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Three Truths of Life
There is no need for a rearview mirror in a career; the past is history.
Every change of position is a career rebirth.
Management roles are temporary.

Preface
Searching for a new job can make you feel like the silver
ball in a pinball machine, careening randomly in all directions;
the flipper buttons demand finesse and the flashing lights and
whiz-bangs are annoying distractions. Searching for a job can be
a traumatic event, like being mugged emotionally.
Even though modern technology has changed the job search
process considerably, the odds of success have not changed much
at all. Yes, we now have the Internet and online social networks,
but employment Web sites, regardless of their different designs
and clever names, all have one thing in common: millions and
millions of candidate resumes in competition against yours for
that one perfect job. Recruiters receive hundreds of resumes for
every listed position. The reality, at best, is that your resume may
only be reviewed for a few seconds by a recruiter; at worst, it may
be electronically scanned and summarily rejected. Your odds of
success might be as high as 1 in 500. Are you feeling lucky?
Adding to the complexity of the job search process is the
physical and mental stress triggered by these selection rituals.
It’s not uncommon for someone who is changing jobs—that is,
already has a job and is moving to another one—to feel somewhat
powerless to control the direction of that little silver ball. Imagine
how difficult it is for someone who has been out of the job market
for some time and doesn’t even know there are flipper buttons.
Job-hunting strategies and processes that worked a year or two
ago no longer work in the Internet era. The number of jobs that
will meet your expectations and whose skills you can satisfy is
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not limitless. Finding those precious few “right” jobs requires
talent and tenacity.
Success is founded on serious research, planning, and
preparation. First impressions are critical and, believe it or not,
opportunities can be lost during the introductory handshake.
Sometimes, self-repackaging is required in order to succeed. Job
interviewing is not a game and there are no do-overs.
As a little silver ball in the electronic job hunt, there are a
few things within your control. Your personal attitude is one of
them, and it is your key to success. Keeping a positive attitude is
an important survival strategy for keeping that little silver ball
away from the discharge chute. One method of establishing this
positive mindset is to look back at your darkest time, when you
had bottomed out emotionally. You survived. You pulled yourself
back from that brink and you moved forward. Focusing for a
moment on that negative period in your life can help you to put
your current situation in perspective and strengthen your resolve
to succeed.
As a young man, my worst period was during the Vietnam
War. My unit was entrenched in the middle of a jungle in the
Central Highlands. We were surrounded and engaged in combat
with the Viet Cong for two days during a monsoon. I was waist
deep in water, holding my rifle over my head, doing my best
to stand still while snakes slithered around my legs under the
water. Sleep deprived, on an adrenaline overload, I measured my
survival in hours. Back then, survival meant returning to dry land
and seeing the next day’s sunrise.
I never forgot those two days. Ever since then, I have tried
to the best of my ability to maintain a positive mindset in dealing
with everyday downturns including unpredictable career
setbacks. When I encounter a setback or disappointment, rather
than feel sorry for myself, I find and focus on the positives of
the situation. Self-pity and self-doubt diminish your resolve to
succeed. No matter what setback you encounter, if it’s not life
threatening, it’s not that important. Sure, it’s easy for me to sit in
a comfy chair and advise you to stay focused on the goal and not
let things get to you. It’s different for each of us and I’ve never
walked your particular career path in your shoes. I don’t pretend
to be an expert on your life, but I have been involved in executive
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search consulting for twenty-five years, and perhaps what I know
can help you. Maybe you can remember that others have been
where you are and survived and prospered and so will you. Let’s
deploy that silver ball and get started.
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Introduction
I don’t measure a man’s success by how high he climbs but how
high he bounces when he hits bottom.
—George Patton
I have spent the past twenty-five years working in corporate
executive roles including executive search. These efforts have
centered on technology positions in leading corporations. I have
played a part in the rapid career rise of many individuals and also
witnessed career declines when positions were eliminated, roles
were drained of excitement, or the candidate’s skills no longer
matched the position’s needs.
Failure in a position should never be viewed negatively; I
believe that in order to be successful in any career you need to
lose one or two positions. The real difference between success
and failure is how focused, creative, and aggressive you are at
picking yourself up and engaging in the job search process. Like
the little silver pinball resting comfortably in the launch chute,
you may not be ready to initiate a job search. The pinball doesn’t
get to make the choice to sit there idly and neither do you. When
propelled into a job search by whatever chain of events, you
have to start thinking differently. You have to learn to think like
a recruiter.
Everyone has an opinion on whether getting the boot or the
pink slip, or walking out the door under one’s own steam, justifies
taking time off to recharge one’s batteries. Every situation is
different, but I will tell you what I have seen work and not work. In
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my professional opinion, this is not the time to take time off. First,
from the job hunter’s perspective, once you have fallen out of the
nice little daily work routine, you quickly lose momentum and
it’s difficult to regain it. Second, from the employer’s perspective,
taking time off when you are in a career change situation signifies
you do not have a sense of urgency, which is always one of the top
requirements sought by employers.
When I meet with candidates who have dropped out of
the job hunt to recharge their batteries, the first question I ask
is always what happened to them that drained their batteries.
Many times, their battery drained because of boredom with their
position or martyrdom (feeling their role was so critical that
they could not take vacations). These are not “good” reasons.
An acceptable reason might be that the job was high stress (for
example, a turnaround position) and required long hours and
weekends to save the company, division, or product line.
A few gifted individuals among us, perhaps 1 percent, have
the unique ability/luck to master the job change process. They have
the right mindset and attitude to succeed. What sets them apart
is their optimistic view of life and career. They accept rejection as
most good salespeople do, knowing it takes them a step closer
to success. Salespeople believe you need to call on a prospect ten
times before you should expect a positive response. The other
99 percent of the world is a collection of bored, unchallenged,
obsolete, hapless pinballs. If this sounds like you, my first word
of advice is that you should never seek another position just to
leverage your current position. You may succeed in getting a
counteroffer of a promotion or raise, but you will never be viewed
in the same positive light again. Worse, you may find your career
track in your current company decidedly shorter than you might
like.
Once you make the decision to leave or it is made for you,
your full-time job will become finding those opportunities that
match your skill set and interests. You’re Only Perfect Twice—At
Birth and On Your Resume can help you to understand and master
the job search process. Your first task is to establish the proper
mindset: You’re a highly prized commodity that must be marketed
carefully and appropriately to obtain maximum value.
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1. The Reality Check

Always bear in mind that your own resolution to succeed is more
important than any one thing.
—Abraham Lincoln
one.

The best way to appreciate your job is to imagine yourself without
—Oscar Wilde

Leaving On Your Terms
Everyone’s career has peaks and valleys. If you are reading
this book, chances are you are standing at the scenic overview
of a career valley. If you haven’t already been laid off or fired,
you should remember that your mental health during your job
search can be either your greatest asset or your greatest liability.
The easiest way to get a good job is to have a good job while
you’re looking. Even if you dislike your job and you know it has
no future, if you have a job, stay there until you find the next one.
I advise candidates to get in a hole, even if it’s a rut, and stay there
while exploring opportunities.
If you have been fired or laid off, there are a few things you
can do to survive the process. The objective is to survive with
as little damage as possible to your dignity. First, accept that
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layoffs and firings aren’t always about you. Second, accept that
your job, no matter what it is or might be, will not last forever.
A few generations ago, people worked for the same company
for their entire careers. My father, for example, worked for the
same company for forty years before retiring. These days, people
stay at the same company for an average of only four and a half
years. Over a forty- or forty-five-year work life, that’s a lot of job
changes.
Some organizations get high marks for handling people
with care and sensitivity when there’s a forced departure. And
it’s difficult, if not impossible, to know when you accept a job
how things may work out when you leave the job. But it’s also
very true that employees commonly aren’t as skilled as they
could be in handling forced exits. There usually is a degree of
trauma, confusion, and anger on both parts in a termination or
layoff—especially a termination—if the circumstances seem
to be unfair or arbitrary. Even people who have been through
several experiences give less thought to the process of leaving a
job than the process of getting a job. Losing a job can actually
have a positive impact on your life if you can muster the strategic
survival thought process. As unlikely as you might imagine it to
be, losing a job can also be a career enhancing opportunity.
Everyone reacts differently to being told they are no longer
needed or wanted. Some individuals are relieved that the ordeal
(the uncertainty) is over, while others react with anger or hysteria.
It’s not a matter of thinking; it’s a matter of reacting. It happens. For
those who have little experience in looking for a job or live from
paycheck to paycheck, there is a tendency to panic, which only
makes the situation worse. It’s easy to give in to the overwhelming
worries about the family budget and the embarrassment of being
out of work. Take a deep breath and do a reality check. Develop
the discipline to start and stay with the job search process and
you will succeed.
Forced career change can cause some mild panic and
then develop into a meltdown if not channeled into a planned
program. Some people react to a layoff or termination notice with
the somewhat deluded notion that they’re special and all they
need to do is just send out or post their resume. After weeks or
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months of sending out hundreds of resumes without a response
and posting on every job board without a nibble, self-doubt
overcomes their initial cockiness.
Employers and recruiters look first for reasons to screen
out candidates. Resumes with typos are immediately rejected.
Once your resume hasn’t been screened out, it still needs to be
screened in. These days, nobody reads resumes; they scan them,
either electronically to identify word matches, or visually to
quickly evaluate skills, experience, and education. Regardless
of which method is applied, your resume is likely to undergo
a review of under sixty seconds. If the resume shows a lengthy
time off between jobs, a question arises regarding the candidate’s
motivation. In a competitive market, the candidate who took a
vacation stands a high likelihood of being passed over in favor of
the candidate who actively sought work.
There are many reasons why a recruiter or employer might
not pursue you as a candidate. Understand, almost every recruiter/
employer has been a job seeker at one time and has been through
your situation before; despite this shared experience, they really
don’t care about your problems. You need to depend on yourself
for self-motivation while keeping a positive attitude. As part of
your positive attitude, recognize having been laid off or fired as a
great opportunity: A kick in the pants can be a great motivator to
try new perspectives and new locales in which you might actually
be happier, career-wise.

Identify Your Starting Point
Be honest with yourself. What do you have to offer an
employer? Why should the employer of your dreams choose
you over someone else? Employers seek people with solutions
to problems. What will make interviewers remember you after
they’ve completed their first round of meetings with a dozen
other candidates? It comes down to your having and expressing
intelligently the solution to their problems and needs: your
qualifications, skills, and traits. Your objective is to convince
interviewers that you are the solution they’ve been seeking.

3

Larry Dillon

What Are You Offering?
What are your three or four greatest strengths of interest to
an employer? Concentrating during the interview on those three
or four real strengths will make it easier for them to remember
you. Your time in an interview is limited, so painting your
experiences with a broad brush dilutes their value. Interviewers
only remember high points that relate to their needs.
This need to match your strengths to their needs means
you will have to take some time to research the position and the
company. During the interview, demonstrate your knowledge by
asking about possible problem areas your research has uncovered.
Then, if your interviewer provides an answer to your question
and you have the opportunity to follow up, focus your followup response on the possible solution you can offer and how that
solution is supported by your skills and experience. Be clever
about presenting your key qualities and strengths throughout the
interview. Sell yourself.
Remember the Boy Scouts’ motto: “Be prepared.” If you’re
interviewing for a position that requires strong management
skills, prepare by reviewing the possible questions that may be
asked in the actual interview (many such questions are covered in
the appendices later in this book) to practice weaving the threads
of your strengths into the fabric of your answers. This exercise is
an excellent way to prepare for an interview.
Success selling your strengths requires mentioning them
more than once in the interview. If it takes the average salesperson
ten pitches to a client before the deal is closed and you only have
one opportunity to interview, you need to cram those ten pitches
into that interview. After one day, interviewers only remember
a few things that were repeated; most detail is lost. Even the
best note taker misses things unless they are mentioned several
times in a conversation. You want your audience to remember
the important points you have made. By concentrating on just
a few of your strengths, you will find it easier to discuss more
succinctly and precisely what you have to offer and how it can
benefit the employer. More importantly, the folks you meet are
more likely to remember you for your strength.
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