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	Honey, I Got a Job!
Spousal Employment in the United States

MOBILITY Magazine, May 2006

Family issues are an essential consideration in the relocation industry, especially the employability of the partner or spouse. Venditti describes how an organization can help spouses or partners find suitable employment in the United States.
By Nara Venditti, Ph.D.

According to a survey conducted by Cartus, approximately 20 percent of international assignments fail because of family and spouse/partner issues. Assignment failure can cost a company up to four times an assignee’s annual salary. Among the many challenges facing families during relocating is an interruption in the spouse’s or partner’s career path or difficulty for the spouse or partner in getting a job at the new destination.

Assignment success can be greatly improved with some preparation and planning for spouse/partner employment. Listed below are some points that could be incorporated into a company’s relocation program and package of materials for those who will need assistance in the job search when moving to the United States.

1. Prepare for a job search in the United States. Pre-departure preparation is important. Prior to relocating, try to get as much information on employment in the United States as possible. Do research about the job market in advance—start with understanding which occupations are in demand. A good way to find that information is to check U.S. government websites (such as the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), www.bls.gov, or the Department of Labor (DOL), www.dol.gov). 

2. Understand your options. Will your immigration status allow you to work in the United States? What do you need to do to secure a work permit? Is special licensing or training required to practice your profession?

3. Educational credentials. If a job seeker is educated outside the United States, he or she needs to prove that his or her education is equivalent to American standards. To determine how educational credentials compare to American standards, the job seeker needs to formally evaluate his or her diplomas and certificates. Links to the organizations that provide that service are listed on http://www.succeedinamerica.com/directory.html under “Educational Credentials Evaluations.”

4. Understand the processes. Every society functions according to certain processes. In the United States, employment process and practices may differ vastly from those in other countries. I find processes in the United States to be much more complicated than elsewhere in the world. Anticipating steps and knowing processes will reduce a relocating spouse/partner’s anxiety and stress.

5. Learn the language and culture. One of the first differences a job seeker will notice in the United States is the terminology and the concepts behind those terms. For instance, “résumé” and “interview,” two basic terms that most of us take for granted in the American job search culture, do not exist in some other countries or have different meanings. Another example is Americans’ frequent use of idioms and acronyms, which can be confusing even for natives of other English-speaking countries.

Learning about American culture and how it relates to business culture and reading literature on those subjects will help. Remember that values in the workplace are influenced by culture. Recruiters’ expectations are based on culture, as well. They appreciate job applicants who are confident and assertive. Confidence is a highly valued trait in the American workplace and is conveyed through handshake, smile, and eye contact. Appropriateness, meaning, and qualities of this body language differ vastly across cultures.

6. Networking. According to DOL, 10 to 15 percent of job openings are “visible.” The rest are “invisible:” 85 to 90 percent of job openings are found through networking, which means making contacts for business purposes. Learning to make useful contacts American-style can be a powerful tool in obtaining satisfactory employment in the United States. However, job seekers should know the rules because networking can challenge the way they are used to doing things in their home countries. In the United States, as in many countries, often it is not what you know but who you know. But different rules may apply—learn how to socialize and how relationships are established in the United States.

When I first came to the United States, I was amazed at American-style partying. Being accustomed to sitting around a table full of food, listening to long-winded toasts, and temperamental dancing under piano, accordion, or guitar, I found the American cocktail party to be a curious phenomenon. In many European countries, to invite crowds of people and expect them to stand or, even worse, walk around with an appetizer and a drink in their hands and introduce themselves to strangers and initiate small talk is something unthinkable, if not rude. However, one needs to be able to do just that to be an effective job seeker in this country. Add to that different table etiquette, dress code, and grooming standards, and you will get an idea how daunting social outings may be for somebody new to the United States.

7. Volunteer. If employment is not an option, job seekers should consider volunteering in their fields. International experience is critical to career-building. Volunteering helps an individual acquire new skills or hone existing ones while getting involved in the community. It also is a perfect way to meet interesting people and make friends. The Internet is a good tool in finding an organization to volunteer with. You will find listings of non-profit organizations on just about every city’s website in the United States. Another way is to check www.volunteermatch.com—you can find thousands of volunteer opportunities on that website sorted by geographical location, field of interest, or organization name.

8. Get career coaching. If an organization does not provide spouse/partner career coaching as a part of the relocation package, a few small steps can be taken to make a big difference. A good career coach will help put together an American-style résumé or “Americanize” your existing résumé (résumés in some countries may run up to 15 to 20 pages, whereas in the United States it should not exceed one or two), will coach you on interviewing, and advise you on which organizations or social clubs to join. Keep in mind that different legal systems will have an effect on job search procedures. In the United States, personal information on the résumé is not appropriate. On the contrary, Japanese, French, and German companies do want personal information. It is bad etiquette to handwrite a cover letter in the United States, but in Great Britain the cover letter may be handwritten. French employers want either cover letter or résumé to be handwritten (to conduct a handwriting analysis!). The list of differences goes on and on.

9. Education. Organize a workshop on employability. Ask the company to hire a presenter on the topic for families of expatriating and repatriating employees in the area. Another option is to look for career and employability courses provided by continuing education classes at the local university or college.

10. Literature. Provide a list of books available on the subject. A trip to the local library or bookstore will help you locate appropriate literature. Look for books geared toward people new to the United States that are written from a foreign-born or immigrant perspective, provide glossaries and cultural comparisons, and are written in simple language. A good book on the topic is a small investment that will go a long way.

11. E-zines. Subscribe to newsletters or e-zines existing on the topic. 

Six Steps to Getting Employed in the U.S.A.

Keep in mind that a job search in the United States is the art of marketing yourself to the employers.

Step 1
Assemble your paper work. Understand if you are legally authorized to work in the United States and get a Social Security number. Put together an American-style résumé. Translate your transcripts and evaluate your educational credentials. Learn how to fill out a job application.

Step 2
Look for job openings. Look in newspapers and apply with employment agencies. Headhunters can help you if you are looking for a job that pays more than $50,000 per year. Check openings on the Internet. Network, network, network—nine in 10 jobs in the United States are found through contacting other people. Learn how to socialize American-style, how to do “small talk” (non-business-related conversation), and how to work the room (socialize and make business contacts at an event).

Step 3
Prepare for the interview. Put together your portfolio. Research the company, its products and services, industry buzzwords, who the leaders are, and how many divisions the company has. Rehearse the most common questions and answers. Prepare your own questions. Rehearse, rehearse, rehearse.

Step 4
Promote yourself confidently at the interview. Dress business-like. Arrive on time but not too early. Understand the interview stages: arriving, small talk, answering questions, asking questions, concluding. Smile and give a firm handshake when greeting interviewers. Listen to their questions with attention. Maintain good posture, keep smiling, and maintain eye contact. When leaving, ask for business cards, as you will need them when writing a thank you note or letter.

Step 5
Increase your chances by following up. Write a thank you letter or note. Make follow-up calls. In the United States, following up is part of job search etiquette—recruiters expect you to follow up. If you will not follow up, other job candidates will.

Step 6
Finalize. Consider and negotiate the offer. Understand salary ranges and how to negotiate effectively. Accept or reject the offer, or deal with rejection and move on. Continue looking for jobs, submitting applications, and the like. Remember, there are many job opportunities in the United States and it is a numbers game—the more résumés you submit, the more chances you will have to get hired soon.

*Adapted from “How to Get a Job in the USA” by Nara Venditti, Ph.D.
Nara Venditti, Ph.D., is the president of Succeed in America, Danbury, CT, and author of “How to Get A Job in the USA ” and “Ameri$peak.” She can be reached at +1 203 791 1107 or www.succeedinamerica.com.
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