







Praise for Graduate to a Great Career

“One thing you don’t learn in college is how to get a job. Don’t panic. Catherine Kaputa’s new book will provide you with a graduate degree in the subject. Don’t go job-hunting without it.”

—Al Ries, author, Positioning: The Battle for Your Mind

“In her latest book, Catherine Kaputa shares the secrets of personal branding, the skill that will set you apart from the other job candidates in your field. Graduate to a Great Career will ease your anxieties about the job search and set you on the right career path for you.”

—Daniel H. Pink, author of Drive and The Adventures of Johnny Bunko

“Catherine has crafted a “must read” resource for new grads seeking their first career-launching role. Even better, seasoned professionals will find the content highly beneficial, especially if they are not ‘digital natives.’”

—Beverly Tarulli, PhD, Vice President, Human Capital Strategy & Workforce Analytics, PepsiCo

This book is filled with wisdom, cutting-edge personal branding advice and stories from real first-time job seekers. It shows you how to differentiate yourself from your peers, unlock the “hidden market” of unadvertised jobs, deftly navigate online job posts, leverage internships and ace the interview. In today’s highly competitive and challenging market for new graduates, you need to read this book—today.

—William Arruda CEO, Reach Personal Branding and author of Ditch. Dare. Do! 3D Personal Branding for Executives

We all know it’s hard to get experience without experience. Catherine Kaputa addresses this dilemma with easy to follow advice for writing your own career story and turning it into a brand that’s in demand. This is one of those must reads for young professionals entering the workplace to navigate their career from the driver’s seat.

—Julia Brandon, PhD, Senior Director, HR Centers of Excellence, GlaxoSmithKline

Whether a STEM or Liberal Arts major, today’s student must learn how to connect their interests and skills to employment opportunities. Catherine’s book outlines both how and why to begin your career search early as a first-year student, and provides step-by-step instructions of how to market oneself in a complex employment marketplace. Its teachings will turn students from passive individuals applying to jobs into active networkers connecting with companies and organizations.

—Mark Presnell, Ph.D., Executive Director, Career Advancement, Northwestern University

“As a human resources professional, I see the common mistakes and pitfalls that new career professionals often make when trying to land their first job in today’s ultracompetitive market where employers are only looking for top talent. Catherine Kaputa’s book takes the guess work out of the process and gives young professionals the strategies to maximize their career search and land the job!”

—Carrie A. Weaver, PHR, Senior Vice President, Human Resources New York City Economic Development Corporation

“Job hunting has changed dramatically in the past decade. Graduate to a Great Career shows young professionals how to succeed in the social media era and develop a personal brand that will attract the right employers to them.”

—Dorie Clark, author of Stand Out and Reinventing You, and adjunct professor, Duke University Fuqua School of Business

“The ideal time to master personal branding is at the start of a career. Graduate to a Great Career has a variety of gems appropriate for the generation of young professionals who will work well into mid-century, from developing a T-shaped career and presenting your experience visually to applying to online systems via a ‘trifecta’ of supportive strategies. New grads are lucky to have Catherine Kaputa in their corner.”

—Alexandra Levit, author of They Don’t Teach Corporate in College and Blind Spots: 10 Business Myths You Can’t Afford to Believe.

“In today’s competitive marketplace, having a great education and resume is not enough to land a good entry-level job. Graduate to a Great Career introduces a breakthrough process for finding your career path, branding yourself so you stand out and executing a successful job hunt. I wish I could have read it when I was starting out.”

—Harvey Cohen, SVP Chief Marketing Officer, Empire State Development

“As a marketing professional and now a professor of marketing, I have seen with first-hand experience how important branding is—and how effective it can be for individuals as well. In business school we prepare our young graduates with knowledge and skills but don’t do as much as we could with preparation for the job world. Ms. Kaputa’s new book will be essential for all young people looking to launch their careers. Branding is character and finding your brand gives you a great competitive advantage.”

—Peter Johnson, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of Marketing, Fordham University

“Graduate to a Great Career is the quintessential “go-to” guide for the college (or high school) grad. Practical advice and guidance, partnered with stories and examples, accompanied by exercises at the end of each chapter, make this book highly impactful. Catherine has crystalized down to the essence the steps a job seeker in TODAY’s market needs to take to be successful. Only someone who intimately knows today’s job market could do this with the expertise that Catherine has.”

—Laurie Sedgwick, Director of Career Management, Executive MBA Programs and Alumni Support, Cornell-Johnson

My students, undergrads, MBA candidates as well as recent graduates, will derive great benefit from Catherine’s real world advice on branding and launching your most important product—you! The book is impressively broad, covering how to research and find the right job, pitch yourself in an interview and fast-starting your career.

—Howard Geltzer, Adjunct Professor, New York University, Stern School of Business; University of Southern California, Marshall School of Business

“Catherine’s book should be handed out at Freshman Orientation: It’s never too early to start learning and incorporating the prodigious information in this book. Most university career services departments are too generic in their approach to be truly useful to most seniors. An undergraduate who reads this work early and often will not just navigate his/her college career more effectively, but get a head start on the realities of building a life-long career. Even if you’re not graduating from college and have been in a career for decades, “How to Graduate to a Great Career” will help you refresh and refine your personal branding.”

—Beth Adler, CPC, JD, MBA, Executive Coach

“In today’s innovation-driven business world, you not only have to be a creative thinker on the job, you have to be a creative, innovative thinker to GET a job. The advice in Catherine Kaputa’s illuminating book, Graduate to a Great Career, will show you how. I highly recommend this book to anyone seeking to land their dream job.”

—Mitchell Rigie, author of Smartstorming: The Game-Changing Process for Generating Bigger, Better Ideas.

Catherine Kaputa teaches you to look at your strengths in a marketable fashion. This book gives new graduates the tools to get the job they want, to set the course for career success. Catherine shows you how to stand out from the competition in the job search race.

—Randi Rosenbluth, M.Ed., Manager of Learning and Development, Society of Women Engineers

This book should be your #1 gift for every college student and new graduate you know. What got you ahead in academia is not what’s needed to find a good job and ace the interview. This book will teach you everything you need to do to market yourself well in today’s job market beginning with learning how to pitch yourself well over the phone, in letters and emails, in person and on the Internet.

—Jeffrey LaRiche, CEO, Castle Worldwide

Catherine Kaputa is one of the most knowledgeable professionals in the area of personal branding. Her insights and guidance are grounded, clear, and empowering. Her books are eye-openers about what you need to do to launch your career in the 21st century. Filled with strategies and tactics you’re not likely to learn at any university, this book is the handbook every college student, young professional and new business owner needs to start a fulfilling career.

—Nomi Bachar, author of Gates of Power: Actualize Your True Self

Catherine Kaputa’s job hunting and career ideas are captivating, persuasive, strategic, empowering and never more apropos. Now I’m telling all the young women I mentor: Read this book and learn how to launch a successful career and Brand You.

—Elizabeth Hitchcock, Director of Strategy and Innovation, AT&T

No matter your native country or country where you want to work, this guide is for you because it transcends cultural differences. This superb guide on how to land a great job in any country works because it teaches you how to leverage your strengths and out market your competitors with a winning job hunting and personal branding process.

—Carol Spomer, Business & English for Non-Natives Coach
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To your successful job hunt . . .


The People and Stories in Graduate to a Great Career

The stories in the book are authentic stories shared by college students, new graduates, young professionals, HR directors, recruiters, and hiring managers. My personal career stories are true stories told to the best of my recollection.

So many stories were generously shared, including job pitch emails, phone conversations, interview notes, cover letters, and other marketing materials. I only wish that I could have included them all. In the book, I have sometimes used first names only, often changing the names to protect privacy. For narrative flow, I have chosen between the pronouns “she” and “he” at random.

The tips and advice I propose in the book are my views based on a long career; my work as a personal brand strategist advising a wide range of people, both first-time job seekers and seasoned executives; and, of course, tips from students and new grads on what worked for them in today’s dynamic and ever-changing job marketplace.
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Introduction

It’s up to you now.

The umbilical cord might have been cut twenty years ago, but now it’s time to be born again. You truly become an adult when that parental cord of support and identity is severed. Your childhood identity, shaped by others, will become history.

Your adult identity may be similar or radically different, but it can’t be the same. Everything is different now. You’re embarking on a new course, a world outside of university and parental dependency.

It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!

Arguably, the most important features of your personal identity will be shaped by the choices you make in your career. A successful career depends on developing a successful personal brand, just as the company or organization you will work for depends on a successful brand to prosper.

This book will teach you all the skills you didn’t learn in college that are needed to graduate to a great career. Its mission is to remove all the mystery surrounding professional life after graduation. The modern graduate or job seeker must face a baffling array of choices and pitfalls, but this book will give you the tools you need to survive.

You’ll also learn how to use the “personal branding” approach to land your dream job. This includes finding and clarifying your brand idea, or unique selling proposition (USP), just as marketers do in the commercial world. Your USP is the basis of your job pitch, your resume, and your online social media profile. You want to represent something special, what you stand for and can do that sets you apart from others. A strong brand idea shows how you will be effective in achieving professional and personal life goals, but it is also true to yourself and brings more of your personality into the equation.

The branding world also provides a template for effective marketing and networking, as well as a cornucopia of tactics, principles, and tools to help you stand out from the competition.

Bottom line: You are your most important asset. You are the only asset that no one can take away. And your ability to maximize that asset in the eyes of others will play a major role in your success.

In many ways, this launching period is the most important moment in your career. It’s the time when you can create tremendous value for yourself out of very little.

As a bootstrapping job seeker, you will create many personal and career assets that set the course for career success. You will meet new people and make career contacts. You will start to build a reputation and identity for yourself, both in person and online.

It’s a time for exploration. You will learn who you are and what the marketplace values. By exploring different possibilities, you might even discover new career paths that you weren’t aware of before.

You’re finally out of the reality distortion field that one can get caught up in at college. Now, you’re in the real world. You’re making decisions for yourself, maybe for the first time.

Looking for your first job can also be incredibly frustrating. You’ll be forced to define yourself in terms of your talents and interests. Maybe you’ve had some really dark moments of unemployment and are unsure of your future career.

But this is also your most valuable time, both creatively and strategically. The experience forces you to look at yourself honestly. You must focus completely on who you are and who you can be.

“Destiny” is a dramatic word, but this first phase sets up your career destiny, too. By choosing a path and moving forward, you will learn how to define your abilities, the special sauce that you—and only you—can bring to a professional situation. What are the assets you have to work with? What core principles do you stand for? How can you make meaning in the world?

Your first years out of school are special for economic reasons, too. People who graduate in years of low unemployment have better career prospects and typically make considerably higher wages throughout their lives than those who graduate in times of high unemployment. And it’s a wage advantage that lasts for decades or more, according to economists.

As an enterprising job seeker, don’t feel limited by a tough economy or discouraging statistics. Most is not all. There are always exceptions, and when the job market gives you lemons, plan on making lemonade. By thinking optimistically and following the advice in this book, you’ll discover fresh opportunities and new paths to success.

The magic is in you. But you must take charge and use your passion and drive to discover your career destiny. Become emotionally and intellectually engaged in launching your career and your life journey. Start to create your own luck and opportunities.

Wherever you are on your career journey, the best (and only) time to start is now. The good news is that you don’t have to major in marketing to launch Brand You into the career world. This book will show you how.


CHAPTER 1

Welcome to the Job Hunt, Twenty-First-Century Style

Do you recognize this new graduate? She could be your college roommate. He could be your son. Or she could be the person looking at you in the mirror.

As a college student, “Erin Jones” was bright-eyed and optimistic. A psychology major, she loved her classes and university life. Now that she’s out looking for a job, she’s frustrated, anxious, and at times downright miserable.

No matter what job she applies for, somehow she seems to lack the right stuff. Erin spent days preparing to talk about her courses, internships, and personal strengths for a job interview in the marketing department at a well-known company. The interviewer’s first question: “What do you think about the story in the Wall Street Journal today about our company?” Ouch! She was so busy preparing answers to the most commonly asked questions that she neglected to be up to date on the very latest company news. Bombing on that first question led to a chain reaction of poor answers as her confidence plummeted. Erin knows she can perform better than this.

Edward Bellin, a recent MBA in international business from a French university, is frustrated, too. He spends hours each day scouring the web for entry-level jobs in the EU, primarily France and the UK, and internships and sponsorship in the US. But the recruiting process seems terribly broken. His job applications often get lost in resume cyberspace known as the black hole. Even when he’s scored an interview, he’s had to deal with off-the-wall questions like “If you had to explain 3-D printing to your grandmother, how would you do it?” “Am I supposed to know that?” he wonders. “I’m not a techie.” It’s frustrating, but Edouard knows he’s talented, qualified, and hardworking.

Gradually, they both were hit with the realization that something was very wrong. The career world was not what they imagined or prepared for. Much of the knowledge they learned in school was not transferable to the career world. Erin wonders if she made the right choices beginning with her major. Edouard wonders why there are so few job choices.

Like so many recent graduates and young professionals, they both feverishly tried to find a job but found it wasn’t easy. They were all dressed up with no job in sight.

Finding a job is unlike any exam you’ve ever taken. Even if you prepare day and night, you still might not pass if you don’t know how to market yourself.

I’m going to tell you why.

There are too few jobs, especially full-time entry-level positions. Perhaps Erin’s major or Edouard’s coursework was not what companies were looking for; perhaps it was the way they marketed themselves. They came to realize that there were many others from all over the world angling for the same opportunities. Credentials are important, but they must become better at job hunting—and networking and personal branding, too—if they expect to succeed.

Plus, nowadays, Erin and Edouard have to deal with the gig economy. Employers can get away with “temp to permanent” job offers, or they can hire you as a consultant, freelancer, or part-time worker with no benefits or commitment. Employers can make you jump over hurdles. The first hurdle is likely to be a machine, not a person. It’s the automated applicant tracking system (ATS) that many companies use to screen applications digitally.

Then you must win over multiple interviewers and pass a battery of pre-hire assessment tests. In one test at a hot marketing agency, the interviewer asked Erin to draw a picture, write a haiku, and rearrange a set of word magnets on a computer screen. It took her two hours. The next day she got a wickedly short email that simply read, “We don’t think you’re a good fit.”

Welcome to the real world of job hunting, twenty-first-century style!

Erin was not incompetent, nor did Edouard lack ambition. Neither were they lazy. They were just frustrated job seekers trying to launch their careers, unprepared for the reality of the new world of work.

Both suffered from a problem that affects many new graduates these days:

Failure to Launch Syndrome.

Marketing Yourself: Now Critical

Graduation is a happy day. Once the end of their college years are nigh, it’s hard for college students and their parents not to be caught up in the cheers and pomp and circumstance, the bond of sharing a pivotal rite of passage. But, I’m here to tell you that the champagne should stay in the fridge until you master Personal Branding 101.

Unless you’re summa cum lucky; have the networking connections of a Rockefeller; or are a top student majoring in engineering, computer science, or finance at a top-tier school, chances are you will face periods of frustration, self-doubt, and failure in the days, weeks, and months after that happy graduation day. It can be a long countdown to getting a real job, and you can’t ease up until you do.

Large-scale frustration is what sets the millennials and Generation Z apart. The transition from university to a career has long been rocky, and unemployment has generally been significantly higher among people ages twenty to twenty-four than the overall unemployment rate. Finding your first job has always been something of a Catch 22. As the saying goes, you need experience to get a job, and your need a job to get experience.

But in today’s economy, what’s always been a dilemma has become a crisis.

It’s not that the new generation isn’t working hard to find a job, but very few are accounting for the reality of today’s job market. You will compete with other new grads and more-experienced job seekers willing to accept entry-level salaries. And you can be squeezed out by financially strapped baby boomers who are retiring later.

After all, a young job seeker, even one who’s had some good internships, can’t compete that well with a candidate with years of experience and extensive contacts. No wonder so many college seniors and new grads feel anxious about their future.

What’s a newly minted BA to do?

It used to be about, “Can you do the job?”

Now it’s about, “Can you make a better impression

than the other 200 people who can do the job?”

What’s truly different today is the quality of the competition and the sheer volume of it. The fact is the economy in most countries is not growing fast enough to handle the number of entry-level employees (top STEM graduates excepted). Millennials, young adults now in their twenties, are the best-educated generation, yet they also have higher unemployment rates than we’ve seen in recent decades. They make up about 40 percent of the unemployed in the US. Even when they find a job, the picture isn’t always pretty. Many new grads are in jobs that don’t require a college degree; others settle for jobs outside their area of study.

It’s always been beneficial to distinguish yourself, but now it’s absolutely necessary. Personal branding rules in the new world of work, and you can rule, too. You must be better prepared, possess marketing savvy, and conduct a smarter job search. But you can do it.

Even in a robust job market, you must brand and market yourself to avoid being furloughed into temp work or a subpar job. Besides, futurists predict that soon switching jobs every few years or so will become the norm, so we’ll all have to be in permanent beta mode when adapting and marketing ourselves in changing conditions.

It’s Not Your Parents’ Job Market

You don’t have to be a Phi Beta Kappa graduate to know that the world of work has changed. The career paths of previous generations were linear, simple, and predictable. Globalization, technology, and a lingering recession have changed the old world of employment. Already, an estimated 40 percent of the labor force in the US is composed of “contingent” workers—contractors, freelancers, and the self-employed. Some companies are even reclassifying workers as franchisees or owners of LLCs to cut costs. In short, you have to pay franchise fees for work.

Entire industries can transform or contract at lightning speed, and government statistics are released too infrequently to reflect current employment reality. Then there’s the threat of technology and automation. In the future, robots can come for your job. Almost half of US jobs and one-third of jobs in the UK are at risk of being automated, according to a study by Oxford University. So when choosing a career path, we must figure out either what jobs computers could never do or what roles we will absolutely insist be done by a human, even if computers could do them.

We’re moving from a world of employment to a world of “employability.” There’s no longer any single corporate ladder assuring a long career at one company, but instead a “jungle gym” of various jobs and skills you’ll market in your lifetime.

It’s not your parents’ job market by a long shot, and not just in terms of less opportunity. What new grads are looking for in a first job is vastly different from what their boomer parents or Gen X sought. The majority of young people starting out today—some 57 percent—want to do something they find enjoyable, or they want to make a difference in society. (Bravo!) When their boomer parents were asked what was most important when they were looking for their first job, the majority—64 percent—said making as much money as possible or learning new skills.

People in their twenties—the millennials—tend to work for themselves. They have a passion for being in charge of their own destiny. They’re driven by an internal ethos and motivated by intrinsic values, not only extrinsic rewards. Yet, if you have loftier, meaningful goals like most young people today, you better have a plan for achieving them.

Memorize This: Work Is Not Like School

The reality is that everything that made you successful in school works rather poorly in the career world. It’s not school rules anymore.

School is about doing well on assignments and tests. It’s about having impressive grades and objective measures of your performance—the final counts for 40 percent of your grade. It’s mainly about solo work. Working with others is cheating.

Employers are looking for a fusion

of theoretical and applied learning

between hard skills and soft skills.

Work requires a whole different set of skills, both to get a job and then to flourish in your career. Work is about hard power skills such as real-world experience, vocational knowledge, hands-on learning, practical professional ability, certificates, and aptitudes, along with your academic credentials. It’s also about soft power, or personal branding skills such as persuasiveness, communications agility, relationship building, self-promotion, leadership, and strategic networking. You must cultivate both to succeed today. This book will show you how.

Fancy Degree. But Can You Get a Job?

A generation ago, a university degree was a ticket to the upper middle class and secured the holder a better job. Today, a diploma doesn’t guarantee quality of employment—the main reason degrees are supposed to be valuable. In a land where everyone is encouraged to get a sheepskin, it doesn’t brand its owner as highly employable the way it used to. The growth of skilled jobs has lagged behind the rapid increase of graduates in the US, UK, and many other parts of the world. That’s why so many new graduates are working in jobs that don’t even require a college degree.

There’s an expression for new grads who have a job

that doesn’t require a college degree—underemployed.

In recent years, over 40 percent of new grads in the US

and over 58 percent in the UK were underemployed.

While more than 40 percent of grads in the US are overqualified, it’s even worse in the UK, where underemployment, which includes people who aren’t working full-time and want to work more hours, stands at 58.8 percent according to the CIPD (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development), a number exceeded only in Greece and Estonia in the EU.

What’s more, new grads working in jobs that don’t require a degree have no unique advantage over their nondegree colleagues. There is no special track for college graduates.

Underemployed young professionals are missing out on an important rite of passage—independence after graduation. Due to poorly paid jobs and college debt, new household formation is at a forty-year low in the US. Many young people can’t afford to live on their own, so they are back at home in their high school bedrooms or camped out in the basement. Young adults are more likely to live with their parents today than they were in the depths of the Great Recession. Indeed, one in five adults eighteen to thirty-four in the US are living in poverty. Of course, it’s a comfortable kind of poverty if they are an underemployed or unemployed degree holder living in their parents’ basement, but it’s still not the outcome they paid for at college.

It’s unsurprising that students and recent grads (and their parents) are starting to question the value of a degree, given the cost of higher education and the fact that some degrees are fairly worthless in the job market today. Peter Thiel, the billionaire investor and cofounder of PayPal, is so skeptical of the practical value of a college degree that he launched a fellowship program specifically for college students to drop out and start their own businesses.

Changing the Jobs and Skills Mismatch

There’s a widening gap between grads who struggle and those who succeed. Some economists believe that this is the new normal, not just a temporary bump. They propose that the gap will widen between new grads who possess in-demand majors and skills and those who don’t.

Indeed, many unemployed or underemployed new graduates are enrolling in coding boot camps so they can compete for the abundant jobs in the technology industry or in technology-related careers in just about every industry.

Unlike academe, in the coding boot camps, the emphasis is on crash courses tailored to the specific skills industry is looking for and rapidly training students for a well-paying job. The number of computer science graduates from the coding schools is estimated to be about one-third of the total number of computer science graduates from American universities in 2015.

The code schools get it. They know what skills are in demand and teach them so the boot camp grads are highly employable. Unlike academia, where the model in most universities is to educate and drop, many code camps have corporate relationships so they can train and place students in high-paying jobs. The job placement rate at Galvanize, one of the largest coding camps, is 98 percent. To quote its CEO, Jim Deters, “Graduation here is you get a job.”

Don’t get me wrong about the liberal arts. A liberal arts education can be valuable for many careers. It teaches you how to think about the problems and issues you will face in the real world. It gives you perspective, analytical and problem-solving skills, and creative and communications strengths—which are all important in just about any career you can contemplate.

Nevertheless, if you are a student, be smart. Seek out internships and take electives like statistics, programming, or business to give your liberal arts education some “teeth.” Students and young professionals alike should seek out skills and certifications that will provide more practical credentials in marketing yourself in the career world. As a new grad who struggled to market her degree in communications after graduation told me, “Every liberal arts major should be required to minor in business or take some technical courses to give your background a different gravitas.”

The Revenge of the Liberal Arts Major

We’ve all been programmed to think that a tech education is the key to success. You’ll be a dinosaur in the near future if you don’t learn to code, is how the thinking goes. Certainly, learning to code can be a route to success, as the coding boot camp phenomenon shows.

Well, I have good news for you if you’re not technically inclined to take up coding. Times are changing, and that way of thinking isn’t necessarily so. You don’t have to throw your liberal arts diploma in the rubbish bin after all.

A reversal of fortune is taking place as tech companies, particularly fast-growth tech start-ups, are realizing that it’s not enough to be technically brilliant: you need brilliant business processes, too.

Some things can’t be programmed. Creativity can’t be programmed. Client relationships can’t be programmed. Business-to-business sales can’t be programmed. Tech leaders are realizing that real value will come more and more from people who can sell and humanize technology, not the hardcore technologists. That’s why tech companies are zooming in on liberal arts majors, people who use and embrace technology but aren’t technical. They are looking for employees with the business skills that technical people lack.

Lo and behold, big tech companies and start-ups alike are looking beyond STEM graduates and realizing that liberal arts majors make them stronger. People who study the humanities and social sciences are important as social alchemists who add the human touch to technology, a critical skill for any application to take hold on a large scale. Often the software created by die-hard techies functions poorly without the assistance of nontechie partners who make it more intuitive and user friendly.

Liberal arts and business majors are critical for sales, business development, and marketing. Their value lies in their nontechnical ability to connect with people—not “end users,” as techies tend to call customers.

What a relief. Not all of us possess the quant skills or desire to be engineers or computer programmers. It’s estimated that only around 30 percent of the jobs in tech companies involve sitting in front of a computer screen and programming all day long. Like any business, tech companies need talent in organic, people-oriented fields like sales, management, marketing. human resources, and the like.

A white-hot area in the technology job market is the recruitment of talented salespeople. The Bureau of Labor Statistics projects that 1.1 million Americans will enter the workforce in sales in 2022, while only 279,500 will enter the ranks as software engineers. It may seem shocking given the current market for software engineers, but the reality is that software development is getting more automated, too. Mobile apps can increasingly be built more quickly with fewer people.

How can you take advantage of this trend if, say, you’re a classics major? What’s your pitch? Here’s the elevator pitch that Ava, a classics major, used to sell herself for a sales job at a growing technology company:

A successful salesperson needs a philosopher’s touch. Studying classics taught me three important things. I learned how to make a logical argument and follow it all the way down so I’m persuasive and relentless. I learned about preconceptions, how people sometimes believe something is true until someone else comes along and logically debunks it and convinces them it isn’t true. I learned how to communicate clearly and the importance of touching the mind and the heart in convincing others to your point of view. I can leverage these three aptitudes to help your company win in the marketplace.

Make It STEAM Not STEM (the A Is for Arts)

In future workplaces, a balance of math and social skills will be increasingly valued. One study that analyzed government data on career incomes of more than a thousand people found that those with balanced strengths earn about 10 percent more than those who are strong in only one area. Even math whizzes did no better than communicators who are poor with numbers.

Even having a STEM degree is no guarantee that you’ll be career ready or even have a STEM career. While STEM graduates have relatively low unemployment, a large percentage—74 percent—are not employed in STEM jobs, according to the US Census Bureau. In addition, men continue to be overrepresented in STEM, especially in computer and engineering occupations. About 86 percent of engineers and 74 percent of computer professionals are men.

But you will have an easy ride on the career express if you’re a strong in technology and savvy about personal branding, like Gwendolyn Campbell. Gwen was ranked first in her class in her university’s engineering school and was also captain of the university equestrian team. An internship after her junior year led to a dazzling six-figure job offer in operations at a major global investment bank. But Gwen turned it down. What’s more, she received another enticing offer and turned that one down, too.

Gwen was picky. (And as an engineering major who knew how to brand and market herself, she could afford to be.) Gwen had a dream. She imagined a nobler purpose for her career. She wanted to contribute to something significant in the world. And with her love of horses and riding, she didn’t want to work in a big city. She moved to a major hub for technology start-ups in a semirural area and marketed herself directly to tech companies with a mission in line with her values. She found one, a tech start-up that makes a breakthrough product, a wristband for people with autism and ADHD.

There was no job posting on the company website, but Gwen reached out to the founder anyway with an engaging pitch letter. Turns out, her timing was impeccable. The founder was just about to make an offer to another job candidate but was intrigued by Gwen’s pitch and resume. He called her in for an interview on a Wednesday and offered her the job on Friday. The company is also in horse country, so Gwen will be able to indulge her passion for riding. As the song goes, “Nice work if you can get it, and you can get it if you try.”

What is Personal Branding?

Branding for people is about finding your brand idea—your unique selling proposition (USP). You want to represent something special—the unique combination of talents and skills that sets you apart from others, the X factor that makes you different.

Branding for people is about “packaging” your personal brand and using strategies and principles from the commercial world to enhance your identity. As the storyteller of your own life, you must create compelling narratives to empower your success. Branding also means developing a marketing plan and determining the tactics needed to get from A to B (and through all the other letters of the alphabet, depending on your goals). And it means engaging your target audience without seeming self-promotional or obnoxious.

Perceiving yourself as a brand has enormous advantages. Being good, by itself, doesn’t guarantee success. We all know talented people who are underemployed, underpaid, or even unemployed.

Job Candidate: A person with a skill set that is interchangeable with the skill sets of other people

Brand You: Standing for something that offers a special promise of value that sets you apart

Personal branding also requires that you target a market. A market is any group of people that you must engage with to reach your goals, such as hiring managers, recruiters, professors, professional colleagues, and mentors. When deciding how to appeal to your market, don’t think of what you want to say or do. Flip it. Think in terms of the reaction you want from the target audience and what you must do to get that reaction.

The commercial world of brands also shows you how to build visibility for yourself, and now with social media, all of us can build strong brands online. Visibility is important for brands, and it’s important for you, too. Whether it’s fair or foul, a strong online brand translates into a superior person in most people’s minds.

Personal branding has always been important for anyone who wants to achieve career success, do good in the world, or make a lasting mark by whatever measure. But it is never more important than when you are a college student selecting your career path, or a new graduate or young professional launching your career. Career selection during college and job hunting after graduation are the most challenging assignments you’ll ever undertake. That’s where personal branding comes in.

Brand You: Your Best Self

You are what you make of yourself. You need to identify the best version of you and communicate that in person and online. Each of us is unique, with knowledge, aptitudes, relationships, and experiences that are powerful assets. Anything you have ever done or thought about can be an asset. We all have assets and opportunities, but they are worthless unless we recognize them and take action.

What do you want your brand to stand for?

Your ability to maximize the asset that is you is the single most important ingredient in your success. But I am also talking about becoming who you were meant to be. Achieving success includes becoming who you truly are. The trick to effective career marketing is to devise a strategy that will meet professional and life goals but also remains true to yourself—one that brings more of you into the equation.

While it may initially appear dehumanizing, it can be helpful to look at yourself as a “product” in a competitive framework. Branding is the process of differentiating that product—you—from the competition before taking action.

The cardinal rule of branding is, “Be different.” Copying is imitation. When you copy others, the result is inauthentic. You should build your professional identity around who you are and who you can be, the unique strengths and abilities you’ll bring to a professional situation. Brands try to own a word or phrase in the minds of consumers that captures their distinct idea. If done successfully, when people think of “X,” they’ll think of the brand; and when they think of the brand, they’ll think of “X.” It can be helpful to link yourself to a word or phrase that relates to your own particular value. For example, one new graduate in HR and organizational design wanted to be known for accountability. He used it as a theme in his resume and elevator pitch to stand out from other candidates.

Any way you slice it, brands win over products hands down. A branded item is viewed as better than its generic counterpart. Brands are perceived as higher in quality. They are in demand. They sell for a premium price.

Generic products compete only on price, by offering a very low price. (And if you’re reading this book, I doubt that you want to compete that way.)

Personal branding can be subtle or aggressive, modern or old-fashioned, engaging or self-centered—but if you don’t participate, today’s job market will leave you behind. Career success, like branding, is a game of perceptions. If people think you would be a talented new hire, you will get the job offer. If they doubt you’d be a good fit, you won’t have the opportunity to show them otherwise. You must determine the way prospective employers will think and feel about you, and personal branding can help do just that.

The Future of Work

Some career experts believe that the corporate world is beginning a dramatic shift to the “Hollywood model,” a short-term, project-based business structure that is very flexible and adaptable. To get an idea of the future of work, simply look at the business of how films are made. A team is assembled, works together as long as needed to complete the task, and then disbands. All the various people involved are free agents.

Contrast that with the traditional corporate model and its long-term business structure and permanent employees in open-ended jobs. We’re already seeing many design firms and technical companies employ the Hollywood model by putting together short-term teams of various experts to develop new products or work on big projects. Other companies have adopted the model by hiring more contract or temporary workers for jobs that used to be performed by long-term employees.

You can see the advantages for management and business owners. It’s much less costly: they just hire the people they need when they need them. Then, you’re on your own until you find the next gig. This model shifts the burdens of health insurance, retirement income, and job security to workers, diminishing the risk to employers. And it’s very targeted to each business situation because the best team can be selected for each particular job.

The Hollywood model can work surprisingly well for people with in-demand skills and expertise. It favors the adaptable employee who continually takes the pulse of the marketplace and keeps track of the new industry players. It favors those who are good at networking and building mutually beneficial relationships—and, above all, who are good at creating and communicating their value in their elevator pitch, through their resume, and on social media.

In short, the new world of work favors those who are good at personal branding.

ATS: The Job Hunting “Iron Curtain”

Today, it’s not hard for companies to find job applicants. The supply pipeline is strong. However, job seekers face many tough obstacles, beginning with the “iron curtain” surrounding many companies. It’s not easy for candidates to get the opportunity to convince employers that they have the right skills, experience, and personality for the job.

The job-hunting iron curtain is aided by powerful data tools and cheap online software that screens and blocks candidates. Many resumes today get their first read from a machine. That’s because large- and mediumsized companies use online automated tracking systems (ATS) to winnow out unsuitable candidates and deal efficiently with the onslaught of online applications. Piles of applications that once took months to evaluate now take
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