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Job search methods
Finding a job can take months of time and effort. But you can 
speed the process by using many methods to find job openings. 
Data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics suggest that people 
who use many job search methods find jobs faster than people 
who use only one or two. 

In the box above, some sources of job openings are listed. 
Those sources are described more fully below.

Personal contacts. Many jobs are never advertised. People get 
them by talking to friends, family, neighbors, acquaintances, 
teachers, former coworkers, and others who know of an open-
ing. Be sure to tell people that you are looking for a job because 
the people you know may be some of the most effective re-
sources for your search. To develop new contacts, join student, 
community, or professional organizations.  

School career planning and placement offices. High school 
and college placement offices help their students and alumni 
find jobs. Some invite recruiters to use their facilities for in-
terviews or career fairs. They also may have lists of open jobs. 
Most also offer career counseling, career testing, and job search 
advice. Some have career resource libraries; host workshops on 
job search strategy, resume writing, letter writing, and effective 
interviewing; critique drafts of resumes; conduct mock inter-
views; and sponsor job fairs.

Finding and Applying for Jobs 
and Evaluating Offers

Employers. Directly contacting employers is one of the most 
successful means of job hunting. Through library and Internet 
research, develop a list of potential employers in your desired 
career field. Then call these employers and check their Web 
sites for job openings. Web sites and business directories can 
tell you how to apply for a position or whom to contact. Even 
if no open positions are posted, do not hesitate to contact the 
employer: You never know when a job might become available. 
Consider asking for an informational interview with people 
working in the career you want to learn more. Ask them how 
they got started, what they like and dislike about the work, what 
type of qualifications are necessary for the job, and what type 
of personality succeeds in that position. In addition to giving 
you career information, they may be able to put you in contact 
with other people who might hire you, and they can keep you in 
mind if a position opens up. 

Classified ads. The “Help Wanted” ads in newspapers and the 
Internet list numerous jobs, and many people find work by re-
sponding to these ads. But when using classified ads, keep the 
following in mind:

Follow all leads to find a job; do not rely solely on the clas-
sifieds.
Answer ads promptly, because openings may be filled 
quickly, even before the ad stops appearing in the paper.
Read the ads every day, particularly the Sunday edition, 
which usually includes the most listings.
Keep a record of all ads to which you have responded, in-
cluding the specific skills, educational background, and 
personal qualifications required for the position.

Internet resources. The Internet includes many job hunting Web 
sites with job listings. Some job boards provide National list-
ings of all kinds; others are local. Some relate to a specific type 
of work; others are general. To find good prospects, begin with 
an Internet search using keywords related to the job you want. 
Also look for the sites of related professional associations.

Also consider checking Internet forums, also called message 
boards. These are online discussion groups where anyone may 
post and read messages. Use forums specific to your profession 
or to career-related topics to post questions or messages and 
to read about the job searches or career experiences of other 
people. 

In online job databases, remember that job listings may be 
posted by field or discipline, so begin your search using key-
words. Many Web sites allow job seekers to post their resumes 
online for free.

Professional associations. Many professions have associations 
that offer employment information, including career planning, 
educational programs, job listings, and job placement. To use 
these services, associations usually require that you be a mem-
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Where to learn about job openings

Personal contacts
School career planning and placement offices
Employers
Classified ads
 —National and local newspapers
 —Professional journals
 —Trade magazines
Internet resources 
Professional associations
Labor unions
State employment service offices
Federal Government
Community agencies
Private employment agencies and career consultants 
Internships

Finding—and getting—a job you want can be a challenging 
process, but knowing more about job search methods and ap-
plication techniques can increase your chances of success. And 
knowing how to judge the job offers you receive makes it more 
likely that you will end up with the best possible job.



ber; information can be obtained directly from an association 
through the Internet, by telephone, or by mail.

Labor unions. Labor unions provide various employment ser-
vices to members and potential members, including apprentice-
ship programs that teach a specific trade or skill. Contact the ap-
propriate labor union or State apprenticeship council for more 
information.

State employment service offices. The State employment ser-
vice, sometimes called the Job Service, operates in coordina-
tion with the U.S. Department of Labor’s Employment and 
Training Administration. Local offices, found nationwide, help 
job seekers to find jobs and help employers to find qualified 
workers at no cost to either. To find the office nearest you, look 
in the State government telephone listings under “Job Service” 
or “Employment.”

Job matching and referral. At the State employment service 
office, an interviewer will determine if you are “job ready” or 
if you need help from counseling and testing services to as-
sess your occupational aptitudes and interests and to help you 
choose and prepare for a career. After you are job ready, you 
may examine available job listings and select openings that in-
terest you. A staff member can then describe the job openings in 
detail and arrange for interviews with prospective employers.

Services for special groups. By law, veterans are entitled to 
priority job placement at State employment service centers. If 
you are a veteran, a veterans’ employment representative can 
inform you of available assistance and help you to deal with 
problems.

State employment service offices also refer people to oppor-
tunities available under the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) 
of 1998. Educational and career services and referrals are pro-
vided to employers and job seekers, including adults, dislocated 
workers, and youth. These programs help to prepare people to 
participate in the State’s workforce, increase their employment 
and earnings potential, improve their educational and occupa-
tional skills, and reduce their dependency on welfare.

Federal Government. Information on obtaining a position with 
the Federal Government is available from the U.S. Office of 
Personnel Management (OPM) through USAJOBS, the Federal 
Government’s official employment information system. This 
resource for locating and applying for job opportunities can be 
accessed through the Internet at http://www.usajobs.opm.gov 
or through an interactive voice response telephone system at 
(703) 724-1850 or TDD (978) 461-8404. These numbers are 
not toll free, and charges may result. 

Community agencies. Many nonprofit organizations, including 
religious institutions and vocational rehabilitation agencies, of-
fer counseling, career development, and job placement services, 
generally targeted to a particular group, such as women, youths, 
minorities, ex-offenders, or older workers.

Private employment agencies and career consultants. Private 
agencies can save you time and they will contact employers 
who otherwise might be difficult to locate. But these agencies 
may charge for their services. Most operate on a commission 

basis, charging a percentage of the first-year salary paid to a 
successful applicant. You or the hiring company will pay the 
fee. Find out the exact cost and who is responsible for paying 
associated fees before using the service. When determining if 
the service is worth the cost, consider any guarantees that the 
agency offers. 

Internships. Many people find jobs with business and organiza-
tions with whom they have interned or volunteered. Look for 
internships and volunteer opportunities on job boards, career 
centers, and company and association Web sites, but also check 
community service organizations and volunteer opportunity 
databases. Some internships and long-term volunteer positions 
come with stipends and all provide experience and the chance 
to meet employers and other good networking contacts.

Applying for a job
After you have found some jobs that interest you, the next step 
is to apply for them. You will almost always need to complete 
resumes or application forms and cover letters. Later, you will 
probably need to go on interviews to meet with employers face 
to face.

Resumes and application forms. Resumes and application 
forms give employers written evidence of your qualifications 
and skills. The goal of these documents is to prove—as clearly 
and directly as possible—how your qualifications match the 
job’s requirements. Do this by highlighting the experience, ac-
complishments, education, and skills that most closely fit the 
job you want.

Gathering information. Resumes and application forms 
both include the same information. As a first step, gather the 
following facts:

Contact information, including your name, mailing ad-
dress, e-mail address (if you have one you check often), 
and telephone number.

Type of work or specific job you are seeking or a qualifica-
tions summary, which describes your best skills and experi-
ence in just a few lines.

Education, including school name and its city and State, 
months and years of attendance, highest grade completed 
or diploma or degree awarded, and major subject or sub-
jects studied. Also consider listing courses and awards that 
might be relevant to the position. Include a grade point av-
erage if you think it would help in getting the job.

Experience, paid and volunteer. For each job, include the job 
title, name and location of employer, and dates of employ-
ment. Briefly describe your job duties and major accom-
plishments. In a resume, use phrases instead of sentences 
to describe your work; write, for example, “Supervised 10 
children” instead of writing “I supervised 10 children.”

Special skills. You might list computer skills, proficiency 
in foreign languages, achievements, or and membership in 
organizations in a separate section.
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References. Be ready to provide references if requested. 
Good references could be former employers, coworkers, 
or teachers or anyone else who can describe your abili-
ties and job-related traits. You will be asked to provide 
contact information for the people you choose.

Throughout the application or resume, focus on accomplish-
ments that relate most closely to the job you want. You can even 
use the job announcement as a guide, using some of the same 
words and phrases to describe your work and education. 

Look for concrete examples that show your skills. When de-
scribing your work experience, for instance, you might say that 
you increased sales by 10 percent, finished a task in half the 
usual time, or received three letters of appreciation from cus-
tomers. 

Choosing a format. After gathering the information you 
want to present, the next step is to put it in the proper format. 
In an application form, the format is set. Just fill in the blanks. 
But make sure you fill it out completely and follow all instruc-
tions. Do not omit any requested information. Consider making 
a copy of the form before filling it out, in case you make a mis-
take and have to start over. If possible, have someone else look 
over the form before submitting it.

In a resume, there are many ways of organizing the infor-
mation you want to include, but the most important informa-
tion should usually come first. Most applicants list their past 
jobs in reverse chronological order, describing their most recent 
employment first and working backward. But some applicants 
use a functional format, organizing their work experience under 
headings that describe their major skills. They then include a 
brief work history section that lists only job titles, employers, 
and dates of employment. Still other applicants choose a format 
that combines these two approaches in some way. Choose the 
style that best showcases your skills and experience. 

Whatever format you choose, keep your resume short. Many 
experts recommend that new workers use a one-page resume. 
Avoid long blocks of text and italicized material. Consider us-
ing bullets to highlight duties or key accomplishments.

Before submitting your resume, make sure that it is easy to 
read. Are the headings clear and consistently formatted with 
bold or some other style of type? Is the type face large enough? 
Then, ask at least two people to proofread the resume for spell-
ing and other errors and make sure you use your computer’s 
spell checker. 

Keep in mind that many employers scan resumes into data-
bases, which they then search for specific keywords or phrases. 
The keywords are usually nouns referring to experience, educa-
tion, personal characteristics, or industry buzz words. Identify 
keywords by reading the job description and qualifications in 
the job ad; use these same words in your resume. For example, 
if the job description includes customer service tasks, use the 
words “customer service” on your resume. Scanners sometimes 
misread paper resumes, which could mean some of your key-
words don’t get into the database. So, if you know that your 
resume will be scanned, and you have the option, e-mail an 
electronic version. If you must submit a paper resume, make 
it scannable by using a simple font and avoiding underlines, 
italics, and graphics. It is also a good idea to send a tradition-

• ally formatted resume along with your scannable resume, with 
a note on each marking its purpose.
Cover letters. When sending a resume, most people include a 
cover letter to introduce themselves to the prospective employ-
er. Most cover letters are no more than three short paragraphs. 
Your cover letter should capture the employer’s attention, fol-
low a business letter format, and usually should include the fol-
lowing information:

Name and address of the specific person to whom the 
letter is addressed.
Reason for your interest in the company or position.
Your main qualifications for the position.
Request for an interview.
Your home and work telephone numbers.

If you send a scannable resume, you should also include a 
scannable cover letter, which avoids graphics, fancy fonts, ital-
ics, and underlines. 

As with your resume, it may be helpful to look for examples 
on the Internet or in books at your local library or bookstore, but 
be sure not to copy letters directly from other sources. 

Interviewing. An interview gives you the opportunity to show-
case your qualifications to an employer, so it pays to be well 
prepared. The accompanying box provides some helpful hints.

Evaluating a job offer
Once you receive a job offer, you must decide if you want the 
job. Fortunately, most organizations will give you a few days to 
accept or reject an offer.

There are many issues to consider when assessing a job of-
fer. Will the organization be a good place to work? Will the job 
be interesting? Are there opportunities for advancement? Is the 
salary fair? Does the employer offer good benefits? Now is the 
time to ask the potential employer about these issues—and to 
do some checking on your own.

The organization. Background information on an organization 
can help you to decide whether it is a good place for you to 
work. Factors to consider include the organization’s business or 
activity, financial condition, age, size, and location.

You generally can get background information on an organi-
zation, particularly a large organization, on its Internet site or 
by telephoning its public relations office. A public company’s 
annual report to the stockholders tells about its corporate phi-
losophy, history, products or services, goals, and financial sta-
tus. Most government agencies can furnish reports that describe 
their programs and missions. Press releases, company newslet-
ters or magazines, and recruitment brochures also can be useful. 
Ask the organization for any other items that might interest a 
prospective employee. If possible, speak to current or former 
employees of the organization.

Background information on the organization may be avail-
able at your public or school library. If you cannot get an an-
nual report, check the library for reference directories that may 
provide basic facts about the company, such as earnings, prod-
ucts and services, and number of employees. Some directories 
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widely available in libraries either in print or as online data-
bases include:

Dun & Bradstreet’s Million Dollar Directory

Standard and Poor’s Register of Corporations

Mergent’s Industry Review (formerly Moody’s  

Industrial Manual)

Thomas Register of American Manufacturers

Ward’s Business Directory

•
•
•
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Stories about an organization in magazines and newspapers 
can tell a great deal about its successes, failures, and plans for 
the future. You can identify articles on a company by looking 
under its name in periodical or computerized indexes in librar-
ies, or by using one of the Internet’s search engines. However, 
it probably will not be useful to look back more than 2 or 3 
years.

The library also may have government publications that pres-
ent projections of growth for the industry in which the orga-
nization is classified. Long-term projections of employment 
and output for detailed industries, covering the entire U.S. 
economy, are developed by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and 
revised every 2 years. (See the Career Guide to Industries, on-
line at http://www.bls.gov/oco/cg.) Trade magazines also may 
include articles on the trends for specific industries.

Career centers at colleges and universities often have infor-
mation on employers that is not available in libraries. Ask a 
career center representative how to find out about a particular 
organization.

 During your research consider the following questions:

Does the organization’s business or activity match your 
own interests and beliefs?
It is easier to apply yourself to the work if you are enthusiastic 
about what the organization does.

How will the size of the organization affect you?
Large firms generally offer a greater variety of training programs 
and career paths, more managerial levels for advancement, and 
better employee benefits than do small firms. Large employ-
ers also may have more advanced technologies. However, many 
jobs in large firms tend to be highly specialized.

Jobs in small firms may offer broader authority and responsi-
bility, a closer working relationship with top management, and 
a chance to clearly see your contribution to the success of the 
organization.

Should you work for a relatively new organization or one 
that is well established?
New businesses have a high failure rate, but for many people, 
the excitement of helping to create a company and the potential 
for sharing in its success more than offset the risk of job loss. 
However, it may be just as exciting and rewarding to work for a 
young firm that already has a foothold on success.

The job. Even if everything else about the job is attractive, you 
will be unhappy if you dislike the day-to-day work. Determin-
ing in advance whether you will like the work may be difficult. 
However, the more you find out about the job before accepting 
or rejecting the offer, the more likely you are to make the right 
choice. Consider the following questions:

Where is the job located?
If the job is in another section of the country, you need to con-
sider the cost of living, the availability of housing and transpor-
tation, and the quality of educational and recreational facilities 
in that section of the country. Even if the job location is in your 
area, you should consider the time and expense of commuting.

Job interview tips

Preparation:
Learn about the organization.
Have a specific job or jobs in mind.
Review your qualifications for the job.
Be ready to briefly describe your experience, showing 

how it relates it the job.
Be ready to answer broad questions, such as “Why should 

I hire you?” “Why do you want this job?” “What are 
your strengths and weaknesses?”

Practice an interview with a friend or relative.

Personal appearance:
Be well groomed.
Dress appropriately.
Do not chew gum or smoke.

The interview:
Be early.
Learn the name of your interviewer and greet him or her 

with a firm handshake.
Use good manners with everyone you meet. 
Relax and answer each question concisely.
Use proper English—avoid slang.
Be cooperative and enthusiastic. 
Use body language to show interest—use eye contact and 

don’t slouch.
Ask questions about the position and the organization, 

but avoid questions whose answers can easily be found 
on the company Web site. 

Also avoid asking questions about salary and benefits un-
less a job offer is made.

Thank the interviewer when you leave and shake hands.
Send a short thank you note.

Information to bring to an interview:
Social Security card.
Government-issued identification (driver’s license).
Resume or application. Although not all employers re-

quire a resume, you should be able to furnish the inter-
viewer information about your education, training, and 
previous employment. 

References. Employers typically require three referenc-
es. Get permission before using anyone as a reference. 
Make sure that they will give you a good reference. Try 
to avoid using relatives as references. 

Transcripts. Employers may require an official copy of 
transcripts to verify grades, coursework, dates of at-
tendance, and highest grade completed or degree  
awarded.



22 Occupational Outlook Handbook

Does the work match your interests and make good 
use of your skills?
The duties and responsibilities of the job should be explained in 
enough detail to answer this question.

How important is the job to the company or 
organization?
An explanation of where you fit in the organization and how 
you are supposed to contribute to its overall goals should give 
you an idea of the job’s importance.

What will the hours be?
Most jobs involve regular hours—for example, 40 hours a 
week, during the day, Monday through Friday. Other jobs re-
quire night, weekend, or holiday work. In addition, some jobs 
routinely require overtime to meet deadlines or sales or produc-
tion goals, or to better serve customers. Consider the effect that 
the work hours will have on your personal life.

How long do most people who enter this job stay with 
the company?
High turnover can mean dissatisfaction with the nature of the 
work or something else about the job.

Opportunities offered by employers. A good job offers you op-
portunities to learn new skills, increase your earnings, and rise 
to positions of greater authority, responsibility, and prestige. A 
lack of opportunities can dampen interest in the work and result 
in frustration and boredom.

The company should have a training plan for you. What valu-
able new skills does the company plan to teach you?

The employer should give you some idea of promotion pos-
sibilities within the organization. What is the next step on the 
career ladder? If you have to wait for a job to become vacant 
before you can be promoted, how long does this usually take? 
When opportunities for advancement do arise, will you com-
pete with applicants from outside the company? Can you apply 
for jobs for which you qualify elsewhere within the organiza-
tion, or is mobility within the firm limited?

Salaries and benefits. When an employer makes a job offer, 
information about earnings and benefits are usually included. 
You will want to research to determine if the offer is fair. If you 
choose to negotiate for higher pay and better benefits, objective 
research will help you strengthen your case.

You may have to go to several sources for information. One 
of the best places to start is the information from the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics. Data on earnings by detailed occupation 
from the Occupational Employment Statistics (OES) Survey 
are available from:

Bureau of Labor Statistics, Office of Occupational Statistics and 
Employment Projections, 2 Massachusetts Ave. NE., Room 2135, 
Washington, DC 20212-0001. Telephone: (202) 691-6569. Internet: 
http://www.bls.gov/oes.

Data from the Bureau’s National Compensation Survey are 
available from:



Bureau of Labor Statistics, Office of Compensation Levels and 
Trends, 2 Massachusetts Ave. NE., Room 4175, Washington, DC 
20212-0001. Telephone: (202) 691-6199. Internet: http://www.bls.
gov/ncs.

You should also look for additional information, specifically 
tailored to your job offer and circumstances. Try to find fam-
ily, friends, or acquaintances who recently were hired in similar 
jobs. Ask your teachers and the staff in placement offices about 
starting pay for graduates with your qualifications. Help-want-
ed ads in newspapers sometimes give salary ranges for similar 
positions. Check the library or your school’s career center for 
salary surveys such as those conducted by the National Asso-
ciation of Colleges and Employers or various professional as-
sociations.

If you are considering the salary and benefits for a job in an-
other geographic area, make allowances for differences in the 
cost of living, which may be significantly higher in a large met-
ropolitan area than in a smaller city, town, or rural area.

You also should learn the organization’s policy regarding 
overtime. Depending on the job, you may or may not be exempt 
from laws requiring the employer to compensate you for over-
time. Find out how many hours you will be expected to work 
each week and whether you receive overtime pay or compensa-
tory time off for working more than the specified number of 
hours in a week.

Also take into account that the starting salary is just that—the 
start. Your salary should be reviewed on a regular basis; many 
organizations do it every year. How much can you expect to 
earn after 1, 2, or 3 or more years? An employer cannot be spe-
cific about the amount of pay if it includes commissions and 
bonuses.

Benefits also can add a lot to your base pay, but they vary 
widely. Find out exactly what the benefit package includes and 
how much of the cost you must bear. 

For more information
To learn more about finding and applying for jobs, visit your lo-
cal library and career center. You can find career centers that are 
part of the U.S. Department of Labor One-Stop Career system 
by calling toll free (877) 348-0502.

The Occupational Outlook Quarterly, a career magazine pub-
lished by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, is one of the resources 
available at many libraries and career centers. The magazine 
includes many articles about finding, applying for, and choos-
ing jobs. See, for example:

“Employment interviewing: Seizing the opportunity and the job,” 
online at http://www.bls.gov/opub/ooq/2000/summer/art02.pdf.

“Getting back to work: Returning to 
the labor force after an absence,” online 
at http://www.bls.gov/opub/ooq/2004/winter/art03.pdf. 

“How to get a job in the Federal Government,” online at 
http://www.bls.gov/opub/ooq/2004/summer/art01.pdf.

“Internships: Previewing a profession,” online at 
http://www.bls.gov/opub/ooq/2006/summer/art02.pdf. 

“Resumes, applications, and cover letters,” online at 
http://www.bls.gov/opub/ooq/1999/summer/art01.pdf.














