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PREFACE

I am a successful businessperson by any measure and have been rewarded financially with great prosperity, despite significant obstacles I had to overcome. When I emigrated from Israel to the United States, I could barely speak English. While studying to earn my engineering degree, I came to understand the language reasonably well, but I spoke it poorly. I also had a thick accent, which, combined with my crude English, made it troublesome for people to comprehend me. To make matters worse, my native country had a different culture and behavioral norms. Some of these norms were quite dissimilar and not very endearing to Americans, particularly not in the corporate world. Given all that, the odds of success were stacked against me, and most likely I would have had an average career, at best, had it not been for this one exonerating characteristic. I attribute insight as the single most important factor that allowed me to accelerate my career. In fact, if you were to ask people who know me best, they would acknowledge and affirm that I have proven to be quite insightful, and uniquely so. Even my most prosperous peers would concur.

Although insightfulness mostly reflects innate talent, I claim that I can teach you to become more insightful. This is my ultimate purpose in writing this book. The primary objective of this book is to teach you how to become more insightful in business, make better decisions, and more quickly advance your career. I don’t do it by simply recounting my own career progression and experiences with the hope that you discover insights that you can emulate. Although imitation might be flattering, applying what you learn from my experiences and advice will yield much better results for you.

The genesis of this book originated with my daughter, Beth, who managed to do well in her own right. Over the years, as any involved father would do, I offered her advice and guidance. Beth maintains that my advice and insights were unique and meaningfully contributed to her success. She implored me to memorialize it in a book so that her children, grandchildren, and many others could benefit, too.

My first reaction was, “You were the beneficiary—you know exactly what helped. Why don’t you put it in writing yourself?”

She responded, “I would not be able to explain it the way you can. On top of being insightful, you have an uncanny ability to explain everything in a way that is simple and yet powerful enough to leave a strong impression on people so that they actually adopt and put the wisdom to use.” It was factual logic. So, I acquiesced. Sometime later, we decided to expand the premise of the book to allow more people to potentially benefit from my advice. And so the idea of publishing a book for general readership emerged.

I incorporate some personal stories into the book to provide real-life examples that illustrate many of the lessons and techniques the book teaches, thereby enhancing the reader’s learning and comprehension. Some of the personal stories also serve to provide a more proper perspective of the sacrifices, obstacles, perseverance, and all the ups and downs on the road to success, as well as a fuller understanding of me as an individual.

Over my long career, I have been a management consultant dealing with the most critical strategic decisions companies face, a corporate executive, and a venture capitalist. I’ve had intimate exposure to the highest priority challenges facing hundreds of companies. I have seen strategies that flourished and plans that floundered. I have witnessed companies thrive and companies fail, managers who prospered and managers who suffered setbacks and even disgrace. Be it hiring or firing, I decided the fates of many managers at all levels, including CEOs. Through this book, I aspire to instill all the insight I’ve acquired so that you become wiser.

The odyssey of my success was an arduous one, in both my personal circumstances and business trajectory. As it turns out, less than favorable circumstances were part of my life from early childhood. I came from a poor background, and nothing was effortless for me in my formative years. I completely lacked appreciation for the value of education and had no awareness of the business opportunities that education may have provided me. No mentor or educated person was around to offer me a better perspective. Significant amounts of resilience and perseverance were required to overcome many obstacles. Throughout the book I share some selected personal experiences, not just to provide perspective on the importance of resilience and perseverance for one’s career success, but also as way to help inspire the fortitude and motivation to persevere when your own hardships arise. In most cases, the personal stories enhance and elucidate the hard-core business observations as well.

The book’s primary audience is professionals in the early stages of their careers (up to ten years of work experience) or those planning to have such careers. That being said, the guidance can be of substantive value to the more experienced and even seasoned executives, who can leverage the insightful perspectives. In addition, this book offers a special, added value to foreign students and foreigners in general who wish to pursue a career in the United States, particularly those who come from cultures different from the American culture. My personal stories and experiences should be quite illuminating to such foreigners and perhaps help them plow an easier path to success than the one I had to endure. Also, I include a short section for young adults to elevate the importance of a quality education with the hope of bolstering their inner drive and resolve to work hard and do well in school. It provides cogent logic that will be a complement to their parents’ advice and guidance. As we all know, sometimes children are more open to advice given by others, even if it is the same as the parents’! Consider bringing this section to the attention of your own children or nieces and nephews.

I wrote this book in a conversational style to aid both comprehension and readability. My hope is that the relaxed and informal language creates the sense that you’re sitting around a table discussing intriguing topics with friends or family. The book is organized around specific lessons, observations, loosely stated rules, and a list of dos and don’ts. I present observations with definitive justification and rationale to enable you to ascertain their value while retaining the flexibility of context so the learnings can be adapted to your particular circumstance.

There are ample observations and insights in this book. Some simple, others profound, and all variations in between. A single casual reading will not provide the reader with the full wisdom of the book, so one will benefit from revisiting it from time to time. The more often you visit these pages, the more you’ll see. This is particularly so with the passage of time and as your own experience grows and your perspectives change. I would not hesitate to bet that each successive reading will find you reacting to different topics in different ways, multiplying your awareness and adoption of insightfulness.

At times, I express my ideas in a precise, more definitive manner. I use definitive language for a variety of reasons. Mostly, I have conviction regarding my ideas and believe that communicating in a succinct and direct way is the most effective, particularly in a teaching context. Black-and-white statements are easily understood when not burdened with too many qualifying ones. Whatever my reasons, be assured that it is not out of arrogance or overconfidence that “I know it all.”

Along the same vein, I also make many observations about human behavioral traits and may use the same definitive language. Please keep in mind that I’m not trained in, nor do I claim to have, specific knowledge of behavioral science or its related fields. Whatever comments I make represent my personal perspectives and beliefs and are introduced to provide some potential rationale and context regarding the business-related observations and recommendations.

Finally, as I provide observations and rules, please bear in mind that there are exceptions to every rule, and an exception to every exception. However, an exception doesn’t create its own rule, nor does it invalidate one. A rule is only meant to give you the highest probability for an outcome. Thus, just because you may be able to conceptualize an exception doesn’t invalidate the rule or learning I am offering.

I hope you enjoy and benefit from reading this book. All the best and good luck in your endeavors.

DAVID KRONFELD




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book focuses on a single dimension that I believe has the highest impact on one’s career—insightfulness. The book addresses insightfulness at three levels, each with a specific objective or goal:


•Level 1. Sharing general observations and recommendations. Basically, a list of dos and don’ts, which are based on the insights I learned over my career. The objective here is to provide value-added knowledge and specific insightful rules that you can use to increase the probability of your own success.

•Level 2. Giving you tools that you can use to become more insightful yourself. The goal here is to teach you the art of how to become more insightful when analyzing situations and reaching business decisions.

•Level 3. Teaching you advanced techniques of how to become as insightful as your potential may allow.



In other words, and by analogy, let’s say you want to be a basketball player and I’m an experienced coach. The first level means that I will give you pointers that will make you a better shooter, rebounder, defender, passer, and so on. At the second level, I’ll teach you how to analyze rudimentary tactics, team plays, and the strengths and weaknesses of opponents so that you can apply tactics to win games. At the third level, I’ll teach you the advanced techniques used by professionals at the top of their game.

Clearly, everybody can benefit from the first level of insightfulness. However, just how much one benefits from the second and third levels depends on two things. First, the way one thinks and uses their “brains”—I refer to it as “brainpower.” Second, one’s innate skills that dictate the limit of a person’s potential, meaning I can teach you all the tactics and strategies of basketball, but how your brain works will determine just how good a tactician or strategist you’ll become. In the same vein, I can teach you everything that Michael Jordan was taught, but how close you’ll get to becoming a Michael Jordan will depend on your innate athletic skills.

As the basketball example demonstrates, in the case of sport competition, the success requirements are innate athletic ability and appropriate brainpower. In the context of this book, and from the perspective of business career advancements, there is only one variable—how you use your brainpower.

As you read the book, the sophistication of what it says, the degree of nuance presented, and the depth of discussion surrounding some theories and tools will vary, because they will reflect which level of teaching I’m addressing. If you have the inclination and the brainpower to enjoy the Level 3 readings, then you’ll enjoy the whole book. If not, you might find some places a bit too “philosophical” for your taste, so you might choose to skim through those sections.

Please keep in mind that the main goal of the book is not to make you the next Michael Jordan in your chosen profession. Rather, it is to make you a better player. Anybody and everybody who reads and puts to practice what the book teaches will most likely greatly increase their probability for success in business. Just how much so will depend on you as an individual. Consider this: Michael Jordan was renowned for his long hours of practice. He truly believed that continued practice allowed him to reach and maintain his best potential. The same thing is true with insightfulness. The tools and techniques discussed in this book need to be studied and restudied, practiced and re-practiced, not just read once, to allow you to reach your highest potential as well.

The discerning reader may also observe that I have a secondary objective for the book. I mentioned that I substantiate my opinions and recommendations with detailed reasoning. The primary purpose of doing so is to give you, the reader, as much explanation as possible, so that you will be able to better judge the wisdom and value of my advice as well as adjust my recommendations to your unique circumstances. The secondary objective is to demonstrate the granularity of thinking that leads to superior analyses—a critical component in reaching insightfulness. In other words, my secondary objective is to demonstrate how to think more deeply and analytically in both business and in life in general. Although a secondary objective, it is not of secondary value. In fact, insightfulness is achieved precisely because of increased analytical skills. As a result, although the book’s primary audience is someone early in their career, the more experienced professional will benefit from the sections that dive deeply into the granularity of thought and analyses.

So please be patient with the sections you feel may be too philosophical and challenging and enjoy the sections you find helpful.




SECTION I

UNDERSTANDING INSIGHTFULNESS
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“Insight” in the Context of Business and What Makes It Unique

I claim that insight is the single most important factor that allowed me to accelerate my career. I also claim that I can teach you to become more insightful yourself. However, I use the words “insight” and “insightfulness” in a somewhat unique way. It is specifically tailored to be applicable in the business world. Understanding the way I define it, and its nuances, is imperative.

“Insight” and “insightfulness” are words that describe a concept. Translating a concept into actions that can be taught and in turn used by someone is a challenging task. This is particularly so for concepts that appear clear and are well understood, yet in reality are overly general and somewhat amorphous. By way of analogy, let’s take the word “astute.” Everybody understands what the word means, but how does one actually become astute, or more astute than one already is? When we hear a statement that provides a perspective deeper or different from our own, we may characterize it as astute. It is easy for us to identify it. But what can we actually do to become more astute ourselves? Clearly, it is not an easy thing to understand and do, yet it is exactly the objective of this book—to teach you how to become more insightful in the context of the business world. To do this, I need to define “insight” and “insightfulness” in my own way, so please bear with me as I first discuss my definition. I believe that you will likely discover some new “insights” (pun intended!) that will allow you not just to better appreciate what follows, but more importantly, to be better equipped to benefit from it.

Let’s look first at the definition of “insight” from Dictionary.com:


insight. n

1)An instance of apprehending the true nature of a thing, especially through intuitive understanding.

2)Penetrating mental vision or discernment; faculty of seeing into inner character or underlying truth.



Note the strong reference to intuitive understanding and mental vision. You could conclude that insight is something dependent on innate capabilities we are born with and that it cannot be taught or learned. So, how can I make the claim that by reading this book the reader can become more insightful? The answer lies in looking at insight in a slightly different way.

Colloquially, the word “insight” is used in many ways that are not based on intuition or mental vision of one kind or another. For example, it is used to describe some information one has that is not immediately available to others (e.g., “He has some insight about what’s going on in that country.”). This reflects some knowledge that is not generally known. It is this kind of an insight that I am referring to in my experience and in this book.

How does one arrive at such insight?

I suggest that insightfulness comprises two separate dimensions. The first is a keen understanding that reflects the accumulated knowledge and wisdom one brings to bear in situations and circumstances that commonly occur with similar dynamics and reasonably predictable outcomes. It can come from one’s own experience or observations and lessons imparted by others from their experience. These lessons teach us about how things “really work” and the dos and don’ts in such situations. The second reflects on one’s ability to conduct more discerning analyses of unique business situations/challenges, leading to observations and conclusions that are uniquely different from what others may arrive at. I refer to the second one as specific situational analyses. This ability to reach insightful specific situational analyses is heavily driven by distinct tools and techniques. This book addresses both aspects. It offers specific observations and lessons as well as the various tools and techniques that lead to more insightful situational analyses. To this end, I define insight and insightfulness in a unique way. Both the definition of insight is unique, and so is the conceptual difference between insight and insightfulness. It may seem at first to be a minor nuance, but it is not. It captures the essence of this book.


Insight: An ability to observe situations, evaluate all relevant information, discern the true nature of things, and attain a perspective that helps reach and/or influence a correct evaluation and decision in support of a desired outcome.



Note that my definition represents an ideal of utmost perfection in that it implies that we observe all or everything there is to observe, and discern all the truth there is to be discerned. Clearly, rarely can such perfection be attained. In reality there are varying degrees of insights, kind of “partial” insights, which are much more likely. It means that only some of the analyses are conducted insightfully, while others may not be. Or that only some greater “truth” had been discovered, but not necessarily the “whole truth” and “nothing but the truth.” However, this fact doesn’t take away from the value I attribute in this book to insight, be it partial or full perfection. First, we all strive for full perfection, and second, any partial insightfulness will still result in superior outcomes relative to analyses performed without any insights, or with lesser insights. Thus, henceforth, whenever I refer to insight, it includes both partial and total perfection.

I believe that everything attributed to me as having a unique insightful talent is meant in the way I just defined it. No sixth sense or extraordinary degree of intuition, instincts, or mental capability; only the ability to observe all of the relevant information and analyze it correctly, so that you may discern the true nature of things, which will result in a correct evaluation and a correct decision.

Note that my definition clearly implies that in any given situation one can’t be wrong and still be insightful. And conversely, one can’t be insightful and be wrong. Thus, if you learn to become more insightful, you have learned to be more correct. That is why learning how to become more insightful will allow you to make correct decisions and accelerate your career.

Not only can the above definition of insight be taught and learned, but as importantly, it is most relevant in business. I refer to it in a simple way as the ability to “see the forest for the trees,” yet still see the “trees in the forest,” combined with “thinking out of the box,” and driven by pure, simple logic and correct data, which often represent a big challenge in business situations and can be important and, at times, critical.

As you look closely at my definition of insight, you may notice a seemingly interesting paradox. Notice that in my definition I use the phrase “an ability to observe situations.” Well, if it is only the ability to observe, it means that it is there for all to see. If one discerns from that the true nature of things, then many others could as well. If it leads to correct decision making, then it implies that most agree, which means it must be logical and consistent with what people already know or understand. So, how can something be there for all to see, be logical, make a lot of sense, and that most agree with, yet be considered insightful? This appears to contradict the very definition of insightfulness. After all, insightfulness refers to a unique observation or capability that is not apparent to everybody.

An interesting paradox, but only conceptually. The reality is that even though all can observe and see the same things, only a few are able to see beyond the “obvious.” It is the “obvious” that all can see and observe. Often, the less obvious appears to be a nuance, something that appears to be of no importance or significance, and therefore is frequently ignored. Indeed, many times, the nuance is not all that important. However, in some situations it may hold the key to correct understanding. It is in those situations that insightfulness can come into play. It just requires someone to be aware of a fact or an element that has escaped everyone else. As you continue to read the book, pay attention in the stories and examples to how what appears to be an unimportant nuance turns into an insightful observation that completely changes the analyses and conclusions.

We all possess the ability to be insightful. We all exhibit it, on and off, to one degree or another; there is nothing terribly unique about that. However, I would like to introduce a small nuance to differentiate between what all of us can do and what only a few of us can.

Insightfulness Is a Unique Capability

So far, I have intermingled insight, insightful, and insightfulness. I would separate and define the word “insightfulness” to mean something different from the other two. I’ll define insightfulness in a way that applies to only a very few. Thus, I define insightfulness to represent a unique capability.

I define insightfulness or an insightful person as having the ability to be insightful with a high degree of consistency.

In other words, it is not the occasional display of brilliance or insight that matters much. It is doing so consistently. As such, one has a distinguishable talent, and uniquely so, that others will notice. Expanding your innate ability to be insightful and enabling you to do so more consistently is what I can teach you in this book. You will then become an insightful person.

My hope is that you will gain many new perspectives that will enable you to consistently reach better decisions and, by extension, be more successful. Much of the “art of insight” reflects a “different way of thinking,” which requires paying attention to nuances, framing issues differently and uniquely, seeing beyond the obvious, and so on. It would be of value for you as you read this book to try to always ask yourself whether you would have indeed thought about each of the observations I make in the same way yourself. Better yet, try to second-guess me on each of my observations before you proceed to read my analyses and conclusions. It will help you realize that the perspective I have taken in many cases is different and indeed insightful.

One more thing: “Insight,” “insightful,” and “insightfulness” are conceptual words, which are not necessarily easy to measure. It would be useful for the purpose of this book to use some simplistic attributes that allow some characterization of how to differentiate and characterize the insightful person from the non-insightful, and the degree of insightfulness. I’ve already suggested that the answer lies in the difference between seeing the “obvious” from the “non-obvious” and the nuances in between. I will therefore use the following terms to loosely differentiate the insightful from the non-insightful: “Deep/Refined Thinker” versus “Shallow Thinker” and correspondingly a continuum of “deep” (i.e., deep, deeper, deepest and shallow, shallower, shallowest) to differentiate between the relative degrees of insightfulness.
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Arriving at Insightfulness

Because insightfulness is a concept, it is impossible to give a formula or recipe as to how to achieve it. There is no list of specific activities that will assure one attains it. However, there is a way of thinking and an approach to analyzing and dissecting situations that will increase the probability of getting there. I refer to it as the overall conceptual methodology for achieving insightfulness. It is a theoretical four-step process, which, when carried out properly, will significantly increase the likelihood of attaining insightfulness. As you study the methodology, try to understand what the objectives of each of the steps are. Understanding what you are after will help in doing it better.

The Four-Step Methodology for Achieving Insightfulness

Step 1: Define precisely the correct challenge that needs to be overcome.

The word “correct” is emphasized here because clearly if one doesn’t identify correctly the challenge/problem that needs to be solved, then a correct solution will not likely be discovered. The word “precisely” is emphasized to ensure that people don’t misinterpret the intentions behind the challenge to be overcome.

In most situations, the challenge or problem to be overcome is not defined very precisely and thus could be interpreted in various ways and with significantly different implications. By definition, a situation like this is not precisely, and therefore, not correctly described. This generally happens because the challenge or problem is defined in a way that may at face value appear well understood, but in reality may have many nuanced implications.

For example, assume you were appointed to launch a new company in a new country. Your boss said the following: “Your main objective is to become the number one competitor in that country. We want everybody in that country to recognize our brand.” Is it precisely clear as to what that challenge actually requires? What does it mean to become the number one competitor, and how will it be measured? If measured by the size (sales and market share), then would it be okay to sacrifice margins and profits, or even be unprofitable, to attain the goal and get more sales? What does it mean to have “everybody in the country recognize our brand”? Does it mean that as a result of becoming number one, our brand will therefore be better known? Or could we spend a substantial amount of money on marketing and advertisements to accomplish it? If so, could we do it even if we are not profitable, thus making the financial performance even worse?

Here is another example. Your boss tells you, “It is very important to finish the development and launch the new product as soon as possible. Get it done!” What does “as soon as possible” mean? Can you spend as much money and resources as you would like to make it happen, or is it subject to a budgetary constraint? If there are budgetary constraints, how much money can you spend? What does “as soon as possible” mean, and what kind of a delay would be unacceptable? Is it measured in days, weeks, or months? If the product has some minor flaws, would it be okay to release it sooner and then correct the minor flaws over time? If one feature of the product is difficult to complete and introduces delays, would it be okay to cancel that feature and introduce the product without it?

See how many questions and potential implications arise when challenges are not precisely defined?

Thus, given the above, a precise and correct definition of the challenge is imperative so as to lead to the right solutions. To arrive at the right definition, ask a simple question: Does the problem/challenge you have identified allow you to correctly define the actions/steps that will help overcome the problem/challenge and achieve the goal you desire? You will see many examples in this book of how easy it is to err, and conversely, how difficult it may be to “see the forest for the trees,” while still “seeing the trees in the forest” when implementing this step.

Step 2: Break down the main challenge/problem identified in step 1 into “directional” subcategories that embody the full list of all the options/actions that should be addressed to reach a solution.

The objective here is to redefine the main challenge/problem from a conceptual level into elements that provide more directional specificity that would identify all the actions that need to be taken in order to achieve the desired end result. The subcategories can be stated in terms of other sub-goals, and/or questions, and/or tasks.

By way of an example, assume you live in an oasis in the desert. The well that supplies the inhabitants with water has begun to run dry. You need to do something about it or perish. Per step 1, the pressing challenge/problem is to increase the water supply. The subcategorization required by step 2 could be the following: (i) Can the well be modified to yield more water? (ii) Are there ways to reduce current water consumption? (iii) Are there ways to find new sources of water?

Step 3: Continue to break down each of the subcategories into their own subcategories.

Each such subcategory should be defined in a way that gives greater “directional” guidance/clarity into what actions/tasks might be necessary to accomplish it. By way of our example, the above subcategory (iii)—find new sources of water supply—could be broken down into (a) find new wells or (b) import water.

Step 4: Start a reiterative process and repeat step 3 until you bring it down to enough specificity to translate each of the subcategories into more definitive actions/tasks.

For example, the subcategory (b) of step 3 above—import water—can be broken down into (i) via a pipeline, (ii) via camels, and (iii) via trucks.

Follow the above conceptual methodology and make sure it yields a complete and correct list, as is required by my definition of insightfulness. Do so properly, and you’ll be well on your way to insightfulness. There are many examples and tips in this book that demonstrate how this methodology is applied in practical terms.
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The Art of Insightfulness in Practice: How to Write a Great Resume

It would be appropriate, at this point, to pause and go through an all-encompassing example that will demonstrate exactly how the concept of insightfulness is realized and achieved in practical terms. I will do so through a detailed, step-by-step description of a personal example. I will ask you to think alongside me yet to form your own thoughts and conclusions before I reveal mine. This way you’ll be able to compare what you would have done under the same circumstances to what I did. This will give you a greater sense of how easy it is not to see the obvious, and how nuances turn into critical observations. It will also demonstrate the corollary: just how easy it is to become more insightful—it is nothing but using pure, simple logic.

The example involves the art of resume writing, where I was instrumental in changing a long-standing practice and “common wisdoms,” which led to a new trend that spread like wildfire (although I’ll never be given credit for it, since nobody ever knew how it all started). In addition, you will also learn how to write a great resume.

Before we walk through the example, let’s recap the key elements of being insightful:


An ability to observe situations, evaluate all the relevant information, discern the true nature of things, and attain a perspective that helps reach and/or influence a correct evaluation and decision, and do so in a consistent manner.



The definition clearly suggests that insightfulness refers to a process that requires deeper, more refined thinking to help discern the true nature of things. It requires us to look beyond the obvious and pay attention to the subtleties and nuances. It is done through collecting the right information, framing more precisely the desired outcome, and drawing the correct conclusions. It is an iterative process, not a flash of brilliance.

Before we take a deep dive into the example, I’d like to point out another rule for insightfulness, which will play an important role in getting the most out of this example. The rule has two parts:


1.The best insight can be achieved when one correctly understands the “what,” “why,” and “how” of a situation—all three!

2.Complete understanding is accomplished through an iterative process of constantly refining and narrowing the focus of the three questions above.



Again, the first rule may appear obvious and self-evident, but it is not. You would be surprised at how often people fail to do so. People understand one or two aspects in the first rule, but generally don’t always understand all three. Many times, when they think they do, their understanding is incorrect. To me, the above rule reflects on how deep or shallow one’s thinking is, which also reflects on the conclusions one reaches. The understanding-it-correctly part generally reflects on the accuracy of the data one uses. Keep this rule in mind when going over the following example.

I graduated from the Wharton School of Business with an MBA in 1977. I had to write a resume to submit to prospective employers for an intern summer position after the first year, and for full-time employment upon graduation.

To preface this example, I need to explain the state of technology in those days. There were no personal computers, no networks, and no word processing software. Documents and letters were typed on a typewriter, and there were no special fonts. Typos or changes, if minor, were corrected by using a white paste called Wite-Out and retyped over. More major changes required a retyping of the document.

Resumes at the time had a “standard” format. They provided the reader with detail of one’s work and education history, and some noteworthy personal things, like hobbies, military service, distinctions, honors, and so on. The most common length was between two and four densely typed pages, depending on the length of one’s experience. The content was organized into four categories: Objective, Work Experience, Education, and Personal. If one didn’t have much work experience, like graduating students, then Education was displayed first. Below is what my first resume looked like at the time:








	DAVID KRONFELD

1310 Spruce Street, Apt. 224

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19104




	OBJECTIVE: A fulfilling job that utilizes my MBA skills. I would like to work in Strategic Planning, Marketing, or Finance for a company that can offer strong career advancement. My goal is to reach executive level management, over time.




	WORK HISTORY:




	(9/1974 – 4/1975)

	Sammons Enterprises, Dallas, Texas




	 

	Title: Vice President of Systems




	 

	Responsibilities: As Vice President I was responsible for 12




	 

	System Analysts and 35 Programmers. I was responsible for all the development and maintenance of Sammons’ data processing systems. As such I worked with the Presidents and General Managers of 8 different business divisions that comprised Sammons Enterprises. In this capacity I learned to understand all the workflows in their respective companies and departments; helped identify which data needed to be recorded and which management reports they needed; and developed such automated capabilities into our computers.




	 

	Accomplishments: When I joined the company, Data Processing had a terrible reputation. The computer that ran at night failed at least a few times a week, failing to have the necessary management and department reports ready for workers in the morning, causing significant productivity issues companywide. Additionally, any request for changes in reports or new reports took months and months to deliver, which was completely unacceptable to our “clients.” After only a short period of time I was able to correct both problems to the complete satisfaction of all our clients, companywide.




	(8/1973 – 9/1974)

	Electronic Data Systems Corporation, Dallas, Texas




	 

	Title: Senior System Analyst




	 

	Responsibilities: I was part of a team that was responsible for the development and maintenance of all Data Processing needs of clients. As such, I constantly interacted with the different departments in trying to understand what data recording and management reports they needed to better conduct their business. As part of my work, I was assigned to different teams at different times. I worked most heavily on accounting and payroll systems. My clients were Blue Cross & Blue Shield of Texas and Blue Cross & Blue Shield of New York. I interacted heavily with the heads of the accounting and payroll departments.




	 

	Accomplishments: I was recognized as an excellent worker by my management and twice called into the Vice President’s office for accommodations and “special” bonus awards. One was an extra cash bonus; the other was a one-week all-expenses-paid vacation for me and my wife. I subsequently was promoted to be an instructor in the company’s “school.” The company was exclusively hiring long-term U.S. military officers, and over a period of six months these officers were taught Computer Programming and Systems Analysis.




	EDUCATION:




	(8/1975 – Present)

	The Wharton School of Business, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania




	 

	Major: Finance.




	(8/1971 – 5/1973)

	Stevens Institute of Technology, Hoboken, New Jersey




	 

	Degree: Masters in Computer Science.




	(8/1971 – 5/1973)

	Stevens Institute of Technology




	 

	Degree: BS in Electrical Engineering with high honors.




	PERSONAL: Married, no children. Tau Beta Phi Honor Society. Military service in the Israeli Armed Forces from 1966 to 1969.






My resume and those of other students were collated in the Wharton resume book, which was made available, upon request, to potential employers. Companies would come on campus to interview students through the school’s placement office. In advance of the interviews, the placement office provided resumes to companies for those students who had expressed a desire to be interviewed by them. The number of requests for interviews far exceeded the number of interviews that were made available to students, so the companies would narrow down the field of applicants. The companies also looked through the resume book to see if they would like to initiate an interview request with a student who didn’t sign up for an interview with them. Students were waiting breathlessly to be selected and go through the interview process. About 10 percent to 20 percent were able to land a summer internship job, and over 90 percent found a permanent job upon graduation.

I had some previous experience in job interviews, but for engineering positions, not highly sought-after career positions. I must have gone through at least five iterations in writing my resume, with constructive comments from the placement office and several second-year students, before finalizing the above resume. I waited anxiously for the process to begin.

The interviewing process was an interesting and an eye-opening experience for me. I learned quite a bit from the process. There were many observations I made, but one specifically stood out in my mind regarding the resume. I decided to make appropriate adjustments to my resume the following year, upon graduating and seeking full-time employment.

The following year I submitted a nonstandard-looking resume to the director of the placement office. He looked at me with a strange expression and simply said, “No, it doesn’t make sense!” We had about an hour of a very lively conversation where I challenged him with “Why not?” I was adamant about my intent to submit a nonstandard resume and would not accept no for an answer.

To his credit, despite his initial consternation he was reasonably patient with me and tried to answer my challenging questions and observations as best he could. The conversation continued over the following days. His objections centered around two concerns. The first was the departure from the standard format of the resume, which might not bode well for the school. The second was that he believed that deviating from the standard would reflect badly on me and significantly detract from the attractiveness of my candidacy. His logic was that anything different from the accepted standard would be subject to scrutiny and raise concerns that I might be looked upon as a “rebel,” and as such the type of person who may be disinclined to follow the rules. In his opinion, those aspects would likely be fatal to my candidacy.

I explained why I still wanted to do it my way, and why I didn’t believe the implications would be as dire. After several conversations, he relented, mostly because I semi-convinced him that it wouldn’t be that much of a departure in substance from the standard information provided in resumes, and that I was perfectly willing to assume full responsibility for the outcome. It would be illuminating to share some of that conversation. But first a bit of a background story and why I wasn’t all that concerned about his “expert” observations and the dire warning of how this might be interpreted by potential employers. I had lost confidence in just how wise his previous advice had been.

As part of our training and preparation, the placement office offered tutorial classes on how to write a resume and do well in the interviewing process. (Older students also shared their war stories and tips about being interviewed.) There wasn’t much to be said about the writing of the resume—standard format and information, with very little opportunity for any deviation. Most of the observations and recommendations the tutors made were related to the interviewing process and the interviews themselves. These recommendations were logical and appeared reasonable to me. To sum it all up, employers were looking for the “best, smartest, and brightest,” but not just in terms of “brainpower”; they also emphasized that other dimensions, such as our character, personality, leadership capability, and so on, were just as important, if not more so. The tutors revealed the kind of different techniques that were used in interviews to arrive at those conclusions. Most of those discussions were of value and provided insights we were not aware of.

However, there were two specific recommendations that the tutors emphasized and wanted us to follow:


•“Show that your interest in working for the company is very high.” The reason given was that companies don’t want to hire somebody who may later leave them. Thus, showing that we would be dedicated employees was critical. We were told that we needed to demonstrate it with actions, not just words, and that the interviewer may test us by asking simple questions to see whether we knew some basic things about the company. So, we were to learn all we could about the company ahead of the interview.

•“Study the company’s financial statements and come up with some ‘insightful’ observations to impress the interviewer with how smart you are, and how you can take what you learned at Wharton and apply it in the real world.” The tutors pointed out that it would also be a good way to further demonstrate the previous point above. They said that a great way to bring it up would be through a question, when we were given an opportunity during the interview to ask questions.



Now, look at the above observations and recommendations closely. They make a lot of sense, are very reasonable, and perfectly logical. Or are they? Can you form an opinion as to whether they are right and the advice I was given was solid? Take a couple of minutes to think about it and ask yourself whether it is the same advice you would pass on to others, now that it has been revealed to you.

I launched into the interview process with great enthusiasm and felt that I was well equipped to deal with anything and everything. I had many interviews and subsequently observed many things on my own. Most were consistent with what I was taught by the tutors, but some were not. There were two observations I made regarding the two important recommendations mentioned above. Almost none of my interviews were conducted in a way in which the interviewer specifically looked to substantiate any of the above two points, nor did I have a chance to bring them up myself. The two times I forced the issue, the response almost made me fall out of my chair.

I studied the financial statements of a large conglomerate—a well-known company with great name recognition and a great reputation, and one for which I would have really liked to work. I spent a lot of time studying the company. I went through the financial statements diligently. I applied ratios to the numbers, just as we were taught in class, and identified three pertinent questions to ask. So, in my first initial interview and subsequently on the following round of interviews, when asked whether I had questions, I said that I had and proceeded to the first question on my list. I said, “I studied the company’s financial statements in detail and noticed that for its division X, revenues went down since last year by 8 percent, but the gross margins went down by even more, 12 percent. What accounted for it, and how is the company planning to address it?” Genius, eh?

The interviewer looked at me, puzzled and disapproving. “I have been with the company for only one year and am working in a completely different division. How do you expect me to know the answer to your question?” I am a quick learner and took note of it. I was smarter in the second interview.

During the second interview, I asked a different question—this time about the overall margin deterioration for the whole company, not a mere division. The response was less dramatic, but I felt just as stupid. The answer was, “Well, to tell you the truth, I work for the marketing department, and this question may be more appropriate to ask of somebody in the finance department.” I began to lose all confidence in the placement office. I decided to find out on my own how the interviewing process really works and what was important.

In all subsequent interviews, whenever I had an opportunity, I asked in subtle ways questions about the process to learn as much insight on my own. Some of the interviews were over lunch or dinner, which permitted more informal time to explore the topic in more depth. I came up with an effective line as to why I was asking those questions, without, in my view, coming across as presumptuous or seeking positive feedback. I first asked, “Would you terribly mind if I asked you a couple of general questions about the interviewing process? I have no experience in the matter, and it would help me a great deal in my future search for a job to have a better understanding.” Not a single person refused. They were all too happy to give me good advice. There was no question that would be inappropriate to ask, either negative or positive. What I learned caused me to decide to change my resume, to depart from the standard form and format.

Back to my discussions with the director of the placement office about changing the resume. I already told you that he objected on two grounds. The first was the departure from the standard resume, which might not bode well for the school. The second was that not using the standard form would raise concerns that I was going to be unruly.

I begged to differ. I was fully prepared to engage in a debate. I felt that I understood better the rule of insightfulness I mentioned earlier: the “what,” “how,” and “why”—all three!

I asked him to explain to me what purpose, in his mind, a resume served. He was shocked. “What do you mean?”

I said, “It is a very serious question; please give me an answer.”

With a puzzled expression he gave an immediate response: “What do you mean? It is to give employers all the information about you!”

I continued, “And why does the employer need to have this information?” Now, he was frustrated. “How else would he be able to make a decision whether they want to hire you or not?” I got him!

I said, “Okay, if that is the case, then why does the employer have to spend hours with me, arranging for multiple people and multiple interviews in order to decide whether to hire me or not?”

He said, “What do you mean? They need to confirm everything.”

I responded, “Absolutely, but then the resume is not used to decide whether to hire me or not. The interviewing process does!”

“What are you getting at?” he asked.

“Simple,” I said. “The purpose of the resume is not to get you a job offer; the purpose of the resume is, first and foremost, to get you an interview! Without an interview, you never get an opportunity for a job offer.”

“It’s one and the same,” he said. “What is the difference?”

I said, “Well, if it is to get an interview, then the best question to ask is what kind of a resume will increase your probability of being invited on an interview, and the answer may suggest a completely different resume.”

He was pensive and asked me to point out the differences. I continued and explained everything in great detail and pointed out the differences.

“I don’t know,” he said at the end. “It sounds pretty compelling, but something just doesn’t feel right.” (This just goes to show how hard it is to change “common wisdoms,” even with compelling logic!)

I pointed out to him that I was willing to assume the risk and overall that my resume “was not really that much different from the standard information provided—the formatting is just a little different.” He agreed to accept the resume.

Have you paid attention to how the “what” and “why” changed here? What is the purpose of the resume changed from giving complete historical information to . . . something different (yet to be discussed). The why changed from giving all the information so that a potential employer could determine whether to make an offer, or even want to interview us, to simply increasing the probability of being asked on an interview. The how to do it will be discussed next. But, once we change the initial “what” and “why,” it is easier to see which other questions and conclusions may follow. As suggested, it is an iterative process.

Back to the example. I’d like for the purpose of the exercise to place you in my position at the time. I’ll provide all the relevant information I was able to get from my questions and my own observations of what took place during the various interviews. Subsequently, I’ll ask you to see what conclusions you would draw from them, and then I’ll give you mine, for comparison. This hopefully will give you the most out of this exercise.

Here are the observations, not necessarily in order of importance, and they may not be mutually exclusive and can be even contradictory to some degree. All the initial observations are applicable to entry-level positions, the type of position one is hired for upon graduation. Obviously, they may be different for non-entry positions. All the observations relate to how the interviewing process works and how the initial reviewer of the resume decides whether to grant an interview or invite one to an interview. The dynamics in the interview sessions themselves will follow.


•The initial screeners, who were responsible for deciding which candidates were to be interviewed, rarely read a resume in its entirety because of the sheer volume of resumes. If something catches their attention, or they want more clarity, they may read some parts more carefully than others.

•On average they spend between twenty to thirty seconds per resume on the initial pass. Perhaps another minute or so if they want to refocus on something on a second pass.

•They generally look for proven “brainpower,” proven track record, and other traits that imply to them that the candidate will be a good addition to the company.

•They look at the overall reputation of the schools the candidate has attended and the grades they earned to determine proven brainpower. They look at how reputable the companies are that hired the person in the past. The interviewers assume that the better the reputation of the company, the smarter the candidate. They also look to the candidate’s career promotions as proven ability to perform well at work.

•They look for any negatives or flaws. The most common mentioned were time gaps in employment and education, short-tenure jobs, job-hopping, and “anything else that jumps out at me,” as they said. However, there was one fatal thing that would most likely generate immediate rejection—typos and grammatical errors. The logic was that if you didn’t pay attention to them in something as important as your own resume, how could you be trusted with other things?

•When asked about how they decide whether to proceed with a specific candidate, they all said that they have some “standards,” below which they will not move forward, and those who pass their “standards” are ranked along with other candidates, and only the “best” candidates would progress.

•The interviewers make their decisions about the candidate from what they observed in person during the interview. What is said in the resume itself becomes pretty moot at that point.

•Generally, multiple people interview a candidate, separately, in each round. At the end, they get together and rank the candidates they saw and decide which candidates should be invited to the next round.

•A different team is assigned for each round of interviews. Each team gets the resume of the candidate, but generally not any notes and perceptions from previous rounds.

•With each subsequent round of interviews, the list of candidates gets smaller, and more senior people get involved interviewing the candidates.



My observations were the product of asking multiple questions. Now, think as to whether you would have asked the questions and followed up with the kind of questions that would have yielded the same information.

I also thought that understanding what specifically they liked, or didn’t, about me as a candidate was important, and so I asked those questions as well. Here, I had to be very careful, because people, in general, don’t like to answer such questions. There was also a great risk that I might come across as an unconfident person seeking reassurance or, even worse, as an arrogant, presumptuous person who makes a habit of asking inappropriate questions in interviews. But I was careful as to how I framed my questions. Here are the observations I made; some were even a complete surprise to me.


•At the beginning of practically every interview, the interviewer took some time to skim through my resume and started to ask questions about some information that somehow caught their attention, just to break the ice. The information they focused on appeared to be somewhat random. I got the distinct impression that it was the first time the interviewer had read or at least attentively focused on my resume.

•After the initial questions, some interviewers continued to use the resume to guide the process, others did less so, and some never bothered to pay more attention to the resume. There was no apparent pattern and it was impossible to predict what questions and format the interviewer would take. I was frequently challenged with “case study analysis.” Each interviewer devised their own case study. Some asked me to pick one from my past work experience or one that we studied in class, and we discussed it together.

•In general, interviewers were impressed with the fact that I was a student at Wharton and had two degrees in engineering. In their mind it proved that I was uniquely smart, capable, and offered great potential. Very few engineers pursued an MBA in those days. I was told that most MBA students came from non-quantitative backgrounds and were not very comfortable with “numbers.” The business world requires substantial logic, analyses, and an analytical approach to problem solving. Obviously, those with engineering and other quantitative backgrounds, like math, physics, and so on, are much more adept with applying numbers. In fact, I was told that this quantitative analysis caused a real problem and presented real challenges for some MBAs.

•They liked that I attained and was promoted to a position of vice president, because it clearly indicated proven capability.

•They hadn’t noticed initially that I earned two separate degrees with high honors, bachelor’s and master’s, at the same time. But when, during the interview, they realized this, they were immensely impressed. “You must be exceptionally smart,” they said. (By the way, did you notice it?)

•They hadn’t paid attention to it initially, but when during the interview they learned that Electronic Data Systems Corporation was actually EDS, a company widely considered successful, with one of the greatest reputations, they were very impressed. Everybody knew that EDS attracted and hired only the best talent.

•In general, the interviewers didn’t go too deeply into my work experience and specific responsibilities. When I asked why not, I got a consistent answer: My past work experience would have little bearing on what I would be doing in the future, since I would be starting at an entry-level position and utilizing completely different skills.

•On the negative side, they were concerned about my short tenure at EDS and specifically at Sammons Enterprises, which was only six months. It made them nervous about whether I would be a long-term employee or a job-hopper.



Okay, you now have all the relevant information. What would you conclude from what you have read? More importantly, would any of my observations lead you to consider making changes to your resume? If so, what kind and specifically how? Lastly, again the same question, would you have initiated the kind of questions that would have given you the same observations I made? Please take some time to really think about it, and perhaps write them all down. Next, I’ll share how I dissected all the above, for comparison.

Below I enumerate my reasoning and conclusions. The entire purpose of this example is to provide a “live” exercise to demonstrate what being insightful is, and how readily it is available to everybody. Part of insightfulness is to see “deeper” into facts, thereby drawing conclusions that may escape others. In my opinion, it is one dimension (of course, not the only one) that separates the more insightful person from the less insightful, as it pertains to the shallowness of the observations and conclusions. Clearly, some of being insightful reflects innate brainpower, but one doesn’t need to be a genius to be more insightful; we are not talking about complicated scientific topics. Practically everybody can do it, if they are aware and willing to spend the extra time to think.

It’s been my experience that people are lazy when it comes to making observations and drawing conclusions. Most people exposed to the same facts will tend to focus on what appears to them to be more relevant, perhaps the most obvious, and draw the “more important” conclusions and stop there. Others, the more insightful, less lazy thinkers, may expend the extra mental energy to seek deeper interpretations, to check whether other things may be important, as well. Often there might be nothing to see, but if there were, then insightfulness emerges. As you read my analyses below, please pay attention to the granularity of the thought process and conclusions drawn. I’m bringing this point up not to boast about my capability, but rather to point out that insightfulness is not necessarily a flash of brilliance. Instead, it is a natural outcome of deeper, logical, step-by-step observations and analyses, or what commonly is referred to as analytical thinking. It is a process of constant analyses as one thought leads to another or raises a question, and the answer to that question leads to a conclusion, and so it continues, yielding a better, more complete understanding of the problem/challenge. This is the process of becoming more insightful!

The first observation that
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