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“The Apprentice’ Without TV,
Trump or a High-Salary Job

national television for a chance (o be-
come Donald Trump's apprentice. Al-

ter all, even the losers received national
television exposure, and the winner wad re-
warded with a job paying $250,000 a yoar

Leas clear is why 27 anemployed people
would spend nearly a month competing for a
$40,000-a-year eniry-level job as a junior
programmer in the Jersey City offices of
Maple Securities US.A

During the contest, which was beld in
February, the candidates helped 1o set up
their own training space ; learned an arcane
computer language called APL (A Pro
gramming Language) ; and performed a se-
ries of complex programming tasks on tight
dendiine

The competition was the brainchild of
Brooke Allen, the head of the statistical ar-
bitrage group at Maple Securities

Mr. Allen is a devotee of AP.L, which is
considered a dead language by many pro-
gramming enthusiasts, but is cherished by
the “gockiest of the geeks,” nccording 1o one
practifioner

Mr. Allen devised a behavioral finance
game o simulate what he called “common
Urrational™ behaviors of stock market par-
ticipants, and he wanted to hire a junior pro-
grammer Lo maintain it

“People understood they were aking a
risk and could drop out any time,” he said

SIRI EEN people competed liercely on

“No one gave off a sense of desperation.™

Some workplace expents sald that hiring
practices like Mr, Allen's were unusual, bl
that they resembled the “try and buy™ mp-
proach that some employers use 1o st can-
didates before hiring them full time

In many companies, including The Neéw
York Times, potentinl employees are given
a tryout or a series of assignments to help
determine the quality of their work and
whether they fit into the office culture. Rob-
ert |. Sutton, a professor of management sci-
ence and engineering at Stanford University
and the author of “Weird Ideas That Work
11 ¥y Practices for Promoting. Managing
and Sustaining Inpovation™: (The Free
Press, 2002), sald he had seen far worse hir-
ing practices than Mr. Allen's

“It's better than what you sée in the aver-
age corporation,” Dr. Sutton sakd “Every-
one knew upfront about the risks when they
signed on.”

Othér experis, however, described - ex-
tended job tryouts as bordering on exploit-
ive. “Looking for a job is stressful and de-
manding work in o recover g coonomy,”
sald Joanne Murray, a management oon-
suliani and the director of the Center for
Work and Service al Wellesley College, “and
| guestion the advisability of devoting =0
much time 0 something like this. Nof pay-
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In Brooke Allen's contest, 27 people competed for an entry-level job in Jersey City.
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ing someone lor thal much time is
alsm problematic.”

Mr. Allen may not have been re-
quired fo pay the Maple Securities
Job candidates becaase be was giv-
ing them an opportunity 1o leam
APL, according to Lawnesce L
Lorber, & lnwyer specialiting in (-
bor and employment law at Pros
kaser Rose in Washingion

Mr. Locber said that in general
companies efering extended job try:
outs weré requintd o compensate
participants, while these offering
eduction were pol

Several other employers have re
cenly experimented with their own
“Iry and bay” hiring based on the
tacthcs used o reality shows like
*The Apprentice” and “Surviver.”

In May, the Stamdord, Conn., office
of e Regus Group, & provider of of-
flce space, began a three-manth com
petition amang eight paid intemns for
i chanee al 4 full-time job. The com-
pany would pol say how moch that
jobwoukd pay

“You'd have o be under & rock ol
to feed the buzz ol ‘The Apprentice,'
said Shari Aponte, & compasy
spokeswoman. “We thought fhis
would be 2 clever way for astracting
addiions] candidates to oar pro-
g, and we've receved great pab
licity, Wee don't want (0 criticise or
demen anyooe

She said (hat the interns work on
“entrepreneurial” projects imvolving
sales analysis and creative design
aod (hat they are reviewsd weekly
by senior managemen

The Maple Securities recruiting ¢f-
fort began In January, when Mr. Al

len ran & newspaper o describing
the kind of person he was looking for,
e recefved 0 responses. He invit-
od the 300 to dowsload @ S-page
computer manual o APL and an
accompanying quiz. The 3 agpll
cants who retmrned the quiz were
given a change 1o learn the language
and fake a chance at on¢ or possibly
mare available positions

Ery the end of (he three-week train-
g period, only 13 candadates ree
maised. Mr. Allen ultimately hired
iwo programmers from the tryoul
program, ooe lor $40,000 and mother
for nearty twioe that ammt

Mr. Alken decided to help the “sur.
plus” programaers whom he could
not ire. 5o be introduced the e
maining applicants at a New York
City APL conderence i March, in
{1 hope: st other employers might
hire them. A% Jeast fwo o those applk
canis found jobs related o their
AP L experience ind the contacts
they made at the March confirence

Mr. Allen described (he program
14 &n uncooventional hiring srategy
with benefits both for the employer,
the emplojess who were ulimately
hired o eves thost wha were natl.

Nol every applicant was happy
with the process. Tomy Bazanich, 2,
a1 wneenployed programmer with o
master's degree, atiended several
weedks of AP, tradning before drop-
ping out. He had been looking for a
job for bout four months before he
saw Mr. Alles's cryplic of and de
cided to takke a chance

“Going o those sessions was like
watching 1 train wreck & slow mo-
thon,” Mr, Bozanich said 13 was, he
said, “a tnstament to (he bad ecos-
onty that 5o many overquaiied peo-
ple would oome i for oné loasy pro-

Framming traines position.”

Mr. Bosanich said he thought Mr
Allen wis penuinely motivaied 1o
help the trainees find work, but he
s considered the process inevits-
by explaitive

Ben Dattnér, an adjunci professor
of organizational psychology a New
York Universtty, said that while em-
ployers using extended tryouts néed
to be candid with candidates aboat
whatever methods and criteria they
ire wing some applicants might
view these types of job competitions
8 more enjoyable than explodtive.

That was the cass for Karine Ng,
who was part of & job competition
last September modeled oa “Sarvi
vor™ af DiMassimo Brand Advertis-
ing in New York M. Ng was one of
10 people who participated in a week-
fong comepetition for an eniry-leved
advertising job. The group worked o
masking piaches and it devised a pro-
motional campalgn for Crunch Fit-
nea. Every night, management vol-
d two contestants oul

Ms. Ng survived four days before
b wis msked 0 beave. Though dis-
ippointed, she calied the experience
1 wie-win siustion, DiMassime, she
s, guined mare insight into candi-
dades, and she roceived some on-the
Job training and made contacts. O
Matsimo referred her o Jericho
Prblic Relations, where the is now
8 nooound coondinator

But Ms. Murray of Welbestey Col
Jeee warns that & job contest may be
& §ign that & cutthroat werk culture
s prospective employees.

“It's a statemend of culture and
values and not 1o be taken lightly,"
she said “The job search process is
something that should not be made
cavalier”



