Explaining Job-Hopping & Employment Gaps
Job-Hopping
Sometimes the toughest part of a job search is explaining what you did not do, rather than what you did.  If you have had a string of jobs that did not last very long, an interviewer may wonder why you did not stay put.  If you have had unreasonably long gaps between jobs, a potential employer might want to know why you did not work.  There is only one way to approach such questions—truthfully.

There are certain elements on a resume that raise red flags in the minds of employers.  A person who has held a number of jobs in a short period of time may create an impression of instability.  When asked why you changed jobs so frequently, you should be prepared to answer the question directly and honestly.  Telling the truth goes a long way with many employers.  If the truth is simply that you have not been able to find your niche or you have made bad decisions in the types of sales jobs you have pursued, now is the time to rectify the situation.  Be honest with the interviewer by telling him or her that these jobs were not the right fit for you.  But be sure to indicate your sincere desire to find a good medical sales job and hold on to it.  The interviewer needs to know that you will be more reliable in this position than you have been in the past.  You will need to be very convincing in order to land a new job.

There are ways you can diffuse the situation.  First, know as much as you can about the job for which you are applying before you go into the interview.  If you found the opening through a newspaper ad or an Internet job posting, read the ad or posting very carefully to determine the requirements of the job.  If the company has a web site, take a look at it and learn as much as you can about the organization, its financial health, products or services. Do not stop here.  Speak to some surgeons or other physicians, hospital department heads, materials management personnel, etc.  Medical/Surgical sales managers like for you to have done significant research PRIOR to the first face-to-face interview or phone screen interview.  By the time you arrive at the interview you should be armed with good information about the company and the position.  It also helps to find out some information about the style of the interviewer, if possible.  You must be prepared to ask smart, substantive questions about the position for which you are applying.  All of this may help you persuade the potential employer that unlike your past short-term employment, this time you mean business.

Another good way to create a good impression with the interviewer is to talk about your goals.  If you can demonstrate that you have definite job or career goals that you have thought through the next few years of your working life, he or she is apt to pay more attention to you and consider you.

Employment Gaps


But what if your dilemma has more to do with those long gaps between periods of employment?  Again, your responsibility in the interview is to convince the potential employer that you are serious about going to work and staying there.  There are plausible reasons for employment gaps.  Child rearing, caring for a sick or disabled relative, relocation with a spouse—these are all somewhat reasonable explanations.  However, if you took a year off to “find yourself,” many employers may not respond positively to this.

Before you go into an interview be prepared to offer a solid, truthful explanation for your long gaps in employment.  If the real truth is that you simple decided to take some time off, you may want to explain your methods.  If you planned an extended period of unemployment, and you worked toward that, saving your money and mapping out a strategy, this may actually work in your favor.  It will show the employer that you had set a goal for yourself, organized your finances and managed your period of unemployment wisely.  In truth, the interviewer may envy your courage in leaving the working world for a while, especially if he or she sees your earnest determination to re-enter the workforce and make a real contribution.


Much of this has to do with how you present the situation:  I had worked steadily in the medical-surgical industry for 10 years and had planned to take a year off to do some traveling, pursue some additional educational opportunities and prepare myself to advance my career. This may impress an interviewer, but after you have stated your case, try to move the conversation in a more “here and now” direction, and state your intentions and professional goals.  I am applying for this position because I see it as a logical next step in my career, exactly the type of job I have been preparing for all along.  This shows the interviewer your seriousness about your career plan and your honest intention to gracefully re-enter the workforce.

Even if you have held too many jobs in too short of a time-period, or if you have unreasonably long gaps in your employment history, approach each interview from a position of strength.  In these cases, that strength has everything to do with being prepared for the tough questions, approaching them honestly and convincing the potential employer that you are reliable, determined and qualified.
