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Y o u r  C a r e e r
Ideas and resources to help advance your career
By Pamela A. Cook, ACFRE, and Paul Gietzel

In this increasingly competitive job 
market, it is hard to land a job inter-
view. Once you do, how can you pres-
ent yourself as strongly as possible? 
What are the mistakes to avoid? The 
following simple steps will allow you 
to put your best foot forward.

1. Demonstrate your passion for 
the mission. The No. 1 reason why 
job candidates are eliminated is that 
they are not perceived as caring deeply 
about what their prospective employer 
does. Each nonprofit has a unique mis-
sion and wants employees who will 
speak with knowledge and en-
thusiasm about what it does. 
You should have good 
answers to the following 
questions: Why would 
you want to work here? 
What is it about our mis-
sion that excites you? 
Do you understand our 
history? Do you want to 
work in an organization 
of our size and budget?

To prepare, you 
should learn about 
the organization’s his-
tory, mission, staff and 
board members. Review 
the nonprofit’s website 
closely before you apply, 
and apply only for posi-
tions in organizations 

about which you could be truly excited. 
If you are interviewing with a perform-
ing arts organization, attend a perfor-
mance. If a museum interests you, visit 
the exhibits. If you are applying for a 
position with an environmental group, 
go on a scheduled hike. Consider be-
coming a member of the organization.

Once you are scheduled for the 
interview, review the organization’s 
website again and take a look at the 
organization’s Form 990 on Guide-

Star (www.guidestar.org). Read about 
the backgrounds of individuals with 
whom you will interview. Think about 
how you will describe your personal 
passion and always have questions 
prepared to ask about the organiza-
tion during your interview.

2. Talk about why you want this 
position. Many times, candidates will 
go for job interviews without carefully 
reviewing the job description. In an in-
terview, you have a short period of time 
to talk about why you are the best per-
son for the job. To do this effectively, 
make sure that you are clear about the 
expectations and qualifications listed 
in the description, and that you can 
talk about how your background is a 
match. Be honest, and if there are areas 
where your experience is not a direct 
fit, be prepared to talk about how other 
parts of your background transfer to 
what is needed.

3. Practice before your interview. 
During your interview, you need to be 
clear and concise. Very often, interviews 
become unfocused because candidates 
do not answer the questions that are 
asked. Listen carefully and respond 
specifically to the questions. Be able to 
quantify and provide specific exam-

ples. Be prepared to answer 
typical interview questions 

on strengths, weak-
nesses, why you want 
this position and why 
you left your last po-
sition. Review your 
own dates of employ-
ment and accomplish-
ments so you can be 
specific and accurate. 
Anticipate possible 
questions and do a 
mock interview with 
a friend. 

4. Never trash a 
previous employer. 
While a potential 
employer wants to 
hear about why you 
would like to work 

Your work is not a static activity, and over time you will accept addi-
tional responsibilities and acquire more experience and credentials. 
“Your Career” is designed to help you prepare for the new opportuni-
ties and challenges you will encounter as a professional fundraiser. 
For other career resources, visit www.afpnet.org/education_
and_career_development. Also, see the listings in the AFP Jobs 
Service at http://jobs.afpnet.org. If you have a career challenge or 
information you would like to share, or if there is a topic you would 
like to see addressed, please email jboice@afpnet.org.
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for them, they do not want to hear a litany of com-
plaints about your current or most recent employer. 
After all, you made a choice to work for that em-
ployer. What does it say about your judgment if you 
have only negative things to say? And what will you 
say about a future organization?

Most employers understand that a past or current 
situation may not be ideal, but you should be able to 
talk positively about your employer and succinctly 
about what in your current situation has led you to 
consider a new position.

5. Dress conservatively and do not be late. It is al-
ways surprising to hear that candidates have dressed 
too casually or in clothes that are too revealing. Do 
not wear flip-flops. Think about hemlines and the cut 
of a blouse. What jewelry might be distracting? Avoid 
perfume or after-shave. While some offices are casual 
in garb, it is hard to gauge this from afar. In addition, 
even in a casual office, there may be an expectation 
that staff members will dress more formally when they 
meet with donors and prospects. If you are overly ca-
sual, an employer may wonder about your ability to 
interact appropriately with these constituencies. A 
potential employee should always tend toward over-
dressing for the interview. Most employers believe that 
you will never be more dressed up than you are when 
you appear for your interview, so take the time to make 
a positive first impression.

At the same time, remember that you can ruin your 
chances of going to the next stage by arriving late. Do 
a trial run before the interview so you know where you 
are going. Know whom you need to ask for. Bring the 
phone number of the interviewer with you so you can 
reach him or her if there are unanticipated delays.

6. Understand what the next steps in the process 
are. Sometimes organizations are in a hurry to make 
an offer. In other cases, there are many other people to 
be interviewed and key decision makers may be away. 
Do not leave the interview without asking about the 
process. This can reduce your frustration about timing 
and will enable you to find out whether they would like 
to have you contact them directly about next steps.

Also, be sure that you can be reached quickly. This 
point often goes back to your résumé. Be sure to have a 
number on your résumé that you will check frequently 
and that has a message that clearly states your name. 
Make it clear that it is OK to leave a message. A good 
employer will be reluctant to leave confidential mes-
sages unless you provide explicit permission.

7. Prepare your references. While employers will 
often check your references as a last stage in the pro-
cess, it is important for you to think about the people 

Historical perspective and up-to-date 
information are the best ways to cope

with economic downturns and their
impact on charitable giving. For 
more than 50 years Giving USA

has provided the in-depth 
analysis of philanthropy and 
expert advice you need to
weather any storm.

The Definitive Source for Information 
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— Communications Plans
— Creative Services
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— Direct Mail
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325 Chestnut Street, Suite 700     215-625-9955
Philadelphia, PA 19106 www.schultzwilliams.com
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Our solutions are a unique and rare combination of
customized, integrated services that provide non-profits
with institutional strength and long-term success. 

Development
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— Development Assessment
— Board Development

Management
— Strategic Planning
— Financial Analysis
— Feasibility Studies
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you would like to suggest as references, 
make sure you have accurate contact 
information for them, and let them 
know about your search. In this way, 
you can quickly contact them if you are 
a finalist for a position. If you do ex-
pect a potential employer to call them, 
let your references know about the spe-
cific organization and position in which 
you are interested and why you think 
you are the right person for the job.

8. Bring collateral materials. While 
many employers rely on electronic résu-
mé submission, bring a few extra cop-
ies in case you meet with someone who 
does not have yours readily at hand. 
Also consider whether some examples 
of your work might be of interest in 
this particular position. Organizations 
often want to see writing samples, and 
annual reports, event invitations and 
grant proposals may be useful for cer-
tain positions.

9. Research the salary range. Avoid 
raising compensation issues yourself, 

at least early in the interview process. 
However, there may be a posted salary 
range and you can use the web to re-
search the salary of the position. A par-
ticularly good source of information 
is the Form 990 on GuideStar. Know 
in advance what you will say about 
compensation if you are asked about 
your requirements. You should know 
your current salary and the value of 
your benefits. Be honest, as this infor-
mation can usually be verified. Unless 
you have a good reason, you cannot 
usually command a significant increase, 
so do not have undue expectations.

10. Say thank you promptly and 
professionally. When you work in de-
velopment, you are expected to initiate 
and maintain personal contact with do-
nors, especially in stewarding their gifts. 
When you are applying for a develop-
ment position, you have an opportuni-
ty to demonstrate that you can do this 
part of the job by quickly sending per-
sonal, accurate and professional thank-

you notes to the people with whom you 
have interviewed. Remember to obtain 
correct names, titles and addresses for 
each person you meet. Proofread any 
correspondence carefully. If there were 
questions that were raised during the 
interview for which you did not know 
the answer or on which you would like 
to elaborate, plan to follow up in writ-
ing after the interview.

While the person who interviews 
you may have a personal preference 
for email or snail mail, it can never 
hurt to say thank you twice—emails 
are rapid and written correspondence 
is more personal. 

Pamela A. Cook, 
ACFRE, and Paul 
Gietzel work for 
Pamela Cook 
Development & 
Search, an ex-

ecutive search firm in the San Francisco Bay 
area.

You May be Closer to Certification 
Than You Realize

The Certified Fundraising Executive 
(CFRE) credential provides you with a way to 
demonstrate your achievements, integrity and 
mastery of  the philanthropic fundraising 
profession.

Are You Ready?...
Check To SEE
at www.cfre.org

Certified Fundraising Executive

In every field, the professionals who receive 
the best positions and the most respect are 
those who have obtained relevant certification.

Visit www.cfre.org and we will let you know 
how close to certification we think you are. We 
will also help you along the way to ensure that 
you receive the recognition and credibility that 
you have earned. 
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GRADUATE PROGRAM:
  • Master of Science in Fundraising

PROFESSIONAL CERTIFICATES:
  • Fundraising
  • Grantmaking and Foundations

CONTINUING EDUCATION includes:
  • Fundraising Concepts and Practices
  • Strategic Grantmaking
  • Women in Philanthropy
  • How to Be a Successful Fundraiser
  • Ethics and Laws of Nonprofi ts—Online

SUMMER INTENSIVES:
  • Mini-Intensive for New Philanthropists and Grantmakers
  • Fundraising

The George H. Heyman, Jr. Center 

for Philanthropy and Fundraising 

at NYU is among the nation’s most 

respected educators of fundraisers 

and grantmakers. Our Master’s in 

Fundraising, just one of our many 

programs, provides current and 

aspiring professionals the opportunity 

to hone their skills in one of the 

world’s most vibrant philanthropic 

communities. The comprehensive 

curriculum includes both scholarly 

and practical coursework, from 

fundamentals to the most advanced 

topics in fundraising. Studies are 

complemented by prominent guest 

lecturers, who provide students with 

insights, advice, and access to career 

opportunities.

Like our Master’s degree, our wide 

range of certifi cate programs, online 

courses, workshops, and seminars are 

designed to help you advance your 

career and maximize your eff ectiveness 

as a leader in the fi eld. The Heyman 

Center faculty consists of recognized 

authorities on all aspects of fundraising 

and grantmaking, including the 

psychology behind giving, the eff ects 

of globalization, laws, ethical issues, 

research methods, technology, and 

more. All of our students emerge with 

a broader, deeper understanding of 

the concepts and skills necessary for 

success as a fundraiser or grantmaker 

in the 21st century.

Today’s challenging economic environment is creating an even 
stronger demand for highly skilled professionals in the fi elds of 
philanthropy and fundraising.

scps.nyu.edu/x197 1-800-FIND NYU, ext.197

Graduate Information Sessions:
Wed., June 17, 6–8 p.m. |  Wed., July 15, 6–8 p.m.
Please call 212-998-7100 for locations and to RSVP.


