
Transferable Skills Sets for Job-Seekers 

Marketable job skills can be broken down into five basic categories -- skills sets -- that job-seekers can use in showing applicable skills from one job/career to the next.
Not sure how to use transferable skills? Make sure you read Strategic Portrayal of Transferable Skills is a Vital Job-search Technique so you know how to best use transferable skills in your job-search. 
Below is a list of five broad skill areas, which are divided into more specific job skills: 

Communication: the skillful expression, transmission and interpretation of knowledge and ideas. 

· Speaking effectively 

· Writing concisely 

· Listening attentively 

· Expressing ideas 

· Facilitating group discussion 

· Providing appropriate feedback 

· Negotiating 

· Perceiving nonverbal messages 

· Persuading 

· Reporting information 

· Describing feelings 

· Interviewing 

· Editing

Research and Planning: the search for specific knowledge and the ability to conceptualize future needs and solutions for meeting those needs. 

· Forecasting, predicting 

· Creating ideas 

· Identifying problems 

· Imagining alternatives 

· Identifying resources 

· Gathering information 

· Solving problems 

· Setting goals 

· Extracting important information 

· Defining needs 

· Analyzing 

· Developing evaluation strategies

Human Relations: the use of interpersonal skills for resolving conflict, relating to and helping people. 

· Developing rapport 

· Being Sensitive 

· Listening 

· Conveying feelings 

· Providing support for others 

· Motivating 

· Sharing credit 

· Counseling 

· Cooperating 

· Delegating with respect 

· Representing others 

· Perceiving feelings, situations 

· Asserting

Organization, Management and Leadership: the ability to supervise, direct and guide individuals and groups in the completion of tasks and fulfillment of goals. 

· Initiating new ideas 

· Handling details 

· Coordinating tasks 

· Managing groups 

· Delegating responsibility 

· Teaching 

· Coaching 

· Counseling 

· Promoting change 

· Selling ideas or products 

· Decision making with others 

· Managing conflict

Work Survival: the day-to-day skills that assist in promoting effective production and work satisfaction. 

· Implementing decisions 

· Cooperating 

· Enforcing policies 

· Being punctual 

· Managing time 

· Attending to detail 

· Meeting goals 

· Enlisting help 

· Accepting responsibility 

· Setting and meeting deadlines 

· Organizing 

· Making decisions

Strategic Portrayal of Transferable Job Skills is a Vital Job-Search Technique, from http://www.quintcareers.com
by Katharine Hansen, Ph.D. 
One of the most important concepts you will ever encounter in the job-hunting process is that of transferable job skills. In fact, I tell my undergraduate college students that transferable skills is the most important idea I mention all semester. The deft use of transferable skills should pervade your job search and be a key factor in your resume, cover letter, and interview strategies. 
What are transferable skills? Simply put, they are skills you have acquired during any activity in your life —- jobs, classes, projects, parenting, hobbies, sports, virtually anything -— that are transferable and applicable to what you want to do in your next job. 
In resumes, cover letters
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, and during interviews, you should always portray your skills as applicable to the job you seek. If you have good experience and you're seeking in a job in the same field you've pursued in the past, portraying your skills as transferable is relatively easy. But if you are changing careers and seeking to do something entirely different from what you've done in the past, or you are a college student or other entry-level jobseeker without much experience, you have a much more difficult task ahead of you. 
Let's first look at the career-changer's dilemma first. I was recently asked to do a resume makeover for a woman who wanted to become an account representative (sales, in other words). I won't tell you what field she sought to change from; see if you can guess it from this entry on her old resume about her current job: 
· Utilize personal computer for word processing, spreadsheets, and graphic design including internal/external correspondence, reports, procedure manuals and presentations. 

· Create and distribute a variety of queries and reports using Access. 

· Process confidential employee records such as salary changes, vacation/absenteeism reports and performance appraisals, etc. 

· Complete and submit invoices to process for payments. 

· Schedule meetings/appointments and make travel arrangements. 

· Accountable for reconciliation of expense reports. 

· Develop and maintain product application guides using flowcharts. 

Did you guess secretary? You're right. Her resume screams "secretary," not account representative. 
I told her that if she really wanted an account rep position, she was emphasizing the wrong skills. She should not have been emphasizing clerical and secretarial skills -— or even computer skills. None of those skills is even mentioned in the ads she sent me typifying the kind of job she wanted. 
I told her she should be emphasizing sales, customer service, interpersonal, and communications skills. Almost nothing in her current job -— the way she portrayed it on her old resume —- supported her desire to be an account rep. Yet, I'm sure her job requires great interpersonal skills, and she interacts with lots of different people and solve the problems of her boss and others. Those are the kinds of skills needed in the account rep jobs. 
For example, I told her that instead of saying "Schedule meetings/appointments and make travel arrangements," she should say "Interact with a wide variety of personalities to schedule meetings and make travel arrangements." 
That's what you need to do if you're seeking a new job. Think of everything you've done in terms of how it is transferable to what you want to be doing and portray it that way. 
For every item on your resume, think: How can I portray this skill so that it supports the idea of doing what I want to do in my next job? If you can't make it support what you want to do, leave it out. 
The classic examples I show my students about how a college student can portray transferable skills come from Donald Asher's book, From College to Career, one of the best resumes books available for college students. 
Look at how Asher takes a typical lowly job held by a college student, that of receptionist, and portrays it as applicable to her desire to work in finance: 
· Proved ability to deal with a wide range of individuals, including high-net-worth investors and institutional money manager, in a stressful and time-sensitive environment. 

· Gained knowledge of financial markets and instruments, especially stocks, bonds, futures and options. 

Now see how he makes a waitress seem like just the person you'd want to hire in an entry-level marketing job by portraying her skills as transferable: 
· Act as a "sales representative" for the restaurant, selling add-ons and extras to achieve one of the highest per-ticket and per-night sales averages. 

· Prioritize and juggle dozens of simultaneous responsibilities. 

· Have built loyal clientele of regulars in addition to tourist trade. 

· Use computer daily. 

For a discussion of how to portray transferable skills in a cover letter, read an excerpt on the subject from my book, Dynamic Cover Letters for New Graduates. 
To know what skills to emphasize, you will probably have to do some research on the company at which you seek employment and the particular job you're applying for. If you're responding to an ad, it's easy to find clues right in the ad to the most important skills. You can also scarcely go wrong by emphasizing the skills that virtually all employers are looking for, such as teamwork, communications, interpersonal, and leadership skills. Follow this link to see a detailed list of transferable skills. 
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