
  

  1


  Speaking Truth to Power


  


  “Tell me about yourself.”


  “There’s a time gap on your resume. Can you explain?”


  “Have you ever been convicted of a crime?”


  


  EX-OFFENDERS MUST DO very well in the job interview to get a job offer. Knowing the odds may be stacked against them and that rejections are all part of the job search game, they must go that extra mile with preparation, preparation, and preparation to ace the interview.


  That’s what this book is all about – quickly getting you up and running with great preparation to ace job interviews and get job offers despite red flags in your background. It’s all about speaking truth to power in a way that makes you especially attractive to employers looking to hire people who will bring value to their operations. No lies, no tricks – just the truth focused on employers’ needs.


  Surviving and Succeeding


  If you are reading this book, it’s a pretty sure bet that either you or someone you care about is soon getting out of prison or already has been released from prison. Perhaps this has happened recently or maybe it has been a while. In any case, you or that person are joining the free world where few things are actually free, a reality you’ll immediately face when securing your documentation and looking for housing, food, transportation, and a job. Unfortunately, for many ex-offenders, this whole re-entry process is a struggle for survival against some not-so-good odds of succeeding on the outside. But the odds get much better if you can land a good job, which first and foremost requires excellent job interview skills.


  Re-Entry and Jobs


  There are a lot of things a person has to deal with as he or she re-enters society and makes the necessary adjustments to living in a community outside the prison walls.


  Some feelings are positive, such as it’s good to put the bars behind and be back on the outside.


  But while freedom can be euphoric, it also brings new responsibilities to the ex-offender. How will I be re-integrated with my family? Or if the family ties are weak or non-existent, the anxieties are more related to basic survival. Where will I live? How will I feed myself? At the heart of survival questions about food and shelter is this question: “How am I going to support myself?” For most people, the answer relates to employment: “I need to find a job.” And in order to find the job, you need to do well at the job interview where you will come face-to-face with reluctant employers who have conducted background checks of your history.


  Having a job is a critical element determining how well an ex-offender is integrated back into the community. Having a job is one of the best predictors of whether an ex-offender stays out of trouble or whether he commits another crime and re-enters the prison system. Having a job provides both a means of monetary support for the essentials of life and positive feelings of self-worth. Having a really good job means the possibility of also having a long-term career.


  Carrying Negative Baggage


  But being an ex-offender with a criminal record brings a lot of negative baggage. By law, ex-offenders are prohibited from employment in certain jobs, and many employers are hesitant to hire an ex-offender for any job. But before you let this reality of ‘life after incarceration’ make you feel the situation is hopeless, consider these statistics about offenders in the United States:


  
    	Over 650,000 ex-offenders are released into communities each year.


    	Over 12 million people circulate in and out of prisons, jails, and detention centers each year.


    	Over 2.3 million people are currently incarcerated.


    	Over 5 million people are on parole or probation.


    	Over 77 million people have an arrest record.

  


  


  Ex-offenders often end up with a self-fulfilling prophecy – low-paying, dead-end jobs no one else wants.


  


  There are a lot of ex-offenders out there, and ex-offenders are hired for jobs every day. So why can’t you be one of them? It will take some extra effort on your part. You will need to be better prepared than the person who doesn’t have a criminal record to overcome objections (sometimes voiced, but often not mentioned) about your criminal past. But with some hard work in preparation for interviews (as well as other aspects of the job search) you ought to be able to join the thousands of ex-offenders who are gainfully employed.


  Key Job Search Mistakes Ex-Offenders Make


  Let’s address up-front one of the more important mistakes ex-offenders make: they look for “ex-offender jobs” or “ex-offender-friendly employers” who are known to often hire ex-offenders. By limiting their focus in this manner, they create a self-fulfilling prophecy – they are attracted to low paying, high turnover, hard labor, and dead end jobs no one else wants. Indeed, it’s not surprising to find ex-offenders disproportionately working as roofers, landscapers, movers, sanitation workers, and day laborers on construction projects. Instead, ex-offenders should be looking for employers who want to hire individuals with their particular skills and then clearly communicate their skills and other important qualities to those employers by way of resumes, applications, and interviews. By doing this, they open themselves to a whole different world of jobs that have promising futures. I outline many of these promising jobs in Best Jobs for Ex-Offenders: 101 Opportunities to Jump-Start Your New Life (Impact Publications, 2016). Your first job out should be a good stepping stone to more promising jobs and careers – not one that will continue to keep you down.


  Ask the Right Questions, Focus on What’s Important


  Believe it or not, I often hear from ex-offenders who ask me this somewhat puzzling question for specific states and cities:


  Do you have a list of employers who hire ex-offenders?


  A few ex-offenders even think someone must publish state-by-state and city-by-city directories of “Employers Who Hire Ex-Offenders”! It’s a question that tells me volumes about why these inquisitive ex-offenders are going to have trouble finding and keeping a job. Simply put, they don’t understand employers and the job market, nor do they have a clue about what they need to do in order to find a good job. If they did, they would consult my other directory (The Ex-Offender’s Re-Entry Assistance Directory, Impact Publications, 2016) as well as ask a very different type of question:


  Who’s most interested in my skills?


  This question assumes the individual knows what it is he or she does well and enjoys doing – the very foundation of conducting an effective job search with employers who are in the business of hiring talented individuals rather than finding a place of employment for ex-offenders. Remember, employers are not social experiments on trying out ex-offenders in their workplace. They need smart people who can do specific jobs. In other words, they hire specific skills sets – not people with difficult backgrounds. If you are only prepared to talk about your criminal background, no one will want to hire you. Indeed, you’ve got to get smart and talk about what’s really important – what you are prepared to do for the employer in terms of your workplace skills and behavior. What value do you bring to the workplace? Do you come to work on time? Are you a hard worker who stays focused on doing a good job? Are you accurate? Are you a problem-solver? Do you take initiative or do you have to be closely supervised and told what to do? Are you a team player who gets along with everyone? Can you communicate well with customers and fellow workers? That’s the type of skills employers want to hire rather than adopt an ex-offender in need of a job.


  So what do you have to offer employers in exchange for their paycheck? What stories are you prepared to tell employers about yourself in reference to their needs?


  You’re Risky Business for Employers


  Ex-offenders are risky business for many employers who prefer hiring people with clean records. Even though you have done your sentence time, you can’t really hide your past for long in today’s high-tech and social media environment. In many respects, you received two sentences when you were convicted – one you already served in prison or jail and the other that you’ll serve for the rest of your life as an ex-con with a record. If you were convicted of a felony, you may, for example, face legal restrictions on the types of jobs you can hold, and you may be prohibited from traveling abroad. Many ex-offenders find their life sentence to be a major barrier to success in the free world. Since their records can be easily and inexpensively accessed by employers, they have nowhere to hide in the so-called free world that is not particularly ex-offender-friendly!


  Always keep in mind that employers are not social workers who are in the business of giving people a second, third, or fourth chance. So don’t beg, lie, manipulate, or try to game the system. Put yourself in their shoes and focus on what’s really important to them. After all, they have a bottom line that needs to be maintained and expanded by employing individuals who have the motivation and talent to get things done. They want to hire talented individuals – not risky ex-offenders who don’t know what they want to do.


  Consider the Employer’s Needs


  Put yourself in the shoes of an employer who may consider interviewing and hiring an ex-offender. He or she is likely to ask the following questions:


  
    	Why should I hire you?


    	Will your background pose problems for others you work with?


    	Are you a trustworthy, responsible, and predictable person?


    	Do you do what you say and say what you do?


    	Have you made the necessary changes to become a productive employee?

  


  Above all, employers want to hire individuals who are a good “fit” for the organization – those who have the right attitudes and behaviors to become productive employees. They do this by trying to understand your pattern of behavior during job interviews.


  Focus on the Job Interview


  This book is all about better preparing you for the critical job interview. In fact, it may well become the most important book you read as part of your re-entry preparation. It shows you how to turn a job interview into a job offer – one of the most important transitions you need to quickly experience in the free world.


  Few people are hired for jobs without going through an interview. An interview is one of the most important steps an applicant goes through in the process of getting a job. It can also be the most nerve-racking because you are meeting the interviewer face to face. It’s hard to hide your nervousness – your uncertainty. Everything you say and do is making an impression, either good or bad, on the employer. In fact, even what you do not say may be noticed, and that too may work to your advantage or disadvantage. So it is important that you get the interview right! Spend enough time preparing for the interview, with the help of this book, so that you put your best foot forward and make the very best impression you possibly can. Much of your future depends on it.


  Transform Your Life With a Good Job


  I wish you well as you take the next important steps toward re-entry into the free world. While you will eventually find a job, even many jobs, raise your bar by trying to land a good job with a promising future. Such a job may well transform your life as you leave the bars behind for good!
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  Red Flags in Your Past


  


  “People with red flags in their background need to turn obvious negatives into positives – convert those red flags into green lights!


  


  ANYONE LOOKING FOR A JOB should anticipate encountering questions about his or her background. But you’ll have additional obstacles to overcome if there is something in your past that raises a red flag in the interviewer’s mind. Many of the red flags may not have anything to do with whether you are an ex-offender, but they can complicate your job search. Do you have little or no work experience? Have you been a job hopper? That is, do you have a past that is filled with lots of jobs but with a short amount of time spent working at each one? Do you lack a high school diploma or a GED? Have you ever been fired from a job? And, finally, have you ever been convicted of a crime?


  Job Knockouts


  Red flags can become knockouts to getting job offers since red flags indicate a history of behaviors on the part of the job applicant that may pose problems on the job. Problems with employees are something that employers would prefer to avoid. If you will soon be released from prison or if you have been released, whether recently or some time ago, you are aware that a prison record is just that – a record that stays with you. As a life sentence, your record is a very big red flag to a potential employer.


  Employers are looking both for positive reasons to hire you and negative reasons not to hire you. They look for positive signs that tell them you are the right person for the job. At the same time, they are searching for clues that tell them not to hire you – that you are going to create more problems than you will solve. Being naturally suspicious of applicants who may be putting on a positive face to get the job offer, they are especially sensitive to any negative signs (red flags) that tell them you may be a potential problem employee. Whatever the red flags from your past, you need to know how to deal with them in an honest, yet positive way.


  Remember that red flags relate to behaviors. While having been in prison is a red flag in itself, it is what you did to get convicted and sent to prison – the behavior(s) – that is the employer’s real concern. But before we go any further with a discussion of red flag behaviors, you need to take stock of your situation. You can’t deal with overcoming your personal red flags until you know what your red flag behaviors are and how they may be interpreted by employers.


  Test Your Knockout Potential


  Respond to the following statements to identify how many red flags you have in your background. Circle the numbers to the right of each statement that best represents your degree of agreement or disagreement:




  1 = Strongly disagree


 

  2 = Disagree


  

  3 = Maybe, not certain

     
   4 = Agree

   5 = Strongly agree

   

 
  

	1.
	I have no work experience at all.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	2.
	I have work experience, but very different work from what I want to do in the future.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	3.
	My grades in school were not very good.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	4.
	I have no high school diploma or GED.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	5.
	I have been fired from one job.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	6.
	I have been fired from more than one job.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	7.
	I have not stayed at any job for very long.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	8.
	The jobs I have held have been very different from each other in terms of the work to be done and skills required.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	9.
	I don’t have a past employer who would give me a good reference.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	10.
	I have been convicted of a felony.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	
	TOTAL
	___________








  If you circled a “1” or “2” for any of the above statements, your background may raise a red flag in the eyes of most employers. If your total score is between 10 and 35, you will also most likely appear to have a not-so-hot background in the eyes of most employers. You will need to develop interview strategies to overcome the objections and fears you will raise in most interviewers. I’ll help you do this in a later section.


  Why Do Employers Care About My Past?


  Employers care about your past, because they want to hire employees who have the background to do the job. Yes, they want to know about the knowledge you have learned and skills you have developed. But they are just as interested in how dependable you have been – especially attendance, being on time, and ability to stick to a job until the task is completed. These are issues relating to your character. They want more than just verbal confirmation that you are a good worker who can be trusted to perform well on the job.


  Employers tell us that the following qualities are especially important when they are making a hiring decision.


  
    	They look at an applicant’s educational background and past work experience to give them an indication of what they can expect from the person in the future. Completing high school or earning a GED is evidence not only an applicant’s having achieved a level of basic competence, but it’s also an indicator of their motivation to finish a task and achieve goals. The higher an individual’s educational achievement, the more likely he or she possesses an important character trait that transfers to the workplace – persistence.


    	Work experience also is an indicator of what the individual has done in the past and is likely to do in the future – both in terms of how well the job was done and how dependable the applicant was as an employee. Could the previous employer(s) depend on the individual to be at work, be there on time, and stay focused on getting the job done?


    	In the case of ex-offenders, employers are most impressed with recommendations provided by former employers who actually worked with the ex-offender rather than relatives, prison personnel, or faith-based workers who frequently give ex-offenders a soft pass on recommendations (bless their good hearts, but they are often motivated to see their clients succeed rather than provide candid insights into their positives and negatives). Do you have a previous employer(s) who will give you a good recommendation? References from former employers, especially one from a supervisor in a recent work release program, carry more weight than personal references when an employer is making a hiring decision.


    	Employers prefer hiring ex-offenders with transitional work experience rather than those who only completed an educational and training program while in prison or have work experience prior to their conviction. Transitional work experience, such as participation in a work release program, gives employers direct evidence of recent workplace skills and accomplishments. It tells them a great deal about an individual’s current attitudes and workplace behavior.

  


  


  Employers prefer hiring ex-offenders with transitional work experience.


  


  
    	Employers tend to hire ex-offenders for positions that involve little direct customer contact – manufacturing, construction, and various outdoor jobs involving little human contact. Therefore, if you apply for a job involving a great deal of customer contact, your red flags may be magnified.


    	Once hired, did the applicant stay with each job for a reasonably lengthy period of time? After all, it is time consuming and expensive to hire a new employee. For most jobs it takes several weeks or more before the new hire is truly earning his paycheck. Someone who has had several jobs but stayed in each one only for a few weeks or months is likely to repeat the pattern and leave the next job after a short period of time. Job hoppers are not in great demand by employers.


    	And the final red flag: does the applicant have a criminal record? This often appears on the job application as, “Have you been convicted of a felony?” While hundreds of states, counties, and cities now prohibit the inclusion of this discriminatory question on applications as part of the “ban the box” movement, nonetheless, you may still encounter it in some places when you complete an application. It is a legitimate question to ask at the job interview. The reason for concern on the part of the employer is the assumed pattern of behavior. If you committed a crime in the past, it is assumed you are more likely to commit one in the future than the applicant who does not have a criminal record. It is easier for the employer to avoid the potential problem by hiring the individual without the criminal past. Unfair? Perhaps. After all, you have done your time. But to argue the fairness will not get you the job. To ignore reality will not get you the job. You must know that, whether spoken or not, this concern will weigh heavily in the hiring decision. So you must deal with overcoming the employer’s concerns – whether spoken or unspoken. The good news it that you will not be screened out of a job interview where it’s now illegal to ask this question. At least you will have a chance to get the interview where you must then be prepared to answer the question a face-to-face. This book will help you deal with this issue in the job interview.

  


  Red Flag Behaviors


  List your red flag behaviors, including, but not limited to, those behaviors that resulted in your conviction. Include any red flag behaviors from jobs you have held – within or outside of prison. For each behavior, indicate why it might concern a potential employer.


 

	
	Red Flag Behaviors
	Reasons for Concern to Employer 
(How does the employer think this behavior might affect my future work?)



	  1.
	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	  2.
	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	  3.
	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	  4.
	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	  5.
	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	  6.
	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	  7.
	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	  8.
	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	  9.
	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	10.
	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________



	_________________________
	_________________________






  Maybe you listed ten red flags and could have listed even more. Maybe you listed fewer than ten. Perhaps you were easily able to list behaviors that you suspected would cause you future employability problems. Let’s put this list of red flag behaviors you have just completed aside for the moment. We’ll come back to it later. For now, let’s try to look at employment issues as if we were the employer. In other words, what are the employer’s concerns about an applicant’s past behaviors?
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  Employers’ Major Fears


  

  “Employers want to hire people who are honest, trustworthy, reliable, loyal, and competent. It’s that simple. They are not in the charitable business of just hiring an ex-offender because he or she needs a job.”


  

  EMPLOYERS TODAY WANT WHAT they have always wanted from their employees – strong skills and abilities to do the job. But they also report placing higher value on soft skills associated with productive workplace behavior. They need employees to be at work and on time, eager to get things done, focused, cooperative, enthusiastic, motivated, responsive, and loyal.


  Above all, employers want honesty, dependability, and value in exchange for the wages they pay. The good news is that many employers who hire ex-offenders find such qualities among those they employ. For them, giving someone a second chance is not an act of charity. It’s simply the right thing to do, because it results in acquiring someone who is exceptionally enthusiastic, motivated, appreciative, and loyal. But there also are other “hiring an ex-offender” stories that are not so positive, which are all about taking risks and becoming disappointed and discouraged.


  And that’s exactly what you need to communicate to employers during your job search – taking a risk in hiring you will yield many benefits, because you are a person with desirable skills who understands and delivers value to the employer. Indeed, you are exceptionally motivated, dependable, loyal, and grateful, and you’re prepared to demonstrate such qualities.


  Apprehension and Disappointment


  Employers are more apprehensive than ever when interviewing and screening applicants for jobs. Experience tells them that what they initially see – on the resume, application, or in the job interview – is not always what they get once they hire an individual.


  In the past, many employers found out too late that applicants had lied about their educational background, the jobs they held in the past, the skills they possessed, their accomplishments on past jobs, or their criminal record. In other words, many employers realize they have been literally conned by people who made all kinds of untruthful verbal statements and promises during their job interview. Job applicants who made excuses for their past behavior and promised they had “changed their ways” repeated their past behavior and mistakes once they were on the job. Some of the blame can be placed squarely on the shoulders of a naive employer who failed to do a thorough background check concerning the individual’s workplace behavior. Consequently, the employer was left to deal with the problems created by their own bad hiring, which resulted in a job vacancy to fill – again.


  Employers want to better predict what your on-the-job performance is likely to be in their company or organization. Most believe the best predictor of your future behavior is your past behavior. This poses a problem for you if your past is full of red flags that scream, “I am likely to be a bad risk – you’d be crazy to hire me!”


  Many employers will prefer to play it safe and hire applicants who don’t bring a lot of negative baggage with them. But don’t despair. It is possible to overcome a red flag background. However, it will take some effort on your part. I will provide guidelines a bit later that should help you turn red flags into green lights as you interview in an honest, yet positive, manner.


  Cautious Employers


  More than ever before, employers are conducting background checks to verify the information applicants put on their resumes or job applications as well as answers they provide during the job interview. This credentials check may go beyond calling the references supplied by the applicant and contacting previous employers. Many employers today will hire an independent firm to conduct a background investigation that may cover sensitive issues that cannot be legally addressed during a job interview as well as questions that a job applicant may lie about. These areas may include questions about an applicant’s criminal background, marital status, family history, credit history, health issues, insurance claims, and legal suits. Employers are conducting more background checks today than in the past, because it’s so easy and inexpensive to do so on the Internet and because they have been burned by dishonest applicants in the past. For just $19.95 employers can go online and get a great deal of background information on you within seconds! In fact, you might want to contact leading firms, such as everify.com, backgroundreport360.com, and backgroundchecks.com, to find out what information is readily


  

  

  

  

  So What Does An Employer Want From Me?


  

  

 

	_______
	Dependable
	_______
	_______
	Discreet
	_______



	_______
	Cooperative
	_______
	_______
	Flexible
	_______



	_______
	Attentive
	_______
	_______
	Sensitive
	_______



	_______
	Focused
	_______
	_______
	Honest
	_______



	_______
	Purposeful
	_______
	_______
	Sincere
	_______



	_______
	Loyal
	_______
	_______
	Effective
	_______



	_______
	Predictable
	_______
	_______
	Efficient
	_______



	_______
	Talented
	_______
	_______
	Precise
	_______



	_______
	Enthusiastic
	_______
	_______
	Diligent
	_______



	_______
	Trustworthy
	_______
	_______
	Versatile
	_______



	_______
	Intelligent
	_______
	_______
	Perceptive
	_______



	_______
	Positive
	_______
	_______
	Tactful
	_______



	_______
	Problem-solver
	_______
	_______
	Astute
	_______



	_______
	Conscientious
	_______
	_______
	Patient
	_______



	_______
	Motivated
	_______
	_______
	Tenacious
	_______



	_______
	Reliable
	_______
	_______
	Receptive
	_______



	_______
	Resourceful
	_______
	_______
	Organized
	_______



	_______
	Responsible
	_______
	_______
	Adaptive
	_______



	_______
	Literate
	_______
	_______
	Successful
	_______



	_______
	Articulate
	_______
	_______
	Respectful
	_______





  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Predicting Your Behavior


  – Dependability –


  

  

  

  

  

  

  Example


  
    

    
  


  – Cooperation With Co-Workers –


  

  Example


  
    
  


  – Cooperates With Boss(es) by Listening and Following Orders –


  

    Example


  
    

    

    

    
  


  – Trustworthy –


  

    Example


  
    
  


  Employers Want Value for the Wages They Pay


  

  

  

  Understand the Employer’s Viewpoint


  
  
  
	











	


	











	











	
   

  

  
 
 

  
 
 

  


  
 
 

  
 
 

  


   
 
 

  
 
 

  


  
 
 
 
  
 
 

  


  
 
 
 
  
 
 






  Red Flag Behaviors Beyond Illegal Behaviors


  

  

  

  

  So What If You Are an Ex-Offender?
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