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Job seekers should research a company before submitting a resume and cover letter.  Studying a variety of information about an employer can be helpful, enabling the job seeker to find names of hiring managers, learn about the company’s size in revenues and number of employees, Web address, financial results, recent coverage in the press, and much more.  All of this information is available online for free to cardholders of the Houston Public Library (HPL) and the Harris County Public Library (HCPL).

A list of HPL’s 37 branch libraries is at http://www.hpl.lib.tx.us/branches/index.html.  A map of the city is provided showing where all their branches are located, along with phone numbers for each branch.  All but 4 of their branches are inside Beltway 8.

A list of HCPL’s 26 branches is at http://www.hcpl.net/branchinfo/branin.htm.  The information for each branch includes a description of the facility, a map of Harris County, business hours, scheduled events, and more.  

Remember, your library card is absolutely free at both library systems.  Once you have a card you can start conducting corporate research online from the comfort of your home without needing to visit a library branch.  Let’s look at seven different online databases offered by the two library systems.

Harris County Public Library (HCPL)

The main HCPL Web site, http://www.hcpl.net/index.htm has six headings across the top in a blue stripe.  Save this URL as a Favorite in your Web browser so you can find it quickly the next time.

Press the Reference tab in the blue stripe to find a list of available reference materials (shown in a box on the right side of the screen).  Click on Articles and More (in the box).  This calls up a list of Databases by Subject.  Corporate profile information is found in the Business section, which contains 7 databases.  Three of the databases on this list are useful for job seekers – Business & Company Resource Center, Enhanced Business Search Interface, and ReferenceUSA.  My personal favorite is the Business & Company Resource Center, but first let’s talk about the two other databases available on this site.

1.  Enhanced Business Search Interface

Click once on Business (in the far left column), and then click once on the hotlink that says Enhanced Business Search Interface (the second of 7 entries in the Business section).  

Now you’ll get a Remote Patron Authentication screen asking for your 14-digit HCPL card barcode number (found on the back of your library card).  Type in this number and press the Login button, or just hit the Enter key on your PC keyboard.

This takes you to the Business Source Complete (powered by EBSCOhost) Basic Search screen.  In the lower box marked Browse click on Company Profiles.  In the next screen enter the full name of your target company in the Browse for: field.  When that screen opens up your target company should be at the top.  Click on the company’s blue underlined name.  This will display a very brief synopsis.

Now click on the blue underlined Datamonitor Report at the top of the synopsis, which will open up a lengthy PDF report written by Datamonitor.  These reports can be rather long so don’t hit the Print button too quickly.  You might want to scan down through the report and print only the pages containing the information you need.  Print by clicking on the printer icon in the Adobe window (second icon from the left in the Adobe Menu Bar) – not the printer icon at the very top of your Internet browser.  Then select from All, Current Page, or Pages from blank-to-blank (enter the start and stop page numbers) and then press the OK button.

Now click the Back button until you get back to HCPL’s alphabetized list of Business databases and we’ll take a look at a second database.

2.  ReferenceUSA

Click on the entry labeled ReferenceUSA.  The screen that opens up has a small field at the top asking you to “Select a Database to Search.”.  Click on the blue down arrow to view the options.  Click once on U. S. Business and a new screen will open.

The default tab, called Quick Search, opens with four blank fields in which you can make entries: Company Name, City, State, and Phone.  You might want to use the other tab labeled Custom Search that has 28 fields to choose from.  Note that one of the 28 fields is Zip Code, which could come in very handy to localize your search area.

For our trial run, let’s pick on IBM.  Enter IBM in the Company Name field on the Quick Search screen, and press the black Search Now! button (or Enter on your keyboard).  What you get is a bewildering list of 334 addresses in IBM’s vast empire, including credit unions and typewriter service shops!  How do you find the headquarters entry?

Click on any of the 334 entries (the blue underlined names).  When the detailed screen for that location opens up find the Corporate Family Tree / Corporate Linkage section and click on the “Click to view” hotlink next to the upward pointing blue arrow.  This will open another screen with the headquarters name at the top (look for PC next to it) followed by a number of subsidiaries’ names.  Now click on the blue underlined headquarters name.

You’ll get a tall screen full of useful information.  There are SIC and NAICS codes galore, and lines of business, followed by a bunch of executives’ names and titles (and gender to help you with asexual names like Sean, Terry, or Pat).  ReferenceUSA has added a section called Company News, which displays timely articles.  Financial data can be found by clicking on the EDGAR Financial Information hotlink up in the Corporate Information section.  That’s about it for ReferenceUSA.  Now let’s talk about my own personal favorite database, Business & Company Resource Center.
3.  Business & Company Resource Center

Click on Business & Company Resource Center.  Four icons appear: Company, Industry, Articles, and Advanced Search.  Click once on Company.  In the top field labeled Company Name or Ticker Symbol enter your target company’s name or its ticker symbol (for example: Hewlett-Packard or HPQ).  You can search by SIC or NAICS number, product brand names/types, and by city/state/country.  Unfortunately, you can’t do a search for companies by Zip Code, although ReferenceUSA and Mergent Online allow you to do this.  Let’s search on Hewlett-Packard as our training example, and then press the green Search button (or the Enter key on your keyboard).

Using HP as our example, the next screen lists 45 of HP’s business units and foreign locations if you entered the full company name (entering just the ticker symbol will provide a single hit for the headquarters location only).  Each one of these HP business units or locations can be researched independently.  The location and revenue figures are shown for each business unit.  The corporate headquarters of any company is generally found at the top of this list, since the companies are always listed in decreasing order of Revenues (see far right column).  If you’re looking at the full list of HP entities, click on the name with the HPQ ticker symbol.

Smaller companies will have fewer entries, maybe only one, and sometimes none at all.  You may get a list of different companies sharing a common word in their names.  Find and then click on the blue hotlinked company name you want to research.  

The database will display the Company Profile tab/screen of information about that company or division.  This is the first/default page of information that is displayed for any company.  Company Profile data includes the following:

· Company name & mailing address

· Phone and FAX numbers

· Business (a basic description of what this company does)

· Variant Name (includes names of acquired/merged companies)

· Auditors (the company’s public accounting firm)
· SIC/NAICS (it may list several code numbers and title of each)

· Annual Sales (revenue in $ millions)

· Employees (total head count)

· Sales/Employee ($ revenue divided by the number of employees)

· Year Founded (when they opened for business)

· Fiscal Year (when the company closes its books each year)

· Features (basic description of the firm)

· Ticker-Stock Exchange (stock symbol and name of exchange)

· CIK (number for this company)

· URL (the corporate Web site address)

· Toll Free Telephone Number (an 800 number, if they offer one)
· Email Address (this address will often take you to the company’s Investor Relations or Public Relations Dept.)

· Officers (the company’s top executives and their titles will be listed here)

Across the top of each tab/screen you’ll see a row of 10 yellow tabs labeled:

1. Company Profile (the first/default screen)

2. News/Magazines (lots of full-text articles, press releases, interviews, etc.)

3. Histories (company chronology)

4. Investment Reports (stock analyst reports)

5. Financials (basic data, including stock prices)

6. Rankings (various sources)

7. Suits and Claims (legal problems)

8. Products (alphabetized list of all the brand-named products made by that company)

9. Industry Overview (one for each SIC code)

10. Associations (all professional organizations)

As with any Microsoft Windows application, if the bold/black title on a yellow tab is grayed out it means there is no information available for that tab.  Each of these tabs will display a different set of information.  This is where you can learn a lot about a company.  The same row of 10 yellow tabs is duplicated at the top of each tab/screen in the whole database.  Once you’ve poked around inside the Business & Company Resource Center database you’ll probably think you’ve hit the mother lode of corporate information.  

Now let’s see what’s available online over at the Houston Public Library system.

Houston Public Library (HPL)

HPL has three very good and three marginal online databases of corporate profile information.  HPL’s Home page is at http://www.hpl.lib.tx.us/index.html.  Save this URL as a Favorite in your Web browser so you can find it quickly the next time.

The menu across the top of the page contains ten choices.  We want Research (third tab from the left).  When the Research page comes up click on Business in the right column.  You should see a very tall alphabetized list of online databases available to card holders.  Only a few of them will be of interest to job seekers, so let’s concentrate on those.

You’ll notice that HPL offers two databases that are also offered by HCPL: Business & Company Resource Center and ReferenceUSA.  Let’s look at four additional databases offered by HPL: Business Source Complete, Mergent Online, Million Dollar Database (from Dun & Bradstreet), and Hoover’s Company Records.

4.  Business Source Complete

Click once on Business in the Find Information by Category column, and then click once on the hotlink that says Business Source Complete.

You’ll get an HPL Catalog sign-in screen asking for your Last Name and 14-digit HPL card barcode number (found on the back of your library card).  Type in your Last Name and library card number and press the Submit button.

This takes you to the EBSCO Host Research Databases screen.  Business Source Complete is a database full of corporate information compiled by EBSCO Publishing.  The database contains detailed information about public as well as privately owned companies.  It includes corporate profile information, articles, industry profiles, market research reports, product reviews, and much more.  To find a full array of information about a company type its name in the Find field, then press the Search button.

The bottom of the screen will fill up with “hits” for your target company.  Look closely in the Results tab/box full of hits.  In the second line of the table you’ll see there are 11 blue hotlinks labeled Academic Journals, Trade Publications, Magazines, Newspapers, Books/Monographs, Company Profiles, SWOT Analyses, Country Reports, Industry Profiles, Market Research Reports, and Product Reviews.  I suggest you start by selecting the tab labeled Company Profiles (second row, far left).  This contains corporate profile information that describes a company in detail.

When you click on the Company Profiles tab the Results box will probably have one or two hits in it.  Select the one for the headquarters you want, then click on the blue/underlined PDF Complete Report hotlink below the headquarters name.  That will open up a lengthy report written by Datamonitor.  These reports can be rather long so don’t hit the Print button too quickly.  You might want to scan down through the report and print only the pages containing the information you need.  Print by clicking on the printer icon in the Adobe window (second icon from the left in the Adobe Menu Bar) – not the printer icon at the very top of your Internet browser.  Then select from All, Current Page, or Pages from blank-to-blank (enter the start and stop page numbers) and press OK.

Click on the Red X button in the upper right corner of your Microsoft Internet Explorer browser screen to close this window and go back to the tall alphabetized list of business database titles.

5.  Mergent Online

Click on the Mergent Online hotlink.  Mergent Online sometimes takes a while to load, so give it some time (it’s worth the wait).  The Basic Search screen is the default.  Type in the name of your target company in the field on the left and hit Search.

The Search Results screen opens up with one or more versions of that company name.  Click once on the target company’s name.  A page about two screens tall will open up containing a Business Summary, Financial Highlights, a list of Key Executives, Principal Offices, Auditor, and common stock Pricing Information.  Contact information and some basic statistics appear in the green box in the left margin.

There are nine green tabs across the top of the screen: Company Details, Equity Pricing, Company Financials, Create Reports, EDGAR, News, Competitors, Tear Sheets, and Industry Reports.  As you click on each of these tabs notice that unique sub-topics appear in the line immediately below.  Each sub-topic relates to the higher-level tab above it.  The tabs work basically like the ones in Business & Company Resource Center.  

You’ll discover lots of useful information to help you write an interesting cover letter, and also prepare for an interview.  Mergent Online is an excellent database offering a wide variety of information similar to that in Business & Company Resource Center.

Have you seen enough of Mergent Online?  Click on the Red X button to close this window and go back to the tall alphabetized list of business database titles.

6.  Million Dollar Database

Click on the Million Dollar Database hotlink.  Fill in your target company’s name in the first field, and also fill in the State field if you know where their headquarters is located, and then hit the Run Search button.  You should get a new screen with multiple hits.  Select the entry with “Headquarters” in the Location column.

Finally you’ll get a page that may be several screens tall loaded with corporate profile information.  Here’s where you’ll find full contact information including mailing address, annual sales, number of employees, SIC and NAICS numbers, ticker symbol, Web site URLs, names and titles of executives, and even short biographies of a few top execs.  

There is also a blue hotlink labeled “Corporate Tree for this company” (beneath the Stock Ticker entry) that has more information about each of the company’s subsidiaries.  Unfortunately there are no other tabs to choose from.  This is all you get.

Click on the Red X button to close this window and go back to the tall alphabetized list of business database titles.

7.  Hoover’s Company Records

Click on the Hoover’s Company Records entry in the big list and it’ll take you to a ProQuest page.  The default is “Advanced Search.”  Note that the “Database” field down below has already been filled in with “Business - Hoover’s Company Records.”  Enter the name of your target company in the large white field and hit Search, then click on the entry for your target company.

A Fact Sheet page will open first.  It contains very limited information about the company, but more information is available by clicking on the boxes in the upper left corner of this page.  Try clicking on each one: Overview, People, Products & Operations, and Financials to learn more about this company.  

If you’re working on a list of several target companies you’ll like a little shortcut they added to this screen.  Use the Search for another company field in the lower left corner of any page.

What you see on these pages is NOT the full-blown version of Hoover’s database that their paying subscribers can use.  This is an abbreviated version with basic information.

HPL is the clear winner between the two library systems with six online databases of corporate profile information that are useful for job seekers:

Very Good and complete:

1.  Business & Company Resource Center

2.  Business Source Complete

3.  Mergent Online

Marginal and less complete:

4.  Million Dollar Database

5.  ReferenceUSA

6.  Hoover’s Company Records

HCPL offers only three databases:

Very Good and complete:

1.  Business & Company Resource Center

2.  Enhanced Business Search Interface

Marginal and less complete:

3.  ReferenceUSA

I suggest you get a card for BOTH libraries so you can access all seven databases.

Why you should use corporate profile information in your job hunt

Many job seekers prefer sending a resume and cover letter to a named hiring manager rather than to the Human Resources department (“To Whom It May Concern”).  The databases discussed in this tutorial can help you find those names and titles.  But what if the executive’s name and title you’re looking for isn’t shown?  Where can you find it?  Here’s a tip, although it involves some time and effort:

Try searching Business & Company Resource Center’s “News/Magazines” tab, or Mergent’s “News” tab, or ReferenceUSA’s “Company News” section, or Business Source Complete’s “Trade Publications, Magazines, and Newspapers” tabs.  Scan some of the full-text articles while looking for the names/titles of company officers being interviewed in articles or quoted in press releases.  You’ll sometimes find lower-ranking executives mentioned or quoted in these articles and press releases.  You could even refer to one of their quotes when composing a cover letter and sending a resume to that executive!

Tip:  How can you figure out what an employee’s e-mail address is?

Let’s assume you have a hiring manager’s name and title and you want to send him/her an e-mail message or cover letter with resume attachment, but you don’t know the format for their e-mail address.  Is it the employee’s first name and last name in front of the @ symbol, or is it first initial and last name?  Is it with our without a dot in between the first and last names?  Is the company name Epson or EpsonUSA in the e-mail address?  Does it end with .com, .org, or .net?  Here’s my tip on how to solve this perplexing problem.

Search for any recent press release on the company’s Web site.  Often, at the bottom of a press release you’ll find the name, title, and e-mail address of two people.  One is a contact at the PR firm that wrote the press release, and the other is an Investor Relations or Communications employee at your target company.  Presto – you’ve figured out the standard e-mail address format for all of the employees at that company!

Summary

Much of the company information discussed in this tutorial is also available by visiting a company’s Web site.  However, many companies don’t post all of this information, or they hide it many layers deep on their Web sites.  This is especially true of privately held companies, which tend to be very information stingy.  The databases discussed here display this information in the same format for all companies, public or private, making it much easier to find than searching each company’s Web site individually.

To be fair, many corporate Web sites contain much more information than these seven databases.  The amount of information you’ll find on Web sites varies from company to company.  Publicly held companies that trade common stock on an exchange generally post a huge amount of information on their Web sites, while privately held companies usually don’t.  Web sites of public companies will always include a list of senior executives and directors in their Annual Reports (usually way at the back of the report).  Visit a company’s Web site, and also research that same company using one or more of these databases.  Then you’ll have a much better picture.

Thanks to the advent of the Internet and the World Wide Web, an incredible and sometimes mind-boggling world of information has been made available to us.  Take some time and discover the other database offerings of HPL and HCPL.  Each library system offers many other databases in addition to the seven I’ve discussed in this tutorial.

There are other corporate profile databases out there that the two Houston-based library systems don’t offer.  One of the best databases I know of wasn’t even mentioned here; it’s called OneSource.  If you have access to OneSource through friends, former co-workers, relatives, or other sources I highly recommend using it.  OneSource makes the seven databases I’ve discussed here pale in comparison!  Hard to believe, but I’m not kidding.

Good luck with your job hunt!

Jim Sandham
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