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Lessons Learned on the Job Front(lines) 
How to be flexible in your thinking, realistic in your goals and adaptable to a changing world. 
 
By Gary Michael Smith  
Published: October 10, 2007  
 

Hurricane Katrina disrupted hundreds of thousands of lives in many ways. 
Besides the mental stress of putting your house back together and dealing with 
loss and overall disconnection, there was the anxiety of losing work, as many 
businesses had to cut back on employees or shut down altogether. In my case, I 
lost my writing job of the past seven years and had to reevaluate my profession, 
my goals, and my life. 
  
While looking for work, I followed the traditional path of reading classifieds, 
networking, and applying for jobs. But as the months passed, I noticed that 
there were many like me vying for the same positions. And even though I’d 
written a book on job search techniques and presented a talk to the U.S. 
Department of Labor New Orleans office, I realized that I had to change my 
way of thinking to be able to compete in such a unique environment. Here is 
what I learned: 

   
Shorter Actually is Better for Resumes. I’d always believed that any good manager is going to take 
the time to read a detailed resume if they really want a good candidate. But in reality, people just don’t 
have the time, and a more succinct resume has a better chance of being read. In addition, I removed jobs 
I’d held more than 10 or so years ago for a number of reasons: a) it helped to shorten my resume, b) 
technology changes quickly and some of my skills were outdated, and c) I saw no need to advertise my 
age. On the last point, I realized that companies may not want someone who’ll retire in a few years, or 
they may not be able to afford someone with more qualifications and experience. Also, because of my 
experience in numerous vocations, I developed an expanded online version of my resume and referred 
interviewers to this if they wanted more details. 
 
Focus on Skills Instead of Just Past Jobs. I had always been more concerned with my past job titles 
and company names on my resume. However, those looking to fill positions often are more concerned 
with abilities than past positions. Many of my skills are appropriate and current so I decided to bring 
them to the attention of the reader with more descriptive text. I remembered once having been employed 
in a field in which I knew nothing simply because the manager recognized my skills as being exactly 
what he needed.  
 
Ask Questions, But Not Too Many. I used to bring in a scroll of questions for every interview. Then I 
began to notice the expression change when I started asking questions about funding for professional 
memberships, attendance at conferences, educational reimbursement, and so forth. While these may be 
viable and important questions, I realized that they also signal expenses that would cost the company. 
While I still look for red flags that indicate the job is not right for me, I also consider what are deal-
breakers and what aren’t. I accept that I may have to pay for my own parking as well as professional 
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memberships if I really want a particular job.  
 
Exercise Caution Discussing Past Salaries. Naturally, everyone wants to move up. But in some cases 
the salary is non-negotiable. I finally realized that by mentioning what I’d earned before, I was sending a 
message that I expected more, which told the interviewer that I’ll probably not stay with them for long. I 
learned that if I really wanted a particular job, I had to take what was offered if there’s no chance of 
negotiating a higher rate.  
 
Accept What’s Appropriate; Not What You Think You’re Worth. We all have our opinions of our 
net value, our worth as an employee. However, certain positions may be positioned at a salary that you 
think should be higher. I realized that I wasn’t going to rewrite the companies pay structure during the 
interview so I might have to accept a salary based on geographic location, experience level sought, 
industry-standards, and company policy.  
 
Pay Attention To Your Other Skills. Friends have told me for years that I should be freelancing 
because of my professional background, experience, and my outgoing nature. I did start marketing my 
skills in a variety of fields, and before I knew it I was bringing in income on numerous fronts.  
 
I learned from my lean times that I needed to be more cost-conscious in my spending, flexible in my 
thinking, realistic in my goals, and adaptable to a changing world.  
 
Gary Michael Smith is a writer and educator in New Orleans, and is the author of Gainfully 
Employed—A Guide to Resume Writing, Job Hunting, and Effective Interviewing (Chatgris Press, 
2006). 
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