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Introduction

You have trained for it all your life. You finally have a chance to 
show your stuff. You arrive at your workplace, probably just a bit 
terrified, ready to get your marching orders.

You want to do a good job. But what does that mean exactly and how 
should you go about it. You have mastered going to school. But work is 
something very different.

Above all else, you would rather not get fired. But the truth is that 
most workers do get fired once in their lives, and sometimes several 
times. It’s a learning opportunity, for sure. The odds are that if you are 
going to get fired, it will be from your first job.

This guide serves the purpose of making that less likely. It is a 
cheat sheet to get you up to speed on what you need to know when first 
starting out. Most of this no one will teach you in school. It comes only 
from broad experience. This guide gives you the benefit of that broad 
experience without the pain of learning it on your own.



Five Differences Between  
Work and School

“13 Reasons Why” is a grueling emotional drama of how 
high school student Hannah Baker ends up taking her 
own life. The social scene at her school inflicts worsening 

wounds and ever-deepening pain. The school itself becomes associated 
with the torment of her heart and soul, as her peers drive her ever further 
into the pit of despair.

Life is not all grim. Her home is a respite. There are also three 
commercial settings that play an ameliorating role. Her father’s drug 
store is a happy place. A coffee shop is where she tries to form genuine 
friendships. But I’m particularly intrigued by the few scenes that show 
her working at a commercial movie theater. Dressed in a crisp uniform, 
she serves up popcorn to patrons. These scenes are few but they are 
universally safe, affirming, and happy.

The contrast raises the question: what are the differences between 
work and school? It matters because many young Americans put off 
remunerative work until after they finish school. They enter real life 
outside of school unprepared for what they are going to face, and carry 
with them many of the bad habits and even pathologies they picked up 
during 16 years of schooling.

Here are five key differences between work and school.

1. Obedience vs. Production

In school there are enforced rules that are supposed to be obeyed by 
everyone, and there is very little room for adjusting them in light of 
differences between individuals. Compliance is an end in itself. So long 
as you adhere to the rules, and especially if you are getting good grades 
– which you can do if you say on tests precisely what you are supposed 
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to say, and learn what you are supposed to learn – you are a success. 
There is nothing going on beyond this. You are not paid to attend, and, 
after 12th grade, you are expected to pay to attend.

In the workplace, by contrast, the ideal is productivity, which 
ultimately means creating value for others. There are rules but they are 
subject to a non-arbitrary test: are we achieving the goal of production 
itself? You are paid because someone thinks you can be a valuable 
contributor to that goal. A portion of the company revenue accrues to 
you, which also implies some return obligation. The rules are adaptive, 
constantly changing according to circumstances. They seek to reward 
good outcomes according to the individual, the team, or the purpose.

2. Force vs. Choice

In school, no matter how bad the social environment gets, how grim 
the hurt feelings, however much suffering you face, you have to keep 
coming back day after day, year after year. The same people, the same 
problems. This is just taken for granted. It is your fate. You surrender to 
the idea that there is no escape. And why do they believe this? Because 
it is true: there is no escape. Compulsory attendance laws – passed 
some 100 years ago – created within the American schooling model 
an underlying structure rooted in legal violence, because these laws are 
ultimately enforced by the violence of the state. If you think about it, 
that was the original sin of American schooling.

On the other hand, in the workplace, for all the problems and 
interventions and even bad bosses and lame coworkers, you are always 
free to quit and find another job. You enjoy the right of exit. You are 
a paid volunteer. That right alone takes the sting out and incentivizes 
cooperative behavior. There are no truancy laws. You can shop around. 
You can even choose not to work at all. It means that everyone there 
is there by choice and has that job because someone wants to pay 
them to do it. There is no substructure of violence. There is choice at 
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the heart of the workplace. That alone changes the dynamic and the 
social environment.

3. Age-Based Tribe vs. the Individual

From preschool through final graduation, you are generally told to 
stay with your age-based tribe. This is your peer group. You have no 
responsibilities to anyone younger. You are not directly and consistently 
influenced by people who are more mature. It’s just you and your age-
based friends ruled by external authority structures. You move together. 
You age together. You will always be in that exact situation, with little 
to no prospects for mobility. You are in an artificial environment 
that doesn’t exist in any other setting in life, and certainly not in the 
workplace. Then you graduate and your social networks turn to dust.

The workplace includes people of varying ages, and it is completely 
normal for excellence to be rewarded with growing salaries and 
responsibilities. Your peers are far more diverse than they ever were in 
school and that leads to different expectations and opportunities. You 
can be lame or ambitious, lazy or aspirational, unproductive or super 
valuable. Your future depends on the choices you make, and you are 
constantly interacting with a wider demographic of people from whom 
you can learn and who you can influence. It is a much more fluid and 
natural social situation. What you do makes a difference in the quality 
of your life and your place in the hierarchy. 

4. Known Information vs. Discovery

In school, most everything you are tasked to learn is already known. 
There are textbooks, manuals, experts, committees. You are part of 
a system that changes only slowly and according to the priorities of 
politics and bureaucracies. It’s fine to be curious but only about what 
other people want you to know. There is only one reward for learning: a 
higher grade. And what you learn has already been mastered better by 
others who are assigned to be your authorities. Your job is to become 

https://fee.org/articles/how-the-education-system-destroys-social-networks/
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the best-possible parrot. This is what it means to be an excellent student. 
Deviating from that course makes you a problem student.

At work – again, under the ideal – creativity and discovery are valued 
and rewarded. People who look only for rules to follow only rise so far. 
To disrupt the routine, to think of and try the unknown, is what every 
profit-seeking industry demands. It is not always easy and the tendency 
toward inertia is always present. But every business must learn to adapt 
to change and to reward those who are willing to step up and take risks 
to discover something new.

5. Cruelty vs. Civility

So long as you are getting the grades and adhering to the rules, there is 
no downside to misbehaving toward others in a school setting. Despite 
the appearance of order, structures of authority, and endless rules, 
students end up constructing their own underworlds, and those worlds 
have radically misaligned incentives that the adults cannot manage, 
resulting in unchecked pathology: the kind of pathologies that always 
develop among groups of incarcerated human beings.

It’s not about what teachers do to the students; it’s what students 
do to each other. This follows the tendency in any incarceration: fellow 
inmates are generally more threatening than guards and wardens. 
Cruelty becomes habitual, though often hidden and quiet, something 
whispered about between good friends.

You choose your tribe. In prison, it’s never safe to be without a 
gang. You denounce former friends and choose new ones. You join 
others in making fun of the person in the out-group or rewarding those 
in the in-group. You have no obligations to be courteous, decent, or 
kind, and you are neither punished nor rewarded for your treatment 
of your peers except by peers themselves. You have no concern for the 
larger consequences of your actions. This cultivates a certain pettiness 
and leads students to believe that savvy social navigation, even at the 
expense of others, is their main task. This is what they get good at, and 
dehumanizing others is not only not punished, it is often rewarded. 
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In a professional workplace, in contrast, all employees learn to 
separate workflow conflicts from personal conflicts. People who 
personalize gripes (through gossip, backstabbing, or passive-aggressive 
performances) do not earn the trust and respect of others, and thus do 
not succeed, do not rise, do not last. The shortest-term employees are 
those who play politics as if it were middle school. Those who rise above 
personality to focus on productivity earn the respect of others and 
rise in the company. And there are certain conventions: for instance, 
you never, under any circumstances, use your position or title to wage 
personal battles that have nothing to do with work. You can get away 
with this for a while, but it doesn’t last.

At the end of 13 Reasons Why, there is a highly symbolic moment 
in which Hannah walks into the movie theater, turns in her uniform, 
and walks out the door. This scene shows what it means to give up on 
something at which you are succeeding because you cannot handle the 
failures that exist outside that space. She was brutally victimized by the 
other half of life, the part that exists outside the civilized, courteous, 
and adult environment of the workplace. Her work provided her solace, 
but it was not enough to overcome the impossible odds against her 
in school.

The story of Hannah is an extreme case with a terrible ending. But 
the case is neither purely fictional nor entirely isolated, and it serves as 
a stand-in for the emotional sufferings of millions. All the anti-bullying 
campaigns in the world will not fix the problem. Behavioral controls 
and counselling will not either. The core problem has to be addressed: 
schooling as we know it is an institution built by force, funded by force, 
and populated through force, thus insulating students from regular 
incentives toward civilized life and leaving them unprotected from 
unchecked exploitation and abuse.



What Is a Work Ethic?

Talk to business owners about “kids these days” and you will get a 
wicked earful of epithets. Whatever happened to the work ethic?

The answer to that question is not found in some strange 
corruption of the soul that has taken place in recent years, though that 
might be the result. The real issue has very practical roots.

No Prior Experience

Young people often enter the workforce following school with no 
previous job experience in a commercial space. There are high costs to 
this reality. They lack essential formation in what it means to be truly 
valuable to others. You can’t learn this from sitting in a desk and taking 
notes for 16 years. It’s a habit of mind that connects directly to habits of 
time and action.

The old bourgeois sentiment said that work is as good, or better, a 
teacher as school. It believed that it was essential for all young people 
to have jobs so that they could develop a work ethic before they became 
full-time professionals.

Today it’s not so easy for young people to get a job. Strictly enforced 
laws prohibit remunerative work before the age of 16. A serious job is 
not viable until the age of 18, at which point college beckons and student 
loans make possible a work-free life. Wage floors discourage employers 
from taking risks with inexperienced employees. And the tight job 
market since 2008 has limited opportunities for even those who might 
want to work.

The work ethic is the casualty. This is sad and ridiculous because 
having a work ethic is not actually difficult. It requires very little 
other than focus and a handful of rules. They can be summarized: 
punctuality, the willingness to do what is asked of you, the discipline 



to stay on task, the drive for excellence, the capacity to be creative, the 
passion for discovery of unmet needs, and the adoption of a service-
oriented mindset.

All these traits make up the work ethic. It can’t always be taught. It 
is best cultivated through experience.

This ethic is not so much about right and wrong. After all, leisure is 
a wonderful thing, even a goal, something fabulous and worth shooting 
for. Work is, to some extent, regrettable, or, as economists would say, 
carries with it a certain “disutility.” We do it in hopes of a higher 
standard of living, which is to say a better life.

To have a work ethic means to have an insatiable inner drive, to adopt 
the right values to bring about productivity as extension of the choices 
you make in your career. In a practical sense, it is a habit of doing what 
must be done, doing it with a relentless attention to excellence, and then 
developing a strong desire to do more than you are asked to do.

That means finding things that are undone and discovering ways to 
do them. The goal is to let these traits define who you are as a worker, 
and then come to love and embrace that identity.

Mastering this ethic is the best possible thing you can do for your 
own life. It doesn’t matter what the job is. The lesson applies to them all.

It is not about doing what you are told, though getting that much 
right is a pretty wonderful thing. Truly, we all need to be reminded 
of this point. When the boss suggests something to do, it is absolutely 
incontrovertibly true that it must be done. Other priorities need to be 
moved down the list. The task must be completed.

There is nothing in this world that annoys a supervisor or boss or 
owner more than to have to remember and follow up on a task after 
it has been assigned, to return to the person to whom it is assigned in 
order to follow up to make sure it is done, only to find that it had slipped 
through the cracks. No one has time for that.

If you never fail to do what you are asked to do, and your boss gains 
a sense that you will always and everywhere do the thing you are asked 
to do, you can shine like a diamond.
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If you do this, you are more than halfway toward being amazing. 
Already you are way ahead of your peers. Also, accomplishing the 
tasks doesn’t always have to be about pleasing the boss. Doing things 
that other people in the know suggest is also a valuable thing. Being a 
great colleague and friend to others besides your direct supervisor pays 
huge returns.

Six Types of Bad Employees

Another way to think about this subject is to contrast the great employee 
with six types of problem employees.

The Braggart. This is the person who never fails to trumpet to 
everyone even the slightest evidence of productivity. This usually 
backfires and ends up highlighting just how little the braggart actually 
does. The work ethic means not to brag or seek praise for your work. 
Your productivity will be noticed regardless. If anything, giving credit 
to others who help you makes others feel wonderful. This helps your 
karma, and you get the benefit eventually.

The Complainer. This person considers every task to be a dreadful 
imposition. Nothing is right, and everyone else is to blame if the 
task remains undone. He or she encourages others to complain also, 
spreading discontent and whininess far and wide.

In contrast, the great worker joyfully embraces all opportunities 
to add value. It means to go beyond what needs to be done to develop 
that rare capacity to see the unseen work that could be done. Once you 
see this, you never run out of value to contribute. Then you become a 
source of real progress, which is defined by that which goes outside the 
assigned routine to discover what is new, all in service of others.

The Hoarder. This person deals with fears of job security by 
accumulating ever more responsibilities, refusing to ask others for help, 
publicly heaving with a sense of burden and suffering, and then never 
quite getting it all done while invoking the excuse of being overworked. 
The hoarder’s goal is to broadcast an impression of his or her own unique 
talents that no one else can possibly replicate. In contrast, a great worker 
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is happy to share knowledge, allocate tasks, cooperate, learn from others 

and train others to be wonderful too, freeing more time for creativity.

The Offloader. This person is the inverse of the hoarder, but just as 

much a problem. The unteachable offloader imagines that he or she has 

been hired for a certain skill set and can learn no more. “I don’t do” 

and “I won’t do” and “I don’t like to do”…fill in the blank. It’s all about 

using a lack of skill as an excuse for laziness and fobbing work off on 

everyone else. In contrast, having a work ethic means a willingness to 

do that which is not fun, to learn new skills, to try new applications, to 

venture into unknown territory, and to add to one’s intellectual capital 

every day.

The Gossip. This person proves the adage that “idle hands do the 

devil’s work.” The gossip is consumed by internal matters of personnel 

and can’t resist dripping poison in others’ ears. He or she fosters division, 

suspicion, paranoia, and discontent. The workplace becomes a game 

of thrones.

In contrast, people with a work ethic do not wallow in office politics. 

They ignore gossip, backstabbing, and trash talk. They do not organize 

into factions. If you can stay above it all, and just be amazing in every 

aspect of your career, you will come out on top.

The Sneak. This is the person who looks for any opportunity to 

appear to be working but not actually working. It becomes a game: get 

away early for lunch, return late, or leave the office when everyone is in 

a meeting. He or she uses work hours to goof off online while neglecting 

essential tasks, and has developed many ways to hide it with quick 

browsing tricks to switch screens. Every word becomes a little fib, and 

work life becomes a vast effort in subterfuge.
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In contrast, a good employee doesn’t fear being found out because 
he or she has nothing to hide and can browse Facebook with confidence 
because all other work is done.

More Value In than Out

The “work ethic” isn’t just about the sweat of your brow and saving your 
soul. It is really about your own individual interest. The reason you are 
hired is to contribute more value than you take out. If you do that, you 
ascend. If you do not do that, you are not long for this job, and you 
become just another one of the “kids these days.” It’s the most simple 
and the most profound application of economics because it directly 
affects your life.

All of these traits are difficult to adopt without real-world experience. 
But sadly, for young people, the world is conspiring to deny them the 
chance to gain such experience. The necessary work ethic needs to be a 
personal commitment, something adopted with conscious deliberation 
and applied in every aspect of your professional life.

The more valuable you can be to others in a marketplace, the better 
and more wonderful life you can have. And therein lies the beauty of the 
market. It calls us all to excellence and creativity in the service of others, 
and enables all of us to assist in making the world more wonderful. That’s 
not only good for prosperity. It’s also good for the human spirit itself.

To be sure, bosses have their own issues of a different sort. A great boss 
can energize an entire enterprise while a bad boss can disable and de-
motivate even the best workers. But that’s a subject of a different article.

As I look back over what I’ve written here, one big supposition 
underlies my point: the existence of a functioning market economy with 
a vibrant commercial sector. If the labor market is bogged down, if there 
are no consumers to serve, if people aren’t rewarded for productivity, if 
there is no space for the exercise of creativity, none of this applies.

Therefore, one final caveat: it is probably the case that none of this 
applies to government work. Here productivity, creativity, and consumer 
service are punished. How to survive such a setting? My only suggestion 
is to walk away. Go somewhere where the work ethic can indeed save 
your soul.
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Make Your Job Amazing

I recently had the opportunity to speak to a group of young 
professionals, all newly employed and embarking on promising 
careers. So smart! So well educated! And yet I worry because, like 

most people their age, their experience in the workplace is limited.
They probably expected me to talk about one of my favorite subjects: 

technological trends and their implications for human liberty. Instead, 
I decided to talk about something more practical and pertinent: how to 
be amazing at your job, and sustain that throughout your life.

Common sense? Not so much. How to be a good employee (in your 
own interest) is not a topic discussed in school. It’s something discovered 
through trial and error. At some point in the past, people learned this 
early because they had jobs from a young age.

No longer. The laws against “child labor” are severely enforced. High 
minimum wages lock out new entrants from the labor market. And that 
market is less fluid due to mandated benefits and health care. As a result, 
many people wait until the age of 23 to step into the workforce.

By the time they get there, they feel lost and confused. They 
do not thrive. Sometimes they lose their jobs for reasons that they 
find mysterious and confusing. They end up blaming the boss, their 
coworkers, and capitalism itself -- any scapegoat will do. Then they 
join the throngs of disgruntled twenty-somethings who are hoping that 
democratic socialism will fix their problems.

There is another way. You can take control of your own job life. 
You can thrive despite the barriers. As a followup to my piece on 
being unemployed, here are ten principles for being employed early in 
your career.

1. Bring more value in than you take out

No one hires you as a reward for your good behavior, your grades, or 
even your degree. These can be helpful signalling mechanisms. But 
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none of them constitute the reason for your job. They assist none at all 
in keeping a job and building a career. You are hired to provide value to 
the firm or organization. The value you provide needs to be higher than 
they value you take out. That’s the whole reason for the exchange.

Your resume does not do that. Your charming personality does not 
do that. Your friendliness to the boss and coworkers does not do that. 
Only your productivity as a worker accomplishes the goal.

To become valuable means not confining your job to what you were 
hired to do. This is a common problem. New workers set limits on what 
they will do given their low salary. They draw boxes around their tasks 
and refuse to expand them.

“No way will I take those boxes to the dumpster on my measly salary.”
“I’m not answering emails on the weekend.”
“I will not keep my notifications on after 5pm.”
“I’m not using this new application. I don’t like it.”
Establishing your own limits on your productivity is a gigantic 

error. The goal of work is to be as valuable as possible. You should be 
looking for ways to do this. You need to create ways to do this. Your 
job must grow ever bigger. Indeed, you want to become indispensable. 
You only get there by finding ways to make yourself useful. Increases in 
compensation and status come later. If they do not, get another job.

2. Do what your immediate supervisor asks

Maybe this instruction seems obvious. It is not. So let’s be as clear as 
possible. A manager assigns tasks all day. It’s a huge pain in the neck 
to follow up on all of them. It becomes an impossible juggling act, 
following up on Tuesday what was assigned on Monday, and following 
up on Wednesday what was assigned on Tuesday plus the leftovers of 
what was assigned on Monday.

The single most annoying thing about managing people is discovering 
that you can’t count on people to do the minimum tasks they’ve been 
assigned. No manager should ever have to follow up to make sure the 
job is done.
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It is not up to you to establish your work priorities at the expense of 

assigned tasks. When your direct supervisor asks for something, drop 

other things you are doing to make it happen. If you cannot do that, 

explain why a few other things (name them) need to come first. But as 

soon as it is possible, do the thing that is being asked. If you do it, you 

would be thought of as dependable, i.e. very valuable.

One other thing in this context: show up on time. You would be 

surprised how many people don’t do that.

3. Take a lower salary

People think that getting the highest-possible salary is the goal. That’s 

not true. If you take a lower salary, you are not only more likely to 

be offered the job; you will also be lower down the list of expendable 

employees when the time comes to cut staff (or make opportunities for 

higher paid staff).

A lower salary also helps to keep your standard of living low. Strange 

as it sounds, this is actually benefit early in your career, because it frees 

you to move quickly when the opportunity arrives and you can be 

flexible concerning where you work.

Getting a high salary immediately also harms the range of other 

possible jobs you are inclined to accept later. If for whatever reason, 

you start earning a six-figure salary out of college, you might quickly 

discover that this is an unrepeatable event. No other employer can 

possibly match such a high salary. Then you will be disposed to keeping 

that job even if you hate it. You will wear “golden handcuffs.”
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It’s far better to accept a lower salary while retaining your freedom 
to stay on a job market in which you have many choices about where 
to work.

4. Be creative in your work

The bare minimum that an employee must accomplish is to perform the 
required tasks. But that is only the first level of achievement. Employees 
that are successful are those who look for things to do.

I recall a job I had when I was 15. It was at a catering company and 
I was charged with washing dishes. I did that, then I didn’t know what 
else to do. No one told me. So I watched the clock until it was time to 
go home.

Then one day I happened upon a conversation between the owner 
and the manager. They were speaking about how worthless I was! I was 
mortified! But it also changed my perspective. I began to look for things 
to do. It was easy. There were light bulbs to change, pans to scrub, floors 
to mop, and so on. That afternoon, I became the hero of the firm. My job 
was suddenly secure. I had a future.

If you think there is no more work to do, you are surely wrong. There 
are unlimited things to be done. Finding them and acting on them 
requires an entrepreneurial outlook.

5. Take out more than salary; gain skills

There is much more to get out of a job than just money. More importantly, 
you are seeking new skills. You are seeking experience. You are seeking 
to extend your network. You are seeking success that others can see and 
that you can parlay into future positions.

This also means that you need to focus on gaining all these things. 
Consider skills, for example. If there is a piece of software you do not 
know but would like to learn, ask your boss for the opportunity. The 
company might be willing to pay for your training. That you would ask, 
in any case, is a credit to you.
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Imagine the day when you show up to the office with a certificate 
that, for example, confirms that you are certified in Google Analytics. 
Or you have won an award. Or that you were the champion at a weekend 
event in some field. This not only impresses your current boss; it gives 
you substantial accomplishments to list on your LinkedIn profile.

6. Be a good colleague and forget the pecking order

What if you are given a promotion and put in charge? You now have 
employees that you supervise.

Remember that the least effective kind of leadership is that which 
is based on a title. Just because a piece of paper declares you to be in 
charge of something or someone doesn’t mean that your authority will 
be recognized, much less appreciated, by others.

It is better to accept a lowly title and earn your advancements by 
being a good servant to others. Your authority increases because you 
are now respected and appreciated by others. Never pass up a chance 
to assist someone else. You will become their benefactor and they won’t 
forget it.

To be a good friend to others is the best possible way to advance in 
any company. That means being a good listener. It means offering help 
when others need it. It means not seeking praise for your greatness but 
rather quietly accomplishing more. Others will notice over time, and 
you will be trusted with ever greater responsibility.

7. Stay on the market

If you have ever looked for a job or been interviewed, you know it is 
not easy. Selling yourself is a skill in itself. If you find a steady job 
and imagine that you will hold it forever, your skills at finding and 
interviewing for jobs will atrophy.

This is why it is a good idea to stay on the job market even when you 
are happy in your current employment. You need to test your worth on 
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the market. As I wrote above, it is a mistake to become used to a salary 
that is too far above its replacement level on the job market.

Truly, you never know: a better position could come along and you 
will happily move to another job.

Is staying on the market a betrayal of your current employer? Not 
in any way. If you are ever called on this, it is easy to answer: “Oh yes, I 
always keep my resume up on LinkedIn and I’m happy to entertain an 
offer. But I have no real desire actually to accept an offer. I’m very happy 
where I am.”

8. Live within your means

It’s always tempting to enjoy the fruits of your financial successes. But 
it is far more wise to live simply and establish a great financial cushion 
for yourself. What if a good opportunity comes along in a startup but it 
requires that you cut your salary? What if you have to work for free for 
a few months? You need to be in a position to do this. This also means 
limiting debt. Debt restricts your options. It should be paid off with 
your income stream as soon as possible.

9. Never let success go to your head

Let’s say you succeed. Was it your doing alone? Of course not. Managers 
and entrepreneurs who believe this, and promote this myth, can be 
some of the most annoying people.

In this world, our own successes will always depend on collaboration 
with others. To take full credit is to believe a lie. All credit should be 
accepted “on behalf of all those who have worked so hard to achieve 
this dream,” as the magnanimous line from banquet speeches goes. It’s 
absolutely true.
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The moment you start taking credit yourself is the instant that 
others begin to resent you and plot your downfall, which takes us to the 
last point.

10. Watch out for the evil eye; if you are fired, 
be magnanimous

We like to believe there is perfect justice in this world. If you work hard, 
you get ahead. That might often be true. But not always. Sometimes 
your achievements inspire envy. It calls forth people who want you to 
be punished for your successes. These people might be your co-workers. 
They might be your bosses who fear your rise.

This is another reason to stay on the move. In order to be appreciated 
for your achievements and skills, you might have to move onward to a 
new firm.

A final word: the termination of your employment is a fact of life. 
Sometimes it is not due to your failures but to your successes. Whatever 
the reason, you need to have a speech prepared in your head. It should 
go something like this.

“I’m disappointed of course, but I do want to say thank you so much 
for the opportunity to work here. It’s been a great experience, and I’ve 
learned so much. I will always consider you my benefactors as I continue 
to build a career elsewhere.”

If you say such a thing, you will immediately make your bosses 
question their judgement, which is a nice thing. It also means that you 
can use your present job as a bridge to your next one.

Getting fired is not the worst thing that ever happened to you. It is 
an opportunity to learn, to get out there, and to see what you are worth 
on the labor market. It could be the beginning of something wonderful. 
It’s the same with quitting a job. It’s one of the few freedoms we have 
remaining to us.

You are the productive unit in your life. You -- not some institution, 
not some boss, not some bureaucrat. Caring for your personal human 
capital and becoming as awesome as possible is worth focus, time, and 
maximum personal energy. It’s the most important step in not only a 
great job but an amazing life.
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How To Handle the  
Job Interview

Over the last couple of weeks, I’ve been assisting in the hunt for 
a new employee. It’s for a technical position, so there are some 
minimum skill-level qualifications for the job. We advertised 

on LinkedIn, mainly, but also other places. I even posted the job on my 
social feed.

We ended up with some 200 applications. Most we rejected 
immediately because the applicant did not meet the minimum 
qualifications. I guess I can’t blame people for trying, but it doesn’t really 
make sense to apply for a job if your resume misses the mark completely.

We ended up with about 30 people to call back for 10 minute 
interviews conducted via Skype. At each interview, I reviewed the 
resume quickly before it began. So I already understood the minimum 
that you get from the resume: experience, education, where the person 
lives, age, and so on. (If you don’t have a LinkedIn account, it’s already 
clear that you are not serious about job hunting.)

What is the interview attempting to discover? I’m looking for 
personality, attitude, erudition, more detail on skills, a general sense of 
collegiality, and a deeper understanding of the person in question. In 
the course of doing this, I saw the same mistakes over and over. Also, 
some people took the extra step to be memorable and compelling.

As a result of these conversations, here are some pro-tips. Consider 
this as a follow up to my advice for young unemployed workers.

Don’t try to fake your skill level. Many people would try to exaggerate 
their knowledge of a software platform. They quickly find themselves 
in the weeds as they attempt to fill in details. This is the moment in 
which the person’s word becomes non-credible. This is a devastating 
thing to happen at a job interview. You are far better off saying what’s 
true: “I don’t know that software, but I’ve used similar systems. I’m also 

https://fee.org/resources/advice-to-young-unemployed-workers/


a very quick study on software. If I get this position, I’ll study up and 
be prepared before I begin.” And if you do not understand the question, 
there is nothing wrong with asking for more detail.

Don’t be ambiguous on crucial details. The purpose of the interview 
is to discern a greater degree of truth about you and your suitability for 
the position. Ambiguity sets off alarm bells. If you won’t move to do 
the job, just say so and then explain why hiring you as a remote worker 
would be good. If you are unemployed currently, it’s best to just say so 
and perhaps offer a reason why. If you won’t consider the position for 
less than a certain amount of money, and you are asked this question, 
be upfront about it.

Don’t flatter the interviewer pointlessly. It’s fine to say nice things 
about the institution and the individuals. It’s a plus that the person 
being interviewed knows about where he or she is applying. But laying 
it on too thick, going on about the glories of the interviewer as a person, 
is odd. It signals that the person being interviewed might imagine that a 
job is really about connections and favors rather than productivity and 
skills. A job is not a favor, much less a sinecure; it is an exchange of value 
for value. It doesn’t speak well of any employer that he or she would be 
swayed by flattery. 

Do be a warm human being. I get that people are nervous for an 
interview. But if you look on camera like a deer in headlights, that’s a 
problem. Try to relax and be a normal human being. Smile, for example. 
Laugh and be charming, if you can. In one interview I conducted, the 
person was walking around her apartment with smartphone in hand 
and earbuds. I found it charming and enlivening. I was left with the 
impression of someone who is active and scrappy and that’s good.

Do ask questions. It should be obvious that any prospective employee 
has questions about the job. Ask them! It’s surprising how few people 
actually do this. Maybe they fear that asking questions would signal 
some doubts about the whether you want the job. Actually, the opposite 
it true. It suggests that you are a careful shopper of employers. You are 
looking for a good fit. It’s irresponsible to accept a job that is not right 
for you. You want to make sure. That’s a good thing. It impresses any 
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prospective employer that you are asking for more detail on the work 
environment, the expectations, the lines of communication, the office 
hours, and so on.

Do sell yourself. It’s right to think of the employer as a prospective 
buyer. The seller is yourself. You are selling your labor services. Ideally, 
the buyer (the employer) wants to believe that he or she will obtain more 
in service than will be paid in wages. The employer also wants to believe 
that the employee will benefit from the exchange too. Your job is to 
make the sell. That means selling yourself. Maybe this sounds odd but 
think of yourself as a piece of talking furniture in a furniture store, 
and the employer is a customer that walks by. It’s up to you to get their 
attention and make the case, effectively saying, “pick me, I’m wonderful, 
you will be happy with your decision.”

Do tell a story. Part of selling yourself means presenting yourself as 
more than just a resume. One way to do this is to tell a story of how you 
created value at your current job. You can tell about a challenge you faced, 
a method you found to solve the problem, how you worked to transition 
from an old system to a new one, or whatever comes to mind. It needs 
to show that you are earnest, creative, hard working, and interested in 
making progress happen. Resumes can’t do this. The job interview is 
the right time to make your skill set come to life. One approach that 
is popular is the STAR method for organizing your stories. To present 
the situation, task, action, and results might seem overly formal but the 
structure is a good exercise to practice before the interview.

Do say that you would love to have a job offer. This might seem 
strange but only one person out of the 30 or so people I interviewed 
actually said something like: “This job sounds perfect for me. I’m excited 
about it. I hope you choose me. I think we’ll both be happy about this.” 
I was trying to figure out why people don’t say such an obvious thing. It 
might be that they are waiting to look at the salary, that they have some 
doubts, that they have several other applications out there. All that is 
fine. But you still need to get the offer. It’s your human right to decline 
it, of course, but in order to say no, you first need the opportunity to do 
so. At the very least, then, you should openly say that you will like an 
offer. People who say this stand out from the pack.
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Conclusion

People apply for jobs too infrequently. Once they have what seems 
to be a secure position and good pay, they take themselves off 
the market. Then something goes wrong, and they scramble and 

get desperate.
This is not the way to go about it. Digital tools like LinkedIn mean 

that you can always stay on the market. There might be something better 
out there. You don’t know until you try. It is not somehow a betrayal of 
your current employer to be on the market. You can always say no. But, 
face it, if the offer is good enough, you might take it. Staying on the job 
market also means that you can refine your talent in doing interviews.

Fear not that you will be turned away. It’s not an absolute rejection. 
Employment decisions are made on the margin. You might have been 
the second choice of hundreds of possible candidates. That’s a good 
thing. It’s a highly competitive market out there right now, and you 
will improve with each interview. Remember, the one person ultimately 
responsible for your ongoing employment and earning power is you.

This guide is written by Jeffrey Tucker, Director of Content at FEE.
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