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This year’s academic job market appears to have fewer openings per candidate than any in recent decades, maybe ever. In economic lingo, the market is slack. Super slack. Slacker than the pants of Jared, that guy on the Subway television commercials, who lost 150 pounds eating six-inch sandwiches rather than double-decker cheeseburgers. If you’re finishing your economics Ph.D. (or any Ph.D., or just looking for a job), the situation hmmm … I’m not sure how to say this without profanity so I’ll say it with astericks… the situation s*cks.


But, things could be worse.


At least you won’t vomit during your first call-back interview, repeatedly, on the way to breakfast, on the way to lunch, and later during your seminar, twice. 


On the way to your second call-back interview, you won’t be held at the airport, while security officers search your luggage and check your background, forcing you to call the business school that you were supposed to visit and explain to them why you would miss that evening’s scheduled ‘dinner with job candidate and faculty members.’

Those things happened to me. I’m not exaggerating. And, after the incident with the airport police, things got worse.


But, the story should start at the beginning, before the barfing, during my first year on the academic job market (the word first is foreshadowing). Economists do most of their first-round interviews at the Allied Social Science Association (ASSA) meetings. If you’re looking for a job, you have to go there. You should arrive a day early, to acclimate to the time zone, get your bearings, and determine the quickest path from hotel to hotel, so that you can get from one interview to the next. 


I tried to arrive early. I boarded a flight at San Francisco International Airport bound for New Orleans, the site for the meetings that year. After the flight took off, the captain announced, “you’re about to see something unusual. I want to let you know about it so that you’re not alarmed. A light is blinking on the cockpit consol. It’s probably a false reading. But, the copilot needs to look out a passenger window to assess the situation.” 

The cockpit door opened. The co-pilot trotted down the aisle, peered out a window, moved passengers from a row of seats so that he could get closer to the window, and trotted back to the cabin.


The captain announced, “Now, I’m going to have a look.”

After a few minutes, the captain announced, “we have a problem. I’m consulting with ground controllers, airline operations, and the aircraft manufacturer to come up with a solution. Once we get an assessment, I’ll let you know.”


A few minutes later, the captain announced, “the flaps on our left wing will not retract. They’re jammed in an extended position. This is fine for take-off and landing, but in level flight, the flap’s position forces us to bank left. We’ve got to land and fix the problem.”


Before landing, the captain explained, we needed to fly far enough to empty the fuel tanks. We did this by flying in wide left turns, spiraling across California’s Central Valley and the Sierra Nevada Mountains, venting fuel from nozzles on the wingtips, leaving long, curved contrails through the blue sky. Our continuous leftward spirals brought us to the middle of Utah. The pilot landed at the nearest airport. Everything appeared fine.

Except, the pilot announced, his airline did not have operations at the airport. The local airlines lacked direct flights to our destination. On that day, immediately after the holiday season, all outbound flights were overbooked. His airline would try to make alternative arrangements for us, and in the meantime, would dispatch mechanics and spare parts, and contract with other airlines for assistance.

We waited in the terminal overnight, and left the next day.


I arrived in New Orleans 32 hours late, after midnight. Rowdy crowds blocked the streets around the Superdome. The airport shuttle dropped me off on the street four blocks from the Hilton Hotel. I started walking, and people started shouting, at me. “Florida … Florida … Florida … loser … loser … loser …” A big guy in a bright orange sweat shirt bumped his chest into mine and belched, “Florida,” in my face. Drunk girls threw empty Cracker-Jack boxes at me. The harassment continued in the Hilton Hotel lobby.

The hotel clerk explained. A few hours before, the Florida Gators had beaten the Florida State Seminoles in the Sugar Bowl. Before the game, the Seminoles were ranked # 1 in the nation. The Gators were ranked # 2. The victorious Gators would now be the NCAA champions. Gator fans congregated outside the Superdome and meandered through the French Quarter, waiting for the official announcement. I was wearing a maroon sweatshirt, the color of my alma mater, the University of Chicago, which resembled the colors of the Florida State Seminoles. My color combination incited the inebriated crowds. The winning Gator fans were harassing me, because they thought I supported the Seminoles, the losers.


The clerk’s solution was simple. When anyone shouted “Florida” in my direction, shout back “Gator” as loudly as possible. Harassment turned into high-fives. One problem was solved.


Another problem arose. The Hilton had given away my room. “My room was prepaid and confirmed,” I argued. The clerk agreed, but the manager explained, “after the Sugar Bowl, we offered all unoccupied rooms to football fans.” Seminole fans wanted to get off the streets and go to sleep. Gator fans wanted to celebrate in expensive suites. The manager said, apologetically, that they would shift me to an alternative hotel, for one night, and provide me with a room in the Hilton beginning the next evening. 

From my perspective, you might guess, this shift was suboptimal. The Hilton Hotel was the headquarters for the ASSA convention, located conveniently to other locations. My first interview was scheduled to take place in the Hilton at 8:30am. The time was 2:30am. I had six hours to sleep, shave, and shower. With the convention and bowl game, downtown hotels had no rooms available. The Hilton’s alternative hotel was an airport hotel. The manager said that if I wanted something scenic, they could get me a room in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. 

Tired and tense, I headed back to the airport, slept for a few hours, and returned for my interview. Things went better than I expected, given that I had slept for less than four of the previous 48 hours. I had memorized my interview script, with options for 1, 5, 15, and 30 minute conversations. Preparation paid off. I could have said the spiel in my sleep. A hitch arose, however, when an interview was interrupted. I paused for a moment, while the interviewers answered urgent knocking on the door. When the crisis passed, I could not remember where I paused, until one of the interviewers said, “the last three words were … .” His cue turned on my tape recorder.

The script saved me. 


I was nervous and exhausted, but I looked prepared and polished. Schools responded. Several highly-ranked departments, two top business schools, several other institutions, and two schools in England invited me to visit their campuses. My dissertation was on medieval English economic history, not the hottest topic. So, my interviews must have gone well.


One of my last interviews, however, triggered trouble. The chair of a liberal arts college apologized for his condition. He had the flu the week before, and it had transmogrified into something serious. He sneezed. He coughed. He filled the trash can with soiled Kleenex. 

An hour after I left his room, I knew I was ill. I felt shivers. My nose ran. My temperature rose. 


I flew back to Berkeley, California, and waited for the phone to ring. It did, several times, and I scheduled seven campus visits. My first appointment was for Monday eight days hence. I had one week to prepare my research presentation. That was the plan. But, I did no work that week. A high fever and constant cough kept me in bed. I was sick, and got sicker. I have asthma and allergies, which often complicate chest infections. Viral exposure became bacterial bronchitis. On Friday, with a fever of 101 degrees, I visited the doctor. Then, I called the schools and asked to delay my visits. All of the schools pushed the appointment back by seven days, except for the department that I was scheduled to visit on Monday. The department chair said that they had hired someone who was sick during his fly back two years before and that departmental politics would prevent rescheduling the interview if I chose not come. The choice, he said, was come on Monday, or decline the visit. After talking with my advisor, I decided to go.


On Saturday, my fever subsided, and cough abated. On Sunday, I boarded a flight to the east coast, started my laptop, and worked on my presentation. I felt chilly and donned my jacket. I felt warm, and removed the outer layers. I felt cold, and requested a blanket. I cycled through high and low temperatures, alternately sweating and shivering. As we neared North Carolina, where I would change planes, the woman sitting in the seat beside me tapped my shoulder. 


“Sir,” she said, “I’m a doctor traveling with my children. In my purse, I have a thermometer. Can I put it in your mouth?” 

“O.K.,” I said, curious.

Two minutes later, she read the result: 102.5 degrees. 

“When you arrive,” she suggested, “you should see a doctor.”


At the connecting airport, I called my advisor. He said that he would call the chair of the department that I was visiting and explain the situation. After telephone negotiations, the department relented a little. Rather than taking me to breakfast the next morning at 8 am, they would take me to the campus clinic, before my interviews began at 9:30 am.


In the morning, my face felt feverish. My body burned. I coughed continuously. My lungs wheezed with each exhalation. As an economist from the department that I was visiting drove me to the doctors, I decided that to cancel the interview if my fever exceeded 103 degrees. A nurse recorded my vital signs. The doctored ordered some tests. The diagnosis came back. 

Fever, 104 degrees.


Quick Strep Test, positive.


Chest X-ray, positive for pneumonia.

The doctor asked me to begin taking antibiotics immediately. The nurse handed me two capsules of Cypro, a broad spectrum antibiotic, and two capsules of another powerful antibiotic. 


I asked the doctor if I should rest. I told him about my interview, and said that the economics department would reschedule the visit if rest would help my health. The doctor paused momentarily, and said,

to be honest, your past the point where rest matters. You’ve got strep throat, pneumonia, and probably every other infection carried by everyone on yesterday’s airline flight. In the pre-antibiotics age, you’d die. Your immune system is overwhelmed. But, don’t worry. We’re prescribing two antibiotics that will cure you. The first is enough. The second is a precaution, just to make sure we kill all bad bacteria in your body. You’ll recover.
I asked, “so, interviewing won’t make me worse off.”

“Nope.”

After stopping at the pharmacist to pick up several prescriptions, including an anti-inflammatory to reduce the swelling in my throat and a cough suppressant with codeine to control the contractions in my chest, I began my first in-office interview.

I remember the moment clearly. The interviewers’s name was Scott Atkinson. I entered his office, said hello, and sat down. He asked, “tell me about your research?” I began my spiel. He listened quietly, while perusing an article. I could see the cover page. The article was not mine. Atkinson was reading a paper about estimating production functions. Whenever I paused, he mumbled, “go on.” My monologue continued. After thirty minutes, someone ushered me to my next appointment. He said, “good bye.”
The later interviews blurred together. It seemed that after meeting me, everyone rushed to the bathroom to wash their hands. The chair of the department mentioned this phenomenon. Their department occupied an upper floor. It usually took some time for hot water to reach the faucet. Today, with so many people washing their hands so often, the chair said, the water was hot instantaneously.
I replied, “see, I’m improving the department already.”

My performance regressed. I walked from office to office carrying a pharmacy bag filled with medications. I checked constantly to see when I needed to pop the next pill. My energy faded. I catnapped during conversations.
In the afternoon, the department chair said they would delay my seminar, scheduled for 4pm that afternoon, until 9am the next morning. Everyone realized that I was on my last legs. I went to the hotel, fell asleep, and woke up at 7:00 am. Forty-five minutes later, a graduate student came to take me to breakfast. I felt woozy. As we headed out the door, my face flushed. I rushed to the restroom and vomited. 

Fifteen minutes of nausea and a phone call to the department chair generated a new plan. At noon, four faculty members would take me to lunch. My seminar would be at 1 pm. I had four additional hours to sleep. When the faculty arrived, I walked two blocks from the hotel and vomited again.
The new plan was no meals, several more hours of rest, and a seminar at 4 pm. Around 2 pm, the department chair called and offered to reschedule the visit. His department, he said, realized that I was seriously ill and was not trying to reschedule for ‘strategic’ reasons. I could come back in a few weeks to present my research.

I was adamant. No need to delay. The show should go on. Just in case, on the way to the classroom, I positioned a trash bucket outside the door. Twenty minutes into my talk, I said, “hold this thought,” stepped into the hall, barfed into the bucket, rinsed my mouth, returned, and resumed speaking. A little while later, I felt ill again, and repeated the barfing bravado, while the audience watched through the open door. At the end of the seminar, the department chair inquired if I felt well enough to go to the post-seminar dinner. I offered to attend. They drove me to the hotel.

The next morning, I rescheduled my remaining interviews. Now, I would be the last person to visit every institution. Then, I flew to my mother’s house in the suburbs of Washington, DC, and spent a week recuperating.
I recovered, but not completely. The illness left me with a lingering cough, aggravated by asthma, which kept my lungs from clearing. Medicines controlled the symptoms and prevented re-infection, but left me lightheaded. Two weeks of illness and a week of bed rest had helped my health, but not my level of preparation. The script faded from my mind.
Eventually, it was time for my second campus visit. My mom dropped me at the airport three hours ahead of schedule, so I could pay for a series of one-way flights which would take me from interview to interview. 

I waited near the gate. Thirty minutes before department, boarding began. I handed my ticket to the attendant. She asked me to step aside. A manager explained. A few weeks ago, the federal government had initiated an anti-terrorist screening program that searched computer databases for suspicious behavior. My name appeared on the list. I had to wait while security officers searched my bags and vetted my background. They had already pulled my luggage from the airplane. 
“No problem,” I said, trying to appear nonchalant, “but I hope they hurry, the flight leaves in twenty minutes.”

The airline employee chuckled, “oh, you won’t be on this flight.”

I was prohibited from calling anyone until the screening was over, about thirty minutes later. Then, I called the business school that I was scheduled to visit. I wondered: what should I tell them? Should I say the flight was delayed? No, they would know that was a lie. Should I say that I missed the flight? No, that would make me appear irresponsible. The truth was the only option.

The next day, nobody inquired about my research. Everyone wanted to know why I had rescheduled the interview twice, and then, missed my flight and the introductory dinner.
In that campus interview and all that remained, I bombed badly. My performance was abysmal. I was insufficiently prepared. I could not think on my feet. I kept forgetting my material. I had to pause repeatedly to cough, clear my throat, and blow my nose. My confidence collapsed. I would delve into the details of the disaster, but I’ve repressed them. Ignorance is bliss.
I went back to Berkeley discouraged and disillusioned. My advisor asked me, “what will you do now?”

I replied, “law school.”

His reply put me back on track. He said, “That would be a shame. I think you’ll be a good professor. You had bad luck. Try again.”

Without those kind words, I would have given up.

Instead, I took his advice. 

I prepared better next time. I memorized my initial interview script before Thanksgiving. I polished my Power Point presentation before Christmas. I formed a group of friends who practiced their presentations repeatedly. We also edited each others job-market essays and interview scripts. I asked classmates, friends, and family to critique my practice sessions. I presented my research to my mother when I visited home for the holidays. I wore a suit and set up a Power Point projector in her living room. My girlfriend’s younger brothers helped me mail my applications. I got a flu shot, several boxes of antibiotic wipes, and a bunch of bottles of antiseptic hand lotion. As the meetings approached, I exercised daily, ate healthy, and slept regularly. I arrived at the ASSA meeting site two days ahead of schedule.
Intensive preparation triggered interview epiphany. In the past, I interviewed poorly, because I treated interviews like psychoanalysis sessions, and tried to answer questions spontaneously and candidly. Interviews, however, are not the place to ponder your inner feelings and discover epistemological truth. Interviews are places to determine if you can do a job. The interviewers needs to know: do you know what the job entails, can you perform the required tasks, how well will you do what has to be done, are you resourceful, diligent, and convincing. Think about consultants. Consultants need to determine the questions that their clients should ask, figure out the answers, and present concise and convincing conclusions. When you interview for a consulting job, you should demonstrate these abilities: figure out what the interviewer will ask, prepare appropriate answers, and present them as if you were a consultant working with a client. 
Audition is the term that describes what you should do when you’re looking for a job. Potential employers want to know if you fill a role in their company. You demonstrate that you fit the position. You play that part during the interview. 
This insight and intensive preparation paid off. I ended up with offers from several research universities, a couple of liberal arts colleges, McKinsey Consulting, and government agencies. The International Monetary Fund even flew me out for a second-round interview. I was still working on medieval English economic history. Go figure.
Now, seven years later, I’ve got plenty of publications, tenure in the University of California system, an affiliation with the National Bureau of Economic Research, a house near the beach, and an awesome puppy.

What’s the moral of this story? Since I’m an academic, I list my conclusions as bullet points.

· Listen to your advisor’s advice.
· Prepare for interviews ahead of time.

· Prepare even farther ahead than you think necessary.

· Write a script.

· Memorize it.

· If your mother understands what you’re saying, everyone else will too (unless, of course, your mother is an academic economist, in which case you should practice with your grandmother).

· Help your friends, and let them help you.

· Get a flu shot.

· Carry anti-bacterial hand cleaner and use it after every interview, periodically throughout the day, and any time you shake someone’s hand. Paranoia prevents contagion. 
· Your career can survive vomiting during an interview.

· A conveniently placed trash container helps in certain situations.
· Never give up hope.


Let me end with these thoughts. Don’t worry too much about the job market. Do your best. Things will work out, if not this year, than in the next. Don’t be disillusioned. You’ll have a chance to write your story in the future. Let’s hope it will be more entertaining than mine!

POST SCRIPT


The year after my string of embarrassing interviews, a graduate student visited an economics department. At lunch, his host told a story that he heard from a friend who heard it from a friend who heard it from a friend. The story described a job candidate at another university the previous year. The host said, “you won’t believe this, but the candidate vomited during every meal and twice during his seminar!” 


The graduate student replied, “I believe the story, it was me.”

THE END

� 	If you’re reading this story, sympathize with me, and want to give a Christmas gift, I suggest a PETCO gift card. I spend a lot of money on my puppy. Another option is to read my NBER working papers and send suggestions on how to improve them. Citations are always nice.


� 	I was hoping that this essay would have an exciting ending, like a car chase ala Bourne Ultimatum or a love scene with Angelina Jolie. But, my story faded to a finish. My job-market disaster became an ordinary life. I guess that’s O.K..


� 	Everything that I told you above was true, with one exception. During his interview at Georgia Tech, my graduate-school roommate, Erik, was told the story of the guy who vomited during his interview the previous year at another university in Georgia. Erik replied, “I believe the story, the guy’s my roommate.” Erik told me about this when he got back to Berkeley. Removing one layer from the story-transmission chain gave this essay a snappier ending. If you want to check the facts, Erik can confirm everything. He’s an economist now at the Federal Reserve Board of Governors.





