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1
An Academic Moves into the
‘Real World’ - A Bit about My
Journey
“Life begins at the edge of your comfort zone.” – unknown
Before we get into this Essential Industry Job Guide, I think understanding
some of my background would be helpful in your own job search. During my
own job search early in my career, I would have loved to have had this
‘professional compass’ which I present to you.
If you’re considering a job in industry, I certainly understand the challenge
you are facing. I was there just over 20 years ago when I was about to complete
my PhD in physics. For the previous 10 years I’d planned to become a professor
and researcher. I loved physics. I loved learning how the universe worked. I
had a great intuition for classical mechanics and I loved working in a laser
spectroscopy lab.
But I’d also spent six years in graduate school watching the professors in the
department. After watching them for that long, it seemed that their jobs had
hardly changed at all. They had the same offices, the same labs, most of the
same coworkers, and were working on the same projects as when I’d started.
It was clear this trend would continue well into their future. That’s not what
I wanted for myself.
http://TurningScience.com
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I realized that I’d simply been on the ‘traditional’ path that my career advisors
had been directing me down ever since I’d declared physics as my major. But
I’d never really thought about what the traditional job of being a professor
actually entailed. I’d had dreams of groundbreaking research to unlock the
secrets of the universe and winning a Nobel Prize, but I had no idea what the
job was really like. Now I had a much better idea, and I’d realized it wasn’t for
me.
So, where could I find a job outside of a research lab? I knew very little about
the world of industry, and it seemed it was primarily for engineers who were
trained in design skills. I could imagine an Electrical Engineer or Software
Engineer likely knows just where they would fit in the tech industry. But
where would a company need a scientist with no real design skills?
My advisor couldn’t help much. I remember the conversation with her very
clearly: “If you want to do a postdoc, I have lots of connections. But if you
want to go into industry, well…you’re on your own. I don’t know a thing about
it and don’t know anyone who works there.”
So, after some time feeling frustrated and not knowing where to turn, I took
the leap. I put a lot of creative thinking into figuring out what I did well and
where I might find an exciting job, and I managed to get a really great job in
the laser industry. That first job turned out to be even more exciting than I’d
ever imagined, and from there I never looked back. I quickly decided that
industry was where I would stay, and more than 20 years later I haven’t
regretted my decision a single time!
To make the transition successfully, however, I had to learn a lot about what
companies are looking for in someone with technical skills. I also had to
change my mindset significantly from the patterns of thinking I had developed
through years of working in an academic research setting. This guide contains
many of those things I learned related to how you go about finding a position,
the position with all the elements you uniquely desire.
If you are reading this, you are likely struggling with how to find a job in the
private sector. You have come to the realization that a career in industry is

http://TurningScience.com

3

Ó 2019 TurningScience, LLC

The Essential Industry Job Search Guide for Scientists
what you want to do, or perhaps need to do, but you have serious questions
about how to go about it. You may even be wondering “Can I do this??”
The answer to that questions is “Yes, you definitely can!” Finding a job is
challenging for everyone, so don’t let the challenge discourage you. Keep
working at it and keep learning how to do it better. This guide will help you
become a more effective industry job seeker.
Bon courage for your own exciting career journey!

“If you want to do a postdoc, I have lots
of connections. But if you want to go
into industry, well…you’re on your
own. I don’t know a thing about it and
don’t know anyone who works there.”
– My graduate advisor

http://TurningScience.com

4

Ó 2019 TurningScience, LLC

The Essential Industry Job Search Guide for Scientists

2
How Industry is Different from
Academia
If you are going to be successful finding a job in industry, one thing you have
to understand first is that working in the private sector is very different from
academic research. This is true even for us scientists who may expect to spend
our careers working in a lab, using those specialized skills that we spent so
much time developing in university. I’ve seen many PhD scientists who
approach a career in industry thinking they will be doing the same kind of
work they did in graduate school, getting paid to be smart and discover
interesting new facts about the universe. However, this is rarely the case.
The biggest difference between academic research and the private sector is
this:

Academic research is about creating new knowledge.
Industry is about creating profit.

If you understand this fundamental difference, you will be more successful
finding the position that suits you.

http://TurningScience.com
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Companies don’t care about understanding how the universe works or solving
problems that are interesting, they care about getting results that will make
money. This may seem obvious, but I’ve seen many scientists who claim to
understand this point, and yet continue their grad school habits of spending
time on a problem simply because it is interesting.
Industry managers don’t like to see this at all. They want to see that you are
focused on either a problem that is costing money, or a problem that is
standing in the way of making more money. If you want to get a job, you need
to show that you understand how companies make money and are excited
about solving those problems.

http://TurningScience.com
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3
Determine Your Strengths
“Your work is going to fill a large part of your life, and the only
way to be truly satisfied is to do what you believe is great work.
And the only way to do great work is to love what you do.” –
Steve Jobs
If you want to get a job that fits you well - one that you will find rewarding
and engaging - you need to understand what you are good at. It can be really
tempting to jump at the first job that pays well, or one with that great
company you keep reading exciting posts about on LinkedIn. But after the
infatuation wears off, you may be left with a job that has you spending nine
hours a day doing things you really don’t enjoy. And if you don’t enjoy it, you
won’t do it very well. That’s not a recipe for career success.
Understanding your strengths goes beyond the relatively straightforward
‘technical’ skills such as “I’m good at mathematical simulations” or “data
analysis is fun and easy” or even “I’m good at designing a test plan.” While
these skills are very important, you may not spend that many hours doing
these things in a typical corporate role. When you work at a company, you will
likely spend much of your time doing related tasks that are very different in
nature, such as attending weekly project meetings, documenting your test
results, or drafting an assembly and test process for your product so that
untrained technicians are able to repeat it consistently and accurately.
Consider these potential aspects of your professional focus: Would you enjoy
moving to a new project every six months, giving you the opportunity to learn
http://TurningScience.com
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about a new product and work with new people, or do you prefer to stick with
something you know? Do you enjoy brainstorming new product ideas, or might
you prefer refining a product design to make it more manufacturable? Would
you prefer to spend most of your day developing business strategies and
project plans, or would you rather sit at a computer creating design
schematics. It’s well worth the effort to spend some time in self-reflection
thinking about these ‘non-technical’ aspects of the job, and which you would
enjoy and which you would not. It will save you lots of pain and trouble down
the road!

http://TurningScience.com
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4
Define Your Target
Once you’ve figured out what you are good at, considering both ‘technical’ and
‘non-technical’ activities, you need to figure out what you want to do and
where you want to do it. While it’s very tempting to leave yourself open to as
many options as possible, hoping to increase your chances of getting a job,
this actually works against you. Here are three reasons why:

Three important reasons to narrow your search target:
Reason 1: Industry hiring managers don’t want to hire someone
who thinks they can do a wide range of things really well. They
don’t believe you really can.
Reason 2: Industry hiring managers don’t even want to hire
someone who says they want to do a wide range of things. They
want to hire someone who is focused on a specific set of interests
and strengths. They know this person is more likely to try extra
hard and to stay motivated when the job gets tough.
Reason 3: Only when you focus your search on a narrow range of
companies, technologies, or markets can you do the research that
helps you understand just where you will fit well. This helps you
impress a hiring manager with your knowledge of the company,
the technology, and their market.

http://TurningScience.com
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Put simply, if you go into your job search presenting yourself as someone who
many different companies would hire, then no one will think you are the best
fit and want to hire you.
Do yourself a favor and pick one or two areas to be your focus. This means you
want to identify one or two markets or technologies to target, then find
suitable companies that work in these areas, and finally identify job
descriptions that would fit you.
I suggest you approach this in three steps as follows:
To identify this:
Step 1:

Market or Technology

Step 2:

Specific companies

Step 3:

Specific jobs

Consider this:
Your Interests
(Technical and Personal)
Geography
(Where you can/want to live)
Your Strengths
(Technical and Non-technical)

Let’s look a bit more at each of these steps:

Step 1: Identify target market/technology based on your interests
Pick a market or technology based on your technical and personal interests.
For instance - Are you deeply interested in the possibilities for renewable
energy? Consider starting your career in the solar industry or perhaps one of
the exciting companies developing storage batteries. Are you excited by the
prospects for Artificial Intelligence to improve how we live? That may be a
great technology for you to build your career in. Do you get emotional every
http://TurningScience.com
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time you read about a new medical technology that has helped someone keep
their beloved grandparent alive for another 10 years? You may be a great
candidate for working in the medical industry.
Take this very seriously. Countless young people have started their careers in
disciplines that promised money and success but didn’t grab their interest.
This rarely works out well, and usually leads to frustration, depression, and
time lost from building the career that they would truly enjoy.
Get in touch with what truly excites you and go after it!

Step 2: Identify specific companies based on geography
Pick specific companies in your target market or technology based on where
you’d like to live. Take this one seriously, as a move is a big deal. Sometimes
looking for a job gives one the opportunity to move closer to family and friends
after time spent away at university.
Realize that a location change is also temporary. No one keeps a job for 30
years anymore. It’s far more common to stay only three to six years, and so
wherever you take your first job is only where you will have to live while you
work at that first job. You can always relocate in the future when you find
your next great opportunity.

Step 3: Identify job descriptions based on your strengths
Once you’ve identified a target market and specific companies you are
interested in, you can research the specific types of jobs you are interested in.
This is more about the specific activities you will be doing on a daily basis.
Now it’s time to look at those things you do well. Presumably these are also
aspects that you enjoy, and if you enjoy them and do them well, you will do
well in the position.

http://TurningScience.com
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You may find it relatively easy to identify job duties that would fit your
technical strengths, but make sure you pay particular attention to your ‘nontechnical’ strengths.
Are you good at cutting through the confusion to identify the core problem
that needs to be solved, or would you prefer to tackle a problem once the group
has decided what is most critical?
Are you a communicator and love to tell people about the latest developments
in a technology you find compelling? Check out jobs that involve working with
customers, helping them understand how your company’s products can help
them.
Are you good at juggling multiple projects at once, or do you perform better
when you are allowed to focus on a single big project?
Are you a competitive personality or would you prefer to work with people
who are supporting each other in the pursuit of a common goal?
Knowing your non-technical strengths is an easily overlooked but very
important part of your job search. Taking a job that doesn’t fit your strengths
can lead to frustration for both you and your employer. You owe it to yourself
to spend some time on this.

http://TurningScience.com
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5
Begin Your Research
Once you’ve defined your target, it’s time to start learning all you can about
the companies in this area: the products they sell, the cutting-edge work they
are doing, and the problems they are trying to solve. This should be the easiest
part of your job search, because 1) the internet makes research easier than
ever, and 2) if anyone knows how to do great research, it’s a scientist!
Start by Googling anything you know about your target and build out from
there. Don’t forget two very important sources that are often overlooked:

Financial Statements
A company may be working on an exciting new technology, but are they
profitable? If not, they aren’t likely to be hiring, and may not even be keeping
the staff they currently have.
The company’s financial reports will give you this information. If the company
is publicly traded these documents are all accessible. Most public companies
have a website with a section labeled ‘Investor Relations’ or something
similar, and this will generally give you access to a wide range of company
documentation, including quarterly and annual reports.
Learn to read a balance sheet and an income statement and figure out how
healthy the company really is. This will help you determine if a company is
worth spending time pursuing or not. Mentioning something you read in an
annual report in an interview will get you bonus points and set you well apart

http://TurningScience.com
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from most of the other scientists they speak to, who likely didn’t think about
looking into the health of the business the way you did.
If you are targeting a company that is not public, financial information is
generally not available. However, if they have competitors who are public,
researching them may at least give you important insight into the market in
which they are all working.

Trade Journals
Trade journals are another excellent source for information about new
developments a company is working on. The articles in these publications are
more marketing than technical, but they are a great way to find out what new
products and technologies a company is developing.
You may also find some unexpected surprises that really help you out. It’s from
the trade journal Laser Focus World that I found a lead that led directly to my
first job after graduate school. I was reading an article written by an engineer
and the VP of Sales of a company I was researching. The article briefly
described a new laser they were developing, and I could tell this was a
technology development that I could help advance, and would likely be very
exciting.
But the real gem was that they mentioned they were collaborating with a
researcher who my advisor knew well. I connected with him and said I’d seen
his name in the article. He said he’d be happy to recommend anyone who
worked for my advisor, and introduced me to a manager at the company who
agreed to a phone call to learn about me.
It was this connection that led to my first job after graduate school. How I
managed to get the job is described in a later chapter of this guide, but I ended
up working to develop the very laser that was described in the article. I was
off and running in my industry career, and I’d learned that if I wanted it badly
enough, I could go get it!

http://TurningScience.com

14

Ó 2019 TurningScience, LLC

The Essential Industry Job Search Guide for Scientists

6
How’s Your Resume?
If you’re looking for a job, I’m going to assume that you have a resume. Are
you happy with it? If you answer this question with something like “My CV is
in great shape! I have four pages of accomplishments, publications, awards,
and other credentials to show an employer!” then we need to talk.
I frequently hear early-career scientists use the term ‘CV’ (abbreviation for
Curriculum Vitae) when they are applying for industry jobs. If you give a 4page CV to an industry hiring manager, you will likely make a bad impression.
For an industry job in the US, you need a resume, not a CV.
CVs and resumes are very different in both format and purpose, and therefore
should not be confused. CVs are for jobs in academia and resumes are for jobs
in industry. Note that in Europe a resume is typically called an Industry CV, to
distinguish from an Academic CV, but the differences between the two are the
same. For the rest of this document, I’ll use the term ‘CV’ to denote an
Academic CV and ‘Resume’ to refer to both a resume and an industry CV.
Here is an overview of these two documents and how they are different:

What is a CV?
A CV is what you submit when applying for an academic position and it
contains everything you have ever done that adds professional credibility:
jobs, projects, papers, presentations, patents, etc.

http://TurningScience.com
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Most people would agree that a longer CV is a better CV. This is because its
purpose is to show an academic review committee that you have the
credentials to be a professor at their institution, and this is all about
demonstrating expertise. The committee doesn’t care if you can solve specific
problems, they just want to know that you have what it takes to build a great
research program. What’s more, your CV is a full record of your
accomplishments, which can be passed around to anyone at the university
who wants to see the list of credentials for the new professor who is being
considered.
If you give a CV to a hiring manager in industry, they will think you haven’t
done your homework, and that you probably aren’t ready to transition out of
academia. Nothing screams, “I have no industry experience!” louder than
sending a CV to accompany an industry job application.

What is a resume?
A resume is what you need when applying for an industry job, and its purpose
is to quickly communicate how you can help the hiring manager solve
whatever problem she is struggling with. Your goal when writing your resume
should be to grab the hiring manager’s attention and get them to connect with
you to schedule an interview. This interview is where their opinion of your
suitability for the job will be built and your resume will quickly drop to
secondary importance.
Resume format and length
Because the resume needs to quickly communicate what you can do for them,
the format is very important. It should be no more than two pages long and
well organized with plenty of white space. Two pages is plenty of information
to convince them you are worth a phone call. There is no need to include all of
your publications, awards, and anything you’ve ever done. Stick to the things
that are applicable to the position for which you are applying, and put the most
engaging content up on the front page where a reader will see it right away.

http://TurningScience.com
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If you are skeptical about having a resume that is no more than two pages
long, keep in mind that the hiring manager likely has a stack of resumes to
look through. They want to be able to glance at the top few paragraphs and
decide quickly which ones to throw out, and which ones are worth following
up on. They have likely made their decision whether to call you or not before
they reach page two.
I can tell you that in all of the hiring I’ve done during my two decades in
industry, I never changed my mind about someone after looking beyond the
first page of their resume. If they didn’t impress me on page one, I figured
they were not what I was looking for and I threw their resume out and went
on to someone else.
How Best to Express Your Professional Experience?
When describing your professional experience, be sure to describe what you
have actually accomplished, not just skills and experience. Sure, they are
likely looking for a particular set of skills and experience, but most of all they
want to know if you can solve their problems. Listing the courses you took or
awards you received doesn’t show them this. Citing all of your publications
and presentations doesn’t show them this. Describing specific problems you
solved, results you have achieved, and influence you have demonstrated does
show them this.
One common thing I see is people listing what their responsibilities on a
particular project were. This doesn’t really impress a hiring manager either.
Listing things such as ‘Responsible for developing a method for…” says
nothing about how the results turned out. Many people are responsible for
very important things, and many people are also either mediocre or fail
miserably at what they are responsible for. Tell them about the great results
you achieved and how you accomplished a result that no one else did.
Career Profile Section
Because a hiring manager wants to be able to quickly identify whether or not
you can help them, I suggest job seekers start their resume with a paragraph
that describes what you are all about. I prefer the term ‘Career Profile’, but
you can call it a ‘Resume Summary’ or ‘Career Objective’ if you prefer.
http://TurningScience.com
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It’s ok to include your degree in this section if you like, but make sure you tell
them what kinds of problems you solve or what kinds of technology you
develop. The more non-traditional your career plans are, the more important
it is to clearly paint the picture of you; the one that you want the hiring
manager to see. Don’t make them connect the dots on their own, or they may
draw their own conclusions.
Here are two examples, one bad and one good. First, the bad example:

Career Profile #1
Adaptive, innovative, multi-disciplinary PhD physicist with
excellent written, verbal, and interpersonal communication skills.
Very thorough, concise in pursuit and completion of tasks.
Inquisitive, talented at learning new things, and possesses
superior leadership skills.
The example simply lists qualifications and a number of cliché strengths that
everyone else puts on their resumes as well. That’s no way to stand out from
the crowd. Here’s a much better example:

Career Profile #2
Tunable laser expert skilled at developing high performance
systems for high precision metrology and materials analysis.
Accomplished at creating and validating mathematical models of
these systems for accurately predicting performance in new
applications.
This second example describes three different accomplishments that sound
like the kinds of things companies need and may sound very interesting to a
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hiring manager at a laser company. This is a much more powerful introduction
to your resume.
Be brief and direct
Writing a powerful resume requires being brief and to the point. Put your most
relevant strengths and accomplishments up front and tell some great short
stories about what you’ve done to make your experience relevant and
memorable, and you will have a resume that stands out.
Having a strong resume is important because it might be your first opportunity
to grab a hiring manager’s attention. I say ‘might be’ because sending out
resumes to people you’ve never met is actually not the best way to get a great
job. Why do I say this? Keep reading.

Resume Tips:
- No more than two pages in length
- Talk about your results and why they matter
- Introduction paragraph that says what you will do for them
- Be brief and direct; paint the picture you want readers to see

http://TurningScience.com
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7
The Truth About Online
Applications
The truth is, they just don’t work. Not for a professional position, anyway.
This can be a frustrating realization because we can do almost everything
online these days. We can shop for clothing, figure out what band recorded
that song that’s been stuck in our head for three days, and even find a date for
this weekend online. But applying for a job online just doesn’t work well.
Online resume submissions are just too easy for people to do, so companies
get lots of applications. Most of the resumes they get are from people who
aren’t even qualified for the job, so HR departments have to find ways of
automatically culling the list to identify a few possible qualified candidates.
This requires using keywords related to credentials which is a poor way to find
a good coworker. Humans are not keywords and professional positions need
people who can perform the necessary work, not a set of credentials.
This is a game where you don’t know the rules, so it’s a game you can’t win.
Online applications waste your time and energy on tasks that are unlikely to
get you a job. All they do is raise your frustration level and decrease your
effectiveness.
I tell people it’s like playing the lottery. Sure, somebody will win the game.
Someone will get that job. But it almost certainly won’t be you. Just like the
lottery is a bad way to try to get rich, online applications are a really bad way
to get a good job.

http://TurningScience.com
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If you are serious about getting a job in industry, decide right now that you
won’t spend another minute on another online application. It’s fine to search
for job openings online, but don’t waste any more of your precious time
submitting any more resumes online. Check out the next chapter for what I do
recommend.

Online job applications are a game where
you don’t know the rules, so you can’t win.
Don’t play a game you can’t win.

http://TurningScience.com
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8
Build Your Network
So, what’s the best way to find a great job? Networking! Get out and connect
with people who are doing the same thing you want to do. Learn about what
they do and let them get to know you and what you are about.
Connections are everything when it comes to building a career. Have you
heard of the “Hidden Job Market?” Most professional jobs aren’t even posted
online, and generally it’s the best jobs that aren’t posted. That’s because good
managers know that posting a job description online will only flood them with
resumes from many people who are not even qualified. Plus, it’s very hard to
actually determine what someone will be like as an employee in their company
from only a resume and cover letter. If you want to access this Hidden Job
Market, you have to connect with people in the companies you want to work
for.
If the job the manager is trying to fill requires special skills and expertise, they
would much rather find a candidate who has worked with someone they know.
Resumes are far from perfect and having someone recommend a candidate
they can vouch for saves a lot of time.
Networking is the way professional people build great careers, not just find a
great job. They get to know other people in their industry, and make sure
other people get to know them and what their strengths are. Then when the
right opportunity comes up, and a manger is working through their own
network to find a great candidate for a new R&D opening, someone will think
of them and give the manager their name.

http://TurningScience.com
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I’ve gotten every job I’ve had through networking. This includes my very first
job after graduate school, the story I mentioned in the ‘Define Your Target’
chapter. When I decided during my last year in graduate school that I wanted
to build my career in industry rather than in academia, I immediately began
talking to everyone I could who was involved in lasers and optics.
I quickly learned that the best fit for my skills was going to be a company
designing lasers similar to the ones I worked with every day during my
dissertation research. I found that most of these companies were in the San
Francisco Bay Area in California and began contacting people who worked at
these companies. I had soon made connections with people at five of my target
companies.
Next, I bought a plane ticket to San Jose and got a hotel for a week. Then I
called each contact and told them “I’m going to be in the area this week
visiting a couple of laser companies. Can I swing by and meet you in person
while I’m in the area?” They seemed impressed by my initiative, and every
one of them agreed to meet with me. Note that none of them had any specific
job openings at that point, I’d simply expressed an interest in learning about
their company and what they did. But now I had an opportunity to spend 30
minutes with each of them. This was my opportunity to make myself
memorable.
The week went very well, and I learned a lot more about these companies than
I’d known when I arrived. Just setting foot inside their buildings gave me a
much better feel for the industry working environment. I left with a wealth of
new information and five strong contacts. I stayed in contact with each one.
Three months later one of my contacts asked if I’d be interested in a threemonth contract to help them finish a contract they needed help with. If things
worked out well, they might offer me a job. I jumped at the chance, and after
two months I was converted to a full-time employee. Networking, and some
real perseverance, had gotten me my first industry job!
Networking is how successful people build careers, not just get a single job.
Building a good network takes time, so it’s important to start as soon as you
can. Be creative in finding ways to meet people. Talk to everyone you meet
about what you do and what they do. You’d be surprised how often you meet
http://TurningScience.com
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people who are related in some way to what you want to do. If they don’t do
something similar to what you do, they just may know someone who does.
One really great resource for networking is Meetup.com. This is a great place
to search for groups in your area that are meeting to discuss almost any topic
or interest you could imagine. Don’t only focus on technical topics either. If
you are into running or cycling or hiking, chances are that other people like
you are as well. Hobby or activity groups can be a great place to meet people
with similar career interests.

http://TurningScience.com
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9
Informational Interviews
You’ve probably heard about informational interviews from the career center
at your university, or likely from any other career planning resource. They are
a very important part of career planning, because they are the best way to
learn about companies, industries, and even jobs that you are interested in,
and it’s a great way to build your network.
With the connections you’ve made through the steps in this guide, reach out
and ask them engaging questions about what they do. Most people are willing
to help you learn about what they do, as long as you ask about them, appear
competent and professional, and don’t sound like you are asking for a job.
Although you have probably seen a lot of information on informational
interviews from other career planning resources already, most of it comes
from people who have never actually worked in industry, so some of the advice
is a bit misdirected. In more than 20 years in industry, I’ve seen a lot of bad
advice, and I’ve seen many people do things that just didn’t work well.
Here are a few pieces of good advice:

Don’t Ask for a Job
Informational interviews are for you to learn more about industries or
companies you want to work in. They are not a job interview. If you approach
informational interviews with the expectation of getting a job, you will get
frustrated quickly and not make progress.
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I thought this was clear, but I saw a career advice video for scientists recently
that was describing informational interviews as something you do to learn
more about an open position. Most jobs aren’t even posted, so this is a very
limited view.
Informational interviews are about you taking control and learning more
about a field you want to work in or a company you want to learn more about.
Start your search, not around openings you find, but around what you want to
do. What interests you, what fits your strengths, and what fits your other
reality constraints?
You want to approach people with an attitude of “I’m very interested in this
technology/application/market, because I think it will be very successful. I’d
love to learn more about it and how people working in this field have built
their careers.” Your primary task is to get information, not a job. If you
impress them through the conversations you have, they will remember you
when the next job opening appears.

Do Your Research First
Before you hold the informational interview, make sure you have researched
the company and what they do: their technology, the markets they serve, and
the products they sell. They realize you are doing the interview to get
information, so you don’t have to be the expert. But you will impress them if
you mention a recent press release or know something important about their
new product.
If this seems like a lot of work, it can be. That's why it's important that you
target one or two target areas, so you can do some really deep research and
understand the industry. You want to be able to tell them why you are
interested in talking to them, what you find interesting about their company,
and why you are excited about working in the same field.
They will feel much better about the time they spend with you if you have done
your research, because they will see that you are putting in the effort to build
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a great career. Everyone likes to help people who are ambitious and take
initiative to go after what they want.

Listen More Than You Talk
This is a common mistake when people go into an informational interview
hoping to get a job offer. They are too focused on making sure the interviewer
learns enough about them, but this is not a good idea. If you spend too much
time telling them about yourself, they will think you are there to get a job from
them, and that will likely turn them off.
You are there to learn about the field or the company or the career path of the
person you are speaking with. Ask about what they do and what they enjoy
about their work or the company they work for. Ask them what they find
challenging. And make sure you listen more than you talk.
Most of all, show a genuine interest in them and what they do: go in with some
questions designed to understand them, their company, and how they've
gotten where they are. If you find it challenging to show a genuine interest,
you are probably targeting a company you don't really want to work for.
Focus on asking engaging questions and demonstrating a competent and
genuine interest in what they do. If you impress them with your questions and
with the research you’ve done, they will ask about you and that’s when you’ll
get your chance to tell them your story.

Don’t Expect Them to Want to Talk to You
People are busy, and they have many other things that they need to do.
Talking with you doesn't help them make progress on the goals that their
managers have given them. I’m not saying people won’t want to meet with
you, but the fact is you are not at the top of the things they need to get done
that week.
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That’s why you need to respectful of their time, show a genuine interest in
what they do, and appear professional and competent. You want to help them
feel that talking with you is worth the time they will spend. Be creative and
show them you will use their time well.
If I meet someone who seems smart and ambitious, and knows what they want
to do, I’m happy to help them in their journey. Perhaps they will become an
excellent addition to an industry I care about. But if they don’t impress me, I
have better things to do.
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Your LinkedIn Profile
I’m amazed at the number of people I meet who plan to build a career outside
of academia but haven’t taken the time to create a LinkedIn profile. LinkedIn
is one of the best professional networking tools I’ve ever seen, and there is
nothing else that comes close. Not only does it allow you to stay in contact
with your network when people change jobs or geographic locations, it’s an
excellent career research tool.
Once you’ve identified your target market or technology, as described in the
‘Define Your Target’ chapter, you can use LinkedIn to research companies and
people working in your target industry. Find people who post articles about
things you want to do – technologies you want to work with, products you find
interesting, or problems you want to help solve. These are people who have
shown that they want to reach out to others in their field. That’s why they are
posting in the first place. These are people you want to add to your network,
and they are great candidates for informational interviews. Posting engaging
and helpful comments on their articles is a great way to get noticed both by
the authors and by others who comment. Follow up with anyone who engages
with your comments.
As a last comment about LinkedIn, you need to know that it’s expected in most
professional circles that you will have a profile. Any time I meet a new
business contact, the first thing I do is go look them up on LinkedIn to see
what they’ve done and what they are about. If they don’t have a profile, I don’t
take them very seriously.
So, create a great profile. Seriously.
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So, What Do You Do?
Building real relationships that you maintain through your entire career will
bring tremendous value. These relationships start with a first impression, so
it’s important to be able to describe what you do succinctly and in a way that
grabs their attention. Much of the time the first impression is based on that
ubiquitous icebreaker: “So, what do you do?”
Industry hiring managers are likely to meet a lot of people in their work, so
you need to find a way to make them remember you. When someone asks you
what you do, it’s your opportunity to say something that they aren’t likely to
hear anywhere else. “Well, I’m a PhD chemist and I’m working on…” is
probably not going to do it. There are a whole lot of PhD chemists out there,
and an industry hiring manager likely doesn’t care much about the niche
research project you’ve spent the last 3 years on, unless you can tell them why
it matters to the world.
How do you answer this question when you are asked? You could give them
your job title, which may or may not match what you want to be doing. You
could launch into a list of bullet points about the job you currently have, or the
research you are completing as you approach your thesis defense, but that’s
likely to bore them.
If you want to create a more engaging response, think more carefully about
what you want their first impression to be. You know your career design
plans, so tell them about that. It’s your story, and you get to decide how to
tell it. If you know what the person you are speaking with does for a living,
you have a better idea what may grab their attention.

http://TurningScience.com

30

Ó 2019 TurningScience, LLC

The Essential Industry Job Search Guide for Scientists
Suppose I’m a graduate student attending a local networking event and I see
someone who I know leads the R&D group at a local laser company. I want to
meet her and make a good impression. Consider two examples:

Example A:
Director of R&D: “So, what do you do?”
Graduate student: “I’m a graduate student at the University of
Fundamental Research here in town. I’m working on a project to
measure the relativistic Doppler shift to a precision of
0.00000001%. I excite a two-photon transition in a beam of
metastable neon atoms and measure the frequency shift as a
function of their speed. I’m hoping to graduate this year and am
looking for a job.”
Director of R&D: “Well, it was nice to meet you.” (Thinks to
herself “Just like the fifteen other students I’ve met today.”)
Listing the details of your experiment may impress someone at an academic
conference who is well versed in the field may be fine, but it won’t impress
the Director at this company. Here’s a better way:

Example B:
Director of R&D: “So, what do you do?”
Graduate student: I’m a laser systems expert. I develop high
performance laser systems used for testing fundamental physics
by taking tunable lasers I buy from Coherent and finding ways of
pushing them to their absolute limits.
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Director of R&D: “Really? Coherent makes some pretty
impressive tunable lasers. I’ve used them myself. What are you
able to do to improve on their product?”
Instantly I’ve created a mini-interview opportunity.
Is example B less honest than example A? No, not at all. It simply puts parts
of the story I wanted her to remember up front so it was the first impression.
I’m happy to tell her anything else about my background as the conversation
continues, but first I focus on grabbing her attention with a description that
makes me stand out.
Develop an engaging response to this question and practice it with everyone
you meet. Refine it and rehearse it until it sounds natural. It will make a big
difference in your networking success.
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12
How to Sound Like You Have
Industry Experience (When You
Don’t!)
Are you worried that when you are finally sitting in the office of a hiring
manager at that really great company you’ve spent so much time researching,
and they ask you what you can do to help them move their company
forward...you will sound like an academic? If you have no industry
experience, that’s a very reasonable concern.
What you need to keep in mind is that people in industry care about results,
not being smart, passing science classes, and doing research to improve our
understanding of some niche concept that only 100 people in the world
understand. If you want to sound like you understand what industry cares
about, tell stories about what you’ve done, and include these five important
elements:

Projects:
Everything in industry is some type of project, with a schedule, a
budget, and intermediate milestones that help the team track
progress along the way. If you can describe your experience in
these terms, you will have their attention. Most other candidates
coming from academia will not be doing this.
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If this is all new to you, research some project management
concepts or find an online course to give you a solid introduction
to this important discipline.

Results:
In industry, results are everything. Tell them what you
accomplished and why it was important. Be quantitative. Did your
work create a solution that is half the cost of the current
approach? Was the output of the device you built three times
higher than anything that had been done to date? Even results
from fundamental science research can be put in terms that will
impress a hiring manager in industry.

Problems:
No project in industry ever goes completely to plan, and managers
need smart, creative technical people to solve their problems
quickly and efficiently. No one expects your university research
projects to have gone smoothly either, so go ahead and talk about
the problems you experienced. Use them as opportunities to
describe how you found creative solutions. If you had many things
go wrong in your dissertation project, that’s fine! You have lots of
content to tell great stories about the awesome problem solver you
are!

Lessons:
In academia you are graded on being right, and rewarded for being
the smartest. This is not so true in industry. What your manager
wants is for you to try something, figure out if it works or not, and
if it doesn’t, quickly move on and find something that does. They
will expect you to learn from mistakes and keep getting better as
you go. If you tell stories that suggest you always had the right
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answer, they won’t believe you. Instead, tell stories that describe
how you learned from problems you ran into or mistakes you made.
This will add to your credibility, not reduce it.

Leadership:
Leadership is very important in industry. This is less about having
a manager title, and more about having the ability to influence
others. In an academic environment, facts tend to speak for
themselves. In industry, ideas have to be sold. People have to be
convinced that your idea is the best one, so tell stories about your
past experiences that show you can influence other people.
When you don’t have industry experience
If you have only worked in an academic environment up to now, you can’t
change the fact that you don’t have any actual industry experience. However,
if you develop stories around any of these five topics, you will show an
interviewer that you do know what matters to a company, and that you do
have experience that is directly applicable to their work. You will show them
that you are not the ‘typical’ academic they might be expecting. You will sound
like you know what you are talking about, which is even more impressive if
you’ve never worked in industry before. It shows that you are motivated, and
you’ve done your homework to get the career you really want!
Be honest!
I want to be very clear that this chapter is not encouraging you to be dishonest
in any way when crafting your stories. Telling stories is about emphasizing
things that matter to the person you are speaking with, not about making
things up. Be positive and sell yourself, but never lie, and never even
exaggerate! That will always come back to haunt you. Build your career with
full integrity.
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13
Dream big! You Have More
Options than You Think!
"Only those who will risk going too far can possibly find out how
far one can go" - T.S. Elliot
When I was finishing my PhD and preparing to head out into the real world, I
was trying desperately to see beyond the ‘traditional’ career path that had
been laid out in front of me for the last decade since I’d declared my major in
early undergrad. While this effort was slowly opening my eyes to new
opportunities for someone with my interests and skill set, I still had little idea
of the full range of options accessible to me.
I had no idea that I would begin my career in Silicon Valley, or that that I’d be
travelling to meet with customers in Europe and Asia. I never imagined I’d be
sitting in meetings with people from such prestigious companies as Intel and
Apple. I never expected to have enough income to pay for a private Safari in
Tanzania or take my children on a vacation through China. And I absolutely
had no idea that my career path would lead me to entrepreneurship and
starting my own company.
If I’d had any idea of the wide range of opportunities that were open to me,
I’d have dreamt much bigger and set my sights even higher. This is what I
want for you! This is what TurningScience is really about: Helping you see
beyond what you thought was possible!
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Don’t let the limits of the ‘traditional career path’ your advisor showed you
limit your dreams for your life and career. You don’t need to spend years as an
underpaid postdoc, working to achieve another scientist’s career goals. Take
a broader look at what you are capable of learning and doing. Your value goes
far beyond the niche scientific knowledge that you acquired in grad school.
You are intelligent, independent, and a kick-ass problem solver. This can take
you anywhere!
Maybe you even aspire to create your own project or career. It’s easier than
ever to become an entrepreneur, and as Chris Young, a biochemist turned
world-renowned chef, author, and co-founder of Chef Steps has said: " The
most interesting jobs are the ones you create."
If you think you might enjoy it, invest some time in learning more about it.
Use the techniques listed here to learn more and see if it is truly something
you want. If it is, make it your target and go after it!

Looking for more?
This guide gives you a great overview of the most important aspects of finding
a job in industry, but it’s only the beginning. There is much more to learn
about how companies work, what the hiring manger is looking for, and how
to talk about your academic experience in a way that grabs their attention.
If you want to learn even more, check out the next section.

“Control your own destiny or someone else will.” - Jack Welch
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Where to Learn More:
David M. Giltner, Ph.D. – Author, Speaker, and Lecturer on
Science Careers in Industry
Teaching early-career scientists at universities and research labs all over the
world about how to begin their careers in the private sector is my passion. If
you have more questions about how to transition into the private sector, I
invite you to visit https://turningscience.com/speaking_engagements/ or
contact me at dgiltner@turningscience.com. I can give you the clarity you
need to move forward with confidence into the future you desire.
Read some of the evaluations I’ve received from recent courses:
“Thanks again for all your help! My job search success
has been due to the many things that I learned from
you!” – Michiel Callens, Optical Engineering Ph.D.,
University of Ghent, now at CLEARInk Displays
"Sharing your experiences in industry was very
encouraging. Thank you for igniting me!" Guanxi
Chen, Electrical Engineering Ph.D., now at Boeing
Corp.
“Thank you very much for your advice. I found it
extremely valuable, because we rarely meet with
someone as open and helpful as yourself.” - Simona P.
– Electrical Engineering Ph.D., City College of New
York, now at LGS Innovations
“This was an amazing course! David is very
knowledgeable and a great speaker.” - A. Murthy –
Materials Science PhD Candidate, Northwestern
University
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