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by Dan Yurman

Pro Publica, a nonprofit journalism effort, has a riveting article posted in the closing days of
2018. Titled, "If You’re Over 50, Chances Are the Decision to Leave a Job Won’t be Yours"

In summary the article says that a new data analysis by ProPublica and the Urban Institute
shows more than half of older U.S. workers are pushed out of longtime jobs before they
choose to retire, suffering financial damage that is often irreversible.

Advice for the Over 50 Job Seeker - Don't think like a dinosaur

So what is an over-50 job seeker to do? For what it is worth here is my formula which has
worked for me since being laid off from my career related employment at age 61 in 2009.
During the 20 years I was in this job, I "beat the reaper" so to speak, three times avoid layoffs
at earlier stages in my career using elements of this formula.  Since then I’ve managed to stay
steadily employed throughout my 60s. I’m now 71 and still in a good job that uses my skills
and experiences.

In terms of getting a new job, I have boiled my advice down to some process steps. Yes, I've
left out a few details, but most people should be able to fill in the gaps.

Get to know your next employer before you meet them

Research the client; business, product, markets, competition, etc. Look for companies in any
industry that have jobs that match your skill set. Your local library has excellent resources to
help you do this.

Find the right person to talk to

Get a face-to-face meeting with a decision maker in a company you want to work for. This can
be done by networking in Linkedin, cold calling, checking company websites for job listing, or
just networking though job seeker support groups like this one.

As a senior level person, being over 50, If the company foists a junior HR person on you for a
screening interview, just stop right there. The firm is not respecting the experience and skills
you bring to the table. Find a way to reach out to the hiring manager to have a conversation
with that person. You are wasting your time talking to a person reading scripted questions
from the HR 101 textbook.

Using an inquiring method to figure out what keeps them awake at night



Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to figure out what is really keeping the client
awake at night for the part of the business where you want to work. It's never the first thing
that they talk about. No consultant proposal ever survives first contact with the client and the
same principle applies to the first senior level interview for a new job.

Once you are in the meeting, use an inquiring mode to obtain more information about the
status of the business, its products, services, markets, and competition. You will need to
analyze on the fly in the meeting how the pieces fit together.

Don't come to the meeting with presumptions. Use the answers you get from the dialog to
create a framework in your mind of how what you know about the firm fits or doesn't fit with
what you are hearing.

Looks for gaps in how the pieces ought to work in a competent business. That's the place or
places where the company is feeling "pain."  If you can offer answers to address these issues
it demonstrates your potential value to the firm.

You will know what it is that really matters to the firm from the conversation with the hiring
manager and his/her panel of peers, and from the market / business profile you worked up
prior to the meeting. Typical problems are market share, technological or cost differentiation,
or just reducing "friction" in the organization to get stuff done. Look for places where there is
a mis-match between expectations and results.

In the case of non-revenue services like IT, HR, facilities, regulatory compliance, finance, etc.,
you should be able to draw on what works and what doesn't from your own deep well of
experience assuming one of these fields is yours. The same holds true for work in nonprofits
or government service. Here citing “best practices’ tailored to the mission, scope, and budget
of the nonprofit are a good place to start.

Evaluate the answers - look for where the truth lies

If the answers to your questions invite more dialog, then pitch them that you can make a
difference and explain how and why by asking "what if you did "X"?  Always ask, never "tell."
This is the heart of your message of how you can add value to the business, organization, or
agency.

Don't be afraid to raise questions about how things are done. Don't be afraid to demonstrate
your expertise, but do be sensitive about not coming across as a "know it all."  

By drawing people out with questions, rather than making prescriptive statements, the people
in the room will be in a less defensive posture and more open to hearing what you have to
say. Not every firm is going to admit that they have a problem. If you encounter resistance to
your questions early on, it may be useful to step back and let them do more of the talking.

You might be surprised to learn what the people in the room don't know.  You are going to
have some private "ah ha" moments when your internal alarms go off hearing inside of a
narrative what's really going on with a problem.  Don't react strongly to admissions of



screw-ups, ignorance, or other "what were they thinking" type statements. Sometimes a pause
refreshes the conversation. 

You can't solve problems where the horse has already bolted the corral, but you can help your
potential future employer do a root cause analysis of what it might do in the future to fix the
process or program where the problem(s) occurred.

It is crucial that you decide, in your own mind, whether you know from prior experience if
"you've seen this movie before" and can help them with a solution.

Here's a big caveat. You are looking for clues in the conversation that you are on the right
track. If you feel you can't get a grip on the cause of the problem, or the answers you are
getting don't add up, or the problem is just outside the scope of your experience, then maybe
it's not a gig for you. 

Don't be afraid to walk away. If the company says its key problem is trouble calibrating and
then selling refurbished right-handed vebelfetzers, and you've never seen or heard of one, it's
time to call it a day.

Notes on interview dynamics

It's kind of like a prayer meeting in a church. For the first 20 minutes peoples’ minds are not
on the service, they're doing data dumps in their heads of everything that's pressing business
in their lives. 

Once they get into the cadence of the service, things settle down. That same dynamic occurs
in job interviews so be prepared for some people in the room to appear distracted early on. If
they hear something that hits a hot button, trust that will wake them up and they'll jump into
the conversation.

Remember, you have to convince the people in the room to trust that you can solve a problem
they can't solve themselves. That's the only reason you are there. Otherwise, they wouldn't
have called you to come in for an interview. Getting a realistic view of the problem and guiding
the conversation on how to address it is the key to demonstrating your potential value to the
firm.

Keep in mind that you probably won't be able to "close" on a consulting gig or hire decision in
the first meeting, and that the firm will have other candidates, competing agendas about who
is a "fit," and other decision makers to consult. Be patient with a process that may take time,
and don't forget to follow-up with an email that contains a thank you and summary of your
best thinking related to what was discussed in the meeting.



Nota Bene

There is no rocket science here and most of the advice I've laid out certainly isn't original with
me. I've shared these ideas with others on Linkedin when asked and have no pride of
authorship. I do not consult in this area and have no interest in monetizing this advice. Feel
free to use these ideas as needed with or without attribution.
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