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What You Need to Know Before You Start

You can’t control the wind, but you can adjust the sails.

Good career management skills are your ticket to continually having work that is challenging, rewarding and meaningful to you. Though an employer might assist you at times, the long-term responsibility for planning and directing your career is yours alone. From the time you first enter the workforce until you retire permanently, you need to be deliberate about moving from one opportunity to another, pursuing your interests, honouring your values, leveraging your knowledge and engaging the skills that you most enjoy using.

Finding the work you want can be a daunting challenge. Employment opportunities come and go with changing economic cycles, industry trends, technological innovations and demographic shifts. Every time you’re planning a career move, it’s a new game. The rules have changed, the playing field has been rearranged and the players are unpredictable. In order to succeed, you must refresh yesterday’s strategies and embrace today’s reality. Those who play smart will learn a lot about themselves and the dynamic environment of the workplace.

Playing smart includes being ready for every conversation that focuses on your career direction.  It could be an informal chat with an old friend or a formal interview. It could be a networking meeting or a brief encounter with a new acquaintance. Regardless, you need to prepare thoughtfully and practice often before you put your message out there. Begin by composing your scripts and then increase your competence by developing answers to standard interview questions. This special edition of It’s Your Move helps you prepare for this very important part of the career transition process.


It’s Your Move fully explains the steps needed to make a positive career change. It offers a logical process and practical tools designed to help you make choices that are right for you. It explores the challenging issues you will face at every stage of the career transition process, and provides proven methods for identifying and landing your next opportunity.






Prepare Your Scripts

Everything you say counts.
How you say it counts even more.

All of your preparation for the job search process will be put to the test when you have the opportunity to talk about your career plans. Whether you are in an interview, a networking meeting or a casual social encounter, what you say and how you say it can drive your success or derail it. Don’t wait until you have a formal interview scheduled to do the foundational work on the verbal presentation of your past experience and future plans. Prepare thoroughly now and be ready to engage confidently in any career-focused conversation. Your preparation will afford you the opportunity to see if the way you describe yourself and your accomplishments substantiates your targets. It also provides a checkpoint to test whether you are headed for an opportunity that fits your ideal.

It’s crucial to understand that you’re always on stage during the job search process. Colleagues, networking contacts, search consultants and hiring managers are collecting information regarding your competence and style with every word you say. Be conscious of the image you project with your appearance, body language, tone of voice and choice of words. Anticipate what others will ask you and be ready with truthful, thoughtful and professional answers.


Tip: Any conversation, regardless of its casual beginning, can turn into a full-blown interview without advance notice. Be ready for this possibility at all times.



An excellent way to prepare for verbally presenting yourself and your career plans is to draft and rehearse ascript called “the five sound bites.” To begin crafting it, take some time to think back over your career and identify the roles and tasks that you enjoyed most and gave you the greatest sense of pride. Recall the stories or accomplishments that demonstrate the best that you have to offer to a future employer.  From these, list and describe the skills you would like to use in your next employment opportunity, the kinds of roles you would find interesting and where you believe your talents could be well used.  Now you are ready to create your five-sound-bite script. It will be useful in many settings as you move through the job searchprocess. Compose it now, and just as important, practise it now.

The Five Sound Bites

The five-sound-bite method produces a script that answers the questions most frequently asked of job seekers. It requires you to organize your thoughts and deliver your key points thoroughly, yet concisely. You will plan how to present your career history, choosing which accomplishment stories to include so that every claim you make about who you are and what you can do is backed by a statement of proof from your past. Your five-sound-bite script will include your reasons for previous job changes and significant career transitions. It will dispel concerns about your current motives for seeking a new opportunity, and explain how your experiences, interests and values create the rationale for the next career step you are planning to take. The five-sound-bite script offers a format for making the elements of your story congruent and, therefore, trustworthy. It will be most useful when you are asked, “Tell me about yourself.”

Although you will develop the five sound bites as an uninterrupted monologue, you will more often take the script apart and deliver its parts as stand-alone pieces when needed. Having prepared and practised your sound bites as a cohesive script, you will be ready to handle an open-ended invitation to introduce yourself in an interview, and you will have a format for your opening dialogue in networking meetings and other informal conversations. The five sound bites create a mental checklist of the key points you want to cover whenever you have a chance to talk about your career plans. The sound bites include:



	• Capsule Profile
	30 seconds



	• Key Strengths
	15–30 seconds



	• Career Review with Accomplishments
	5–7 minutes



	• Leaving Story
	30 seconds–1 minute



	• What Now?
	1–2 minutes




Sound Bite #1—Capsule Profile

The capsule profile is the conversational version of the profile statement you wrote for your résumé. It includes your most recent position title and, if your title could be misleading or confusing, a very brief explanation. The capsule profile also states your years of cumulative experience, the types of industries you have worked in and, if they are well known, the names of specific companies. It concisely describes your functional areas, level of seniority and depth and breadth of experience. Round it out with a statement of why you are unique or a brief descriptor of your value proposition as a segue to the next sound bite.

The capsule profile should be developed verbally. Do not write it out first! Try different ways of phrasing it, and keep working on it out loud until the words flow naturally. Then write down what you’ve said: sentence fragments, vernacular, pauses and all. Rehearse frequently without looking at your notes. This sound bite should be practised frequently so that it is virtually committed to memory.


Tip: To prepare the next four sound bites, jot down only the key points. Do not write them out in full and try to deliver them from memory. That will make you sound stilted and ill at ease. Remember the outline of each sound bite and rely on verbal practice to increase your comfort level. You will find patterns of speech and phrasing that are natural and easy for you.



Sound Bite #2—Key Strengths

Name three or four of your most significant strengths in concise, bullet-point form. Highlight in one brief sentence how your particular combination of strengths, skills and experience work together to deliver value. Include a statement about your style or values. Focus on what you most want the interviewer to remember.

You might open with a phrase such as “My key strengths include …” or “I excel at …” Use single words or very short phrases to fill in the blanks (e.g., listening and understanding my client’s needs, problem solving and cross-functional team leadership). Do not give details, explanations or substantiation of any kind. You are going for impact here; supporting examples will follow in the career review sound bite.


Tip: When you use the key strengths sound bite out of the context of the full presentation, offer brief supporting examples at the same time.



The capsule profile and the summary of key strengths need to be delivered together and should take no more than one minute in total. These two sound bites are a vital part of making a good first impression. They make a claim about who you are and what you can do.

Sound Bite #3—Career Review with Accomplishments

The third sound bite substantiates what you have said in the first two. It offers proof to support your claim. Introduce it by telling your listener where you’re headed. Say, “Let me give you a brief overview of my career highlights. I’ll concentrate on the last few years.” Proceed chronologically, from earlier days to today, and walk briefly through the last 10 years of your career, touching on the dates, names of organizations, position titles, roles or mandates, key accomplishments and reasons for moving on. Do not use reverse chronological order; it’s confusing to the listener.


Tip: As you explain your career history, it’s very important to bridge each move by giving a credible reason for it. This answers the unasked question, “Why did you leave that job or role?” It builds trust and holds the interviewer’s attention.



Prepare for the career review by dividing your history into chapters. What determines the chapter breaks is arbitrary. You could choose different organizations, jobs held within one organization, periods of time or separate projects. The first chapter should begin about 10 years ago. Mention earlier experiences only to the extent that they were significant in the formation of your core skills, interests or goals and therefore remain meaningful today. Keep your listener oriented by giving dates and names of organizations or departments.

Within each chapter, talk about accomplishments. Mention fewer from the beginning of the chronology unless they better exemplify what you would like to do next. Choose the stories for each interview carefully. Let the research you have done on the interviewer guide your selections. Tell the stories in their abridged form. Move from chapter to chapter quickly and lightly, like a stone skipping across the water. Let the interviewer choose where a more detailed explanation or discussion would be helpful.

For each accomplishment, use the Situation—Obstacle—Action—Result formula to tell the story. Describe the situation you were in and the obstacles you faced by including the starting point, mandate, challenges, issues, deadlines, magnitude, risks, and so on.  If you do a good job of this, the rest of the story will flow. Ground your story in a solid rationale for action, so that the steps you took seem logical and prudent. Quantify the results wherever possible. Also include non-quantifiable results such as “improved communications,” “developed a model that was used for other units,” or “earned maximum bonus.” Mention any feedback that you received and subsequent results. If you are struggling to identify results, the alternative is to explain what you learned from





Sound Bite #4—Leaving Story














Sound Bite #5—What Now?









Short Variations of the Five Sound Bites







Practice Makes Perfect



Different Types of Interview Questions



The Open-Ended Introductory Question



Behavioural Questions


















Questions about Disappointments, Failures and Weaknesses













Cases or Situational Questions













Conventional Questions



An Inventory of Interview Questions

Transition-Related








Position-Related







Working Environment




Leadership Style




Operating Style









Team Skills






Negotiating Style





Decision-Making Style





Accomplishments





Personal Characteristics
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