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Letters from the job market:
An utterly personal story of academic job search

Job Search Diaries: August 2003 - April 2004

by Evrim Didem Gunes

This is the second and Þnal installment in the 
series.

Par t V:
W aiting, W aiting, W aiting    
Janua ry , 2004                               

Job search is a marathon, during which half the 
time you run and the other half you wait. 
Maybe you wait more than you run. But be-
lieve me you burn more calories waiting than 
you do while running. I admit that this is 
against all the scientiÞcally proven facts, as the 
job market itself is against all the rational ex-
pectations. So now I am again in the waiting 
phase. Waiting for a campus interview, a ßy-
back they call it; waiting for some school to  be 
interested enough to pay my ßight back so that 
I can convince them how enthusiastic I am 
about working with them, and what a wonder-
ful colleague they will Þnd in me. This is the 
sweet point; if they call you, you are still in the 
game - although victory is not guaranteed, if 
they do not, you are out.

It is difÞcult to digest the fact that all your 
hardworking years, all nights and days spent in 
the ofÞce, all the dreams and hopes you have 
had will just go down the drain if you do not 

have that invitation. It is just black or white, up 
or  down, yes or no. It is very easy, very quick, 
but painful. Wait for a few weeks after the 
deadline of the applications; if they like you, 
you will get the call, otherwise, if you are 
among the eighty or so less-liked, unlucky 
souls, you get a letter saying how much im-
pressed they were with your application, butÉ 
and the rest you know! 

Now the clock started ticking for me, I check 
my mailbox about Þve times everyday to see if 
I have one of those exciting, elaborate, heart-
felt letters. Not much yet. Neither invitations, 
nor rejections. No news. Nobody cares for 
me! My applications, my dear application pack-
ages that I had compiled with all that pain are 
just like stones thrown to  the void, they make 
no echo. It would be fair to say in this case 
that no news is better than bad news, I know. 
But you get into identity problems when the 
impact of your application is not impressiveÉ 
I once more discovered the fact that your 
package is your identity, so it  hurts if they do 
not care about it. You just start looking at 
yourself with the eyes of the recruiters reading 
your applicationÉ and what do you see? 
Nothing interesting, nothing that could make a 
difference, nothing that gives the desire to 
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meet and work with. This one to the garbage, 
next please! 

So what happens if they do not call me? I will 
get those letters sooner or later. Usually they 
at least say ÒsorryÓ.  So I trust that I will have 
my letters. But still, waiting is a pain. I came 
back to  the point where I had started from, 
people ask me: ÒAny news?ÓÉ Yes! The famous 
question againÉ If they asked me what would 
be the two words to describe the job market 
experience, I would say this one: ÒAny 
news?ÓÉ Anyway, now I am immune to this 
question, so let me not divert from the point. I 
am back to square one because the answer to 
this question is still NO. I hate disappointing 
people, I hate to grow useless hopes, I want to 
get my letters and declare to the whole world: 
ÒThe news is that they do not want me!Ó 

Well, it is true that I am being sarcastic here. 
Who on earth would be happy to be rejected 
by anyone? Some people tell me that I am not 
normal, but no, not that far. My evolutionary 
instincts tell me that I need socialization, I 
need approval, so I should prefer to  be ac-
cepted; hence I do soÉ  All right, confession 
time: I will not be happy if I get those rejection 
letters! É  But it is still true that I want to get 
some news. Having said that, there is yet a si-
lent, shy feeling inside me: I am also afraid of 
getting an invitation. I would certainly prefer to 
get good news, but the coin has two sides. The 
ßip side is that, when you have an invitation, 
the task becomes more difÞcult. You start the 
running phase again; it means more work and 
still more risk of feeling like a fool in front of 
people. But that is not all... In fact that is not it. 
The most embarrassing feeling is the fear of 
being successful and getting an offer at the 
end! I know this is getting more and more 
confusing. But deep inside me, I feel that I 
would not be happy at some of the schools I 
have applied for. So what happens if they like 
me? (The idea sounds so far and impossible; 
can it be true for  at least one school? Oh 
wellÉ)  what happens if they offer me a job? 
Will  I have the courage to say no and stay in 
the streets instead of getting the offer? I do 
not want to answer this question now, I donÕt 
dareÉ

These are just thoughts that I entertain myself 
with while waiting for some fresh news, be-
sides doing my daily exercise of checking my 
mailbox regularlyÉ  And life goes on, on the 
sideÉThere is a thesis to write; a paper to 
start, develop and Þnish. There is the laundry 
to be done, dishes to be washed, friends to 
write letters to; life is ßowing besides me, and I 
am stuck with this job market log, which is not 
letting me ßow with the waters. I am waiting, 
and waiting only. I am waiting one hundred 
percent. The only consolation is that it will not 
last too long, there will be an end to this 
stand-by mode and I will start  washing the 
dishes againÉ 

Still alive but waiting, eager to get news yet 
scared and confused; your clumsy job hunter, 
approaching to the end,

Evrim Didem Gunes

Par t VI:
Good  Things  About  Not  Having 
a Job-I                  F ebr uary , 2004                                                      

Today I came in to my ofÞce, and did not feel 
like working. As usual. So I sat down in front of 
my computer and started thinking about my 
diary. I felt the time has come for an update, 
passing to a new phase, leaving behind the 
waiting stage. This is supposed to be an un-
happy phase, given the amount of calls I had 
(again?!-Oh this is getting boring isnÕt it?)É  I 
guess the problem is that they must have 
called me when I was not in my ofÞce and 
those nerds probably did not even think of 
leaving a message! Ok ok, I must stop lying and 
admit the facts: After all, I did not get any 
(ANY!) callsÉ (I donÕt count the homemade 
interviews, which I will come back to  later)É 
Despite all this misery, I just do not feel like 
crying for  the situation since the weather is so 
nice and the sun is shining so bright for a win-
ter day. Hence, I decided to write on Ôthe good 
things about not having a jobÕ, instead of think-
ing about the perils of it and drowning myself 
into a lake of tears.
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First things Þrst, the greatest thing about not 
having an interview is that you do not have to 
prepare for  a job talk. People who have expe-
rienced it would know how it feels, a job talk 
is not a seminar only; but it is more a one-
person-show. You have to prepare for it to 
death. The standard is to rehearse Þve to seven 
times with different audiences. There are myths 
about how the previous job-market-stars pre-
pared for their job talks; like rehearsing at least 
ten times, or  having a slide on the side for  each 
and every other question that might be asked. 
You have to have a good answer for all ques-
tions; otherwise you are dead. And you need 
to have strong nerves to be able to stand 
straight and smile when you get comments like 
ÒWell, your modelÉ  I just didnÕt like it!Ó So 
you are saved from this involuntary show busi-
ness, you can relax now!

Second great thing is that you do not have to 
spend tons of money on a suit that you would 
wear once a year and feel ridiculous anyway. 
You can continue living happily in your jeans 
(And better take good care of them: you will 
not be able to get a new pair for long timeÉ 
at least until you Þnd a job). I feel proud of 
having had a good vision and not buying the 
second suit, and also not being so conventional 
with the Þrst one. Oh my god, can it be the 
reason why nobody had called me? Well, no, 
why should they not have liked my funky suit; it 
had a nice cut, and pink is fashionable this 
yearÉ  Anyway, maybe next time I will go for 
the purple one!

Third, you save yourself from a couple thou-
sands of extra calories, which would be inevi-
table at dinners during the campus visits. Imag-
ine the scene: You are having dinner with one 
of the big shots from the Þeld, and he has your 
paper as the appetizer and you as the main 
dish on his plate. You just cannot think of stick-
ing to your diet when you know that you will 
be fried and roasted in a minute, so you in-
dulge yourself with the big steak and the des-
sert. Worse than that, this repeats every other 
night. That much is enough of a nightmare I 
guess. Now I do not have a job but at least I 
can Þt into my trousers!

Furthermore, if you do not have an interview 
you do not have to wait for the Þnal decision. 
This is the reward of passing through a really 
tough waiting period and not getting anything. 
You have done it once and it will not happen 
again, never ever again will you have to wait for 
a bunch of ivory tower residents to  take a life 
and death decision about you! Ok, take a deep 
breath and count until ten, everything will be 
all rightÉ  I am sure one day you will be able 
to stand in line in the supermarket without 
crying.

I realize I am coming to the end of the letter 
and I did not even start yet telling the great 
things about not having a job, I was just warm-
ing up with the Òwhat I gained by not having an 
interview?Ó part. Maybe I should leave the rest 
for  next time. Until then I will look out to the 
sky and enjoy the sun, and light a candle eve-
ryday to thank god for the relief he provided 
by not sending an interview to me. 
Your jobless job hunter, started seeing the 
light,
Evrim Didem Gunes

Par t VII: 
Good  Things  About  Not  Having 
a Job-II                     Ma rch, 2004   

Do you also sometimes have a feeling of your 
soul getting off the ground and ßying with an 
incredible lightness? This is one of those days 
that I wake up with that feeling. I realized while 
looking out of the window, still lying in my bed, 
that I was free as a bird. It took me a while to 
understand that I was not in a dream; then I 
got out of my bed half dizzy, and smiling. I was 
Þnally free, I was not holding an opportunity in 
my hand that I feel would be stupid to  miss. I 
was given a break from the rat race; now I 
would have time to take a deep breath and 
think. Think about who I am and what are my 
priorities; think about where I will go and what 
I will do next. Think about the problems of 
human kind, like how we can educate men to 
be civilized and stop spoiling the earthÉho w 
we can teach the guys to listenÉ  listen to the 
women and listen to their heartsÉ  And is it 

3



money or love that matters the most?! Now I 
have the chance of tr ying new things in life, 
looking for new horizons. And guess all of this 
is thanks to what? Here it comes: Thank God I 
donÕt have a job!

One great thing about not having a job, for  me, 
is that it will clear my conscience. All right, 
confession here: I lied. I lied about my future 
plans in my statement of interests, when I was 
preparing my application packages. I had said at 
that time (oh my god, it feels so far, was it No-
vember?!) that the only thing I wanted to do 
on earth was to continue doing research in the 
same area. Big Lie! I actually want to write a 
book, travel around the world, read as many 
books and learn as many dances as I can, learn 
to make good brownies, learn to  drink 
whiskyÉ I want to learn playing tennisÉ I 
want to  spend more time with my fam-
ilyÉAnd,  I actually want to do something do 
help people. Now, if I had an offer, would I have 
time even to think about all these? No, know-
ing myself, I wouldnÕt. At least not without 
some extra guilt and stress. Would I have more 
means to do all these? Well, yes, deÞnitely 
some money would help. Is a tenure-track po-
sition the only way to earn some decent 
money? You know the answerÉabsolutely not!

I do not want to sound pretentious here. But I 
sometimes feel I will have wasted my life and 
myself if I do the same job all the time. As the 
records would support the fact, research in 
this Þeld is not my biggest competitive advan-
tage. If I can do an OK job in research, I am 
sure I would be much better in other Þelds 
likeÉ  Well, nothing comes of the top of my 
head now. But IÕm sure I can Þnd some if I 
think a little harder! Hence, the second great 
thing about not having a job, for the rest of the 
world, is that it will be saved from an awful re-
searcher like me! KiddingÉ What I mean is, I 
will employ my other talents for the good of 
the society, thus everybody including me will 
be happier. Even if I do not actually add any-
thing substantial, at least the poor people 
around will be saved from a frowning face and 
a walking-complaint.
 

There are also more practical beneÞts of not 
having a job. First of all, you do not have to  pay 
taxes! If you are living in France or Canada this 
is a big advantage I guess, although less so in 
the US. What elseÉyou donÕt have to worry 
about catching the sales season since you do 
not have any money to spend! But you always 
have time: for friends, for  writing letters, taking 
a walk, reading a book, washing the dishes or 
learning about the craziest things that might be 
of interest to  youÉ  ThenÉ IÕm coming back 
to the point about my affection for my jeans; 
you do not have to dress up! You could survive 
on a pair of jeans, and even stay in your paja-
mas the whole day, if you wanted. You do not 
even have to leave the house, unless you want. 
You do not have a boss or  director, and you 
are away from all the school politics issues. 

By now everybody knows this story, i.e. the 
prospect of an offer, by heart (and probably is 
bored to death), but here is the news: I caught 
myself today wishing that I would not get of-
fers from my hometown schools! I was a bit 
horriÞed, and although I am not religious, I 
quickly hoped that I would not be punished 
because of making nonsense wishes. I guess I 
got used to the idea of taking my time to tr y 
different things and to have a rest for a while. If 
I get an offer now, it will spoil all the plans! 
And of course, I am not serious while saying 
this. That was the devil inside me speaking. I 
certainly want to  have a job, as a rational sen-
sible person would do, but I think there are 
also bright sides of not having something im-
mediatelyÉit  is thrilling to have a future full of 
surprisesÉ Of course only for  a while, I do 
not mean it forever; I will certainly start look-
ing for a job againÉ Oh, I think there is a mi-
nor detail that I should take care of Þrst; I 
need a fund to implement the great plans of 
creating the heaven of unemployment... But 
this is not an issue, right? Because I believe the 
more important thing is love and peace on 
earth, and brotherhood of all people, thank 
you.

Your ßying job hunter, promises to land very 
soon,
Evrim Didem Gunes
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Par t VIII:
The End!
A pr il, 2004

My plan for the end of my story was one that 
would go well with an independent movie: an 
open-ended end, something controversial 
where the main character takes a train and 
leaves everything behind to start  a new life and 
rebels against all the rules imposed on her life. 
I was only tr ying to decide which train to take. 
However, it turned out that I am more in a 
Hollywood-kind of movie, with a happy ending, 
where the main character Þnds whatever she 
was longing for and leaves happily ever after! I 
have no problem with those movies; on the 
contrary, if you will not hold this against me in 
the future, I must confess that I even like them.

At the same time, when I see those movies, at 
Òthe endÓ, I canÕt help asking myself what 
would happen in a few years time, when the 
couple in love starts getting bored of each 
other. That part, they never show; you only see 
the wedding and the ßowers the bride throws. 
They leave you smiling and dreaming that you 
are the one who catches the bouquet. But to-
day, I will not start ruminating about the future 
disasters after the happy-ending, - for godÕs 
sake, no-! Today I will just enjoy the happy end-
ing, and I want to tell the story of a happy end-
ing, a story of getting offers, a story of Þnding a 
job. This is true, hard to believe, but Þnally the 
news is that  ÒI have a jobÓ! 

Here is how it all started. One day before: I 
was hopeless. The entire world was against me; 
I was feeling as useful as a piece of garbageÉ I 
was jobless. I made plans all night with a few 
friends about starting a new business; we were 
only undecided between organizing concerts 
and opening wine stores. I was convinced that 
the only schools that I had a chance to get an 
offer from had already decided to  take some-
one else. Then a friend told me: ÒYou will see, 
everything will go better next weekÓ. I thought 
she was tr ying hard to  raise my spirits. How 
could she know? ÒEverythingÕs gonna be all 
rightÓ is just a song to comfort hopeless peo-

ple like me, I thought.  And I went to bed 
dreaming about my future life without a job. 

The day: I came in to my ofÞce, opened my 
mailbox, and recognized the name: the name of 
my contact from my favorite school back in my 
country. I read the e-mail: Some indirect mes-
sage, meaning they want to give me an offer. I 
did not know what to do. I just ran out of the 
ofÞce, and took a shower in the gym to recu-
perate. Only after then I started laughing. I 
could not stop laughing. I was getting an offer! 

There are some things that you cannot con-
ceive will ever happen to  you; like when you 
are a kid you cannot imagine yourself growing 
older and being an adult; like when you are 
twenty kilos overweight you cannot see your-
self wearing a bikini and looking attractive. 
Getting a job had been one of these hard-to-
imagines for me lately. It was like winning the 
lottery! So I had to repeat to myself over and 
over again all day to digest the drastic change 
in my life: Òyou will have a job, you will have a 
jobÓ. I called up my friend to ask for the secret, 
what kind of voodoo was this! How on earth I 
could possibly get an offer, and what were we 
supposed to  do with our wine store plans?! 
Was that true, yes it was, and wine stores 
would have to  wait, because I was getting an 
offer, because I was gonna have a job!

I had maybe been exaggerating the misery of 
being unemployed, during my job search. But 
maybe not. It is true that I felt there were 
great things about not having a job. But the 
despair and stress of uncertainty was equally 
felt. And maybe more. So I must admit, even 
though I do not have the same liberty of fol-
lowing the route where my heart would take 
me, having a job is great. Maybe even better. 
The impact of getting an offer on you is amaz-
ing. You start feeling taller, thinner, younger, 
smarter, and richer. Well ok, I exaggerate; but 
at least one is true, you indeed become richer, 
and the feeling of conÞdence for  the future 
adds a few years to your life.   

Now, the practical side of getting an offer and 
signing the contract is a different story. Human 
beings are strange animals; we Þnd something 
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to stress ourselves even at the best of situa-
tions. We have this incredible ability to adjust 
to new conditions; once you have an offer that 
feels great, once you have the second one that 
feels even better, but you are immediately left 
with the trouble of deciding, and you focus on 
that trouble, forgetting what it  actually means 
compared to not having even a single offer.

I also realized the ßipside of MurphyÕs Law was 
true, as a friend pointed out to me: One things 
start getting better everything gets better. I got 
one offer, which was enough excitement for 
my silent life; soon after it was followed by two 
more. Suddenly I was holding three wonderful 
opportunities in my hands, and only trouble 
was to reject two among them. I wish this kind 
of trouble for  all my friends. I must say it was a 
stressful and painful process to choose one 
between the two desired options; it  was really 
difÞcult to  say no and face the disappointment 
of the rejected school. I liked how a friend 
who had the same experience described it: like 
breaking up with your girlfriend. Indeed it was. 
However, once you give the decision the pain 
is over, and you feel like you are the heroine in 
that happy ending. 

This is a rather short version of a long story, 
but I have to stop at some point. After all 
those painful months of looking for a job, pre-
paring for the job market conference, inter-
views, job talks, and waiting, waiting, waiting 
without hope, I got a job; moreover I got not 
only an ordinary job, but a good one. It was 
like a miracle. Like sunshine after storm. Now I 
am stressed, as usual, but for  other reasons. 
But at the same time I appreciate this reward 
so much, so much. Every once in a while I re-
mind myself how lucky I am and smile. This is 
maybe the reward of a long process of hard 
work, but I think it is a lot of good luck also. I 
was very fortunate not only to have a job at 
the end, but also to have the great support of 
my friends while going through this painful 
process. I only wish the same kind of fortune 
and end for  all my fellow friends, who might be 
still waiting for news, or who will be going 
through the process soon. In the mean time, I 
will be preparing for a new adventure in my 
life. Perhaps I will give more news in the fu-

ture; about the boring life and Þghts the couple 
starts having after the happy ending. But until 
then, I will enjoy this happy end as much as I 
can and thank god for  all the good things in my 
life. 

Evrim Didem Gunes

About the a uthor

Evrim Gunes holds a Ph.D. in Operations Man-
agement. She currently works as an Assistant 
Professor at a European university (and enjoys 
her job).
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