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How to find your next job

· and the art of networking to land it

As a Headhunter, I am frequently asked for advice from people who are looking for another job, either because they have been made redundant or because they have other good reasons for wanting to move on.  And of course I have direct experience of job-search myself; when I decided to leave ICI fifteen years ago I had to do my own job-search, and learnt a few tricks of the trade.

Not surprisingly, my views on what works and what doesn’t work have developed over the years, and I thought it might be worthwhile to capture them in writing.  As with many forms of advice, my suggestion to readers is to use the bits you find helpful and ignore the bits you disagree with.

What the Career Counsellors say

Career Counselling, aka outplacement consultancy, is a significant business these days.  As with everything, quality is variable, but the best of them now have many years of experience under their belts, so it is worth considering the advice which they give their “clients”.  Generally, they will tell you that there are four standard routes to landing a job:-

· Recruitment advertising

· Cold letters

· Headhunters / Recruitment consultancies and agencies

· Networking

The relevance of each of these methods will vary with level of seniority.  However, this article and these suggestions are aimed at people who are likely to come onto the radar of headhunters, and who are therefore likely to be on basic salaries of £80K plus.  Different rules apply to those in more junior positions.  That having been said, let us consider each in turn.

Recruitment advertising
This market has changed beyond recognition in recent years, largely due to the growth of internet recruitment websites.  Whilst it is still sensible to check what is going on in The Sunday Times and The Daily Telegraph on Thursday, this can now be done equally well online.  It is also worth tracking exec-appointments.com and registering on Monster.  There may also be other websites which you will be able to identify which are particularly pertinent to your sector or functional discipline.  Google will find them!
Cold letters
There will always be exceptions to the rule, and I do hear of odd occasions when a cold letter has been successful, but at senior level I believe that they are a waste of time and effort, and can even be counterproductive.  If you have operated as a senior manager, you only have to ask yourself how you have generally reacted to finding a cold letter and CV in your mail or email inbox.  They probably do not occupy many seconds of your time, because you have much more urgent things to attend to.  People will react in exactly the same way to your cold letters, and your strike rate will be very low.

They can in fact be counter-productive.  A “thank-you but no thank-you” reply effectively closes the door on someone who you could well have reached a few weeks later by effective networking (see below)

Headhunters

Candidates are frequently advised to “get in front of as many headhunters as possible”.  I am very sceptical about this advice, and believe that there are good ways and bad ways of working with headhunters.  See my separate article “Working with Headhunters – a Guide for Candidates”.

Networking
Unless you are approached by a headhunter, or apply for an advertised position for which you are the perfect fit, there is a good chance that you will land your perfect job by networking.  This activity is so important that I will cover it in much more detail below.

LinkedIn

Before moving on to the subject of networking, it is worth making the point that LinkedIn has had a transformational impact on the way that candidates find jobs, and indeed on the way in which recruiters find candidates.  All recruiters now use LinkedIn extensively as a core technique for finding candidates with the background and skills they are looking for.  If you are there, they stand a chance of finding you.  If you’re not there, their chances are significantly reduced.  For a candidate, it’s a complete no-brainer – get onto LinkedIn, and use it.
Networking

Networking is not complex; it is simply a way of getting yourself onto the radar of people who may have jobs for which you would be perfect.  But in order to be effective it needs to be focussed, and a few tips may help.

It may be obvious, but it is worth stating that they key starting point is to write down a list, preferably in an organisable format such as a spreadsheet, of everyone you know.  Obviously you should exclude those who are totally irrelevant to your purpose, which may include Grandma, the greengrocer, etc, but as a rule you should include most people.  You never know who can introduce you to who!

Having done this, let me introduce my three part guide to networking.

1. Produce a target list
You will probably already have in your mind a broad idea of what you are aiming for, with some defined parameters such as sector, company size, geography, etc. Professional standards and values are also key parameters, but can be harder to identify.  It is a good investment of time to try to convert this broad sense of direction into a specific target list of, say, 20 organisations which fit within your parameters.  These should be organisations for which you would like to work, but you should also be able to see a clear logic as to why you should be attractive to them.

This exercise is not as easy as it may sound, but it will produce two clear benefits:-

a. Simply doing what I have suggested will test and sharpen up your thinking about your objectives greatly, and will subject them to a degree of reality testing.

b. Having a list of the organisations you would like to meet will bring an important degree of focus to your networking.

2. Find a way to get an introduction
Whether your approach is by letter, email or telephone, if you’re introduction is “You don’t know me, but Fred Smith of Bloggs & Co suggested I should talk to you”, there is a 70/80% chance you will get a meeting, whereas without the introduction your chances are around 1-2%.  To reality-test this proposition, just think of your own behaviour when you receive a call out of the blue.  If the call is completely cold, your gut-reaction is to get rid of the caller as quickly as possible.  If, however, the caller makes it clear at the outset that the contact has been suggested by a friend or business contact, your reaction is completely different.  Apart from anything else, you probably don’t want to run the risk of offending the mutual contact, so you will make time to see the caller.  Trust comes into it as well; if someone I trust says I should meet you, then I probably will.

3. You’re not looking for a job! 
When you approach people, don’t say “I’d like to meet you to talk about job opportunities within your organisation”.  This will just put them on the defensive, and suggest that you’re going to give them a sales pitch.  A much better line is “You’re very well connected in the such-and-such sector, and I’d like to pick your brains about what’s going on”.  This works because it flatters the person you’re calling, and it’s not threatening.  In fact it’s an invitation to them to talk about what they know, which most people like anyway.  And other things being equal, people quite like the nice warm feeling they get from being helpful, provided that it doesn’t cost them more than a bit of their time and a cup of coffee.

If you follow this guidance, you’ll get plenty of networking meetings, but you still need to stay focussed.  It’s all too easy to fill your diary with networking meetings, which give you a nice warm feeling, but which are not necessarily moving you forward.  Lawyers and accountants in particular will usually be happy to see you, if only because one day you could be a source of fees.

Remember at all times that job-search networking has one clear and simple goal.  You are trying to set up meetings with people who will, after fifteen minutes or so, start thinking “Fred’s retiring at the end of the year; I wonder if this guy/lady could be a good successor?” or “Fred’s not performing, and it’s time I grasped the nettle; I wonder if this person could do a better job?”  The only meaningful measure of your networking success is how many meetings you set up which go like this.

Of course very few meetings will have this outcome.  But the other networking meetings are still valuable as “enabling” meetings if they move you closer to a meeting where there turns out to be a real opportunity.  If you have produced a target list at the outset, you can use these meetings much more effectively.  If you are going to see someone at a big accountancy firm, for example, and your pre-meeting research reveals that they do the audit for an organisation on your target list, then you are well on your way to seeking an introduction.  The same goes for the big lawyers.  And you are much more likely to get results from other meetings if you can ask “Do you have any contacts at Bloggs & Co?” provided you have already defined who Bloggs & Co is.

LinkedIn is of course a new additional networking tool, which will enable you to reach more people in more ways.  But a different mechanism for networking doesn’t change the principles I have set out above.

Other Hints & Tips

1. It’s a full time job
Combining job-search with restoring the cottage or improving your golf handicap is unlikely to be successful.  Even if you’ve had a good pay-off, and can afford to take it easy, the loss of sharpness and energy will soon start showing through unless you are treating job-search like any other job.  And although it will probably take longer than you would like, you don’t want people (including headhunters) to start saying “Is he/she still around?  I’d have thought he/she would have landed something by now”.  Get on with it, and give it all the energy you’ve got.  Get up at your usual working day time, dress properly, and stick to normal working hours.

2. It’s not personal 
Job Search is an emotional roller coaster.  Huge excitement and anticipation can be followed all too often by massive disappointment.  And this cycle can be repeated time and again.  You have to keep your morale up, and it’s essential to remember that, nine times out of ten, it’s not about you.  It’s not that you’ve failed.  When you eventually start in the right job, you will almost certainly be glad you came second for the others.

3. Look after yourself  
It’s a competitive business, and you have to be at your alert best.  It is therefore absolutely essential to look after yourself as the number one priority during what is inevitably a very stressful time.  That means sensible and adequate sleep, an appropriate diet, and a good exercise routine.  Join a gym, go for runs, or whatever, but make sure you are in good physical shape.  It makes a difference to the way you come over at interview, and it helps you to cope with the emotional ups and downs.

4. Be helfpful
You have skills and knowledge.  Try to give as well as taking.  Although you are the one seeking the contacts and the opportunities, you may be able to give similar help to others.  You may have knowledge or experience which can help one or more of your contacts.  Be generous and give it freely.  Doing good turns has a habit of producing its own reward in the end, often in unexpected ways.
5. Be contactable
It is amazing how many people who are actively looking for jobs are actually quite difficult to contact.  Make sure that all communications, including CVs, include full contact details.  Check your emails regularly, and respond promptly.  Make sure you have voicemail activated on your mobile, check it regularly, and get back to people quickly.  If you are on LinkedIn, check that with equal regularity.  Unless you’re easy to get in touch with, people may well give up.
6. Be open to the unexpected
Many people end up doing jobs very different to what they were looking for, and thoroughly enjoy them.  I never planned to become a headhunter, but it’s the best choice I ever made in my business life.  That is not a reason for not staying focussed, in the ways I have already suggested; but it does suggest staying open-minded.

People often “trip over” opportunities when they’re looking for something else.  But you’re only going to “trip over” things when you’re out and about.  It’s not going to happen when you’re sitting at home on Google.

7. Develop a support network, if you can
On the whole, family are not a lot of use; however supportive they may be, it is unlikely they will fully understand your work context.  But do try to involve, seek help from, and share with other professionals who you trust, and who “get” the context.  Make sure you include in your network people who will challenge and be honest with you.  And do the same for them.  A “tea and sympathy” group is no use to anyone.

And finally.  And this really is going back to basics.  When you get to that interview, for the job you really want, don’t talk yourself out of it.  As a headhunter I all too frequently get frustrated by excellent candidates who, when they reach the client interview, suddenly stop listening to the questions and talk the hind leg off the proverbial donkey.  I know how it happens; they’ve over-prepared, and they have the key messages in their heads which they’re determined to deliver.  It’s elementary, but don’t fall into the trap.

And finally finally, throughout the process, be yourself.  If you try to be somebody you’re not, the chances are that those interviewing you will see through the sham.  Headhunters have highly developed bullshit sensors.  But even if they don’t, even if you succeed in getting the job for which you’re the wrong fit, it’ll end in tears anyway.  You’ll be a lot more convincing if you’re being yourself.

Good job-hunting and good networking!
John Marsh

April 2011
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