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“A must-read for coaches working with corporate employees. Each chapter is a mini-workshop, and the author’s generous use of client stories and coaching examples makes for an interesting read. This is the perfect gift for the client who’s ready to get back on track.”
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I once read, “Entrance to another’s soul is a sacred honor.” This book is dedicated to the men and women who, for more than two decades, have allowed me the privilege of entering their personal and professional lives, trusted me enough to make the leap of faith required to follow my coaching suggestions, and provided me with the opportunity to learn from them as much as I hope they learned from me.





Preface


I’m delighted that Diana Baroni at Warner Books acquiesced to two years of my nagging by giving me the opportunity to update and re-release a book I wrote a number of years ago titled Overcoming Your Strengths: 8 Reasons Why Successful People Derail and How to Remain on Track (called Jump Start Your Career in the paperback version). One reason it was so important to me was that I wanted to respond to all the men who have asked me to write a book that’s not exclusively for women so they can read it without embarrassment. But the primary reason I kept pursuing it was that the world and the workplace are so different than they were a decade ago. Back then, terrorism and natural disasters on an epic scale were things that happened in other countries, not ours. WorldCom and Enron were well respected companies with trusted leaders. The Apprentice was not a television show but rather someone who learned a trade under the tutelage of a more experienced crafts-person. And Martha Stewart was a domestic diva, not a convicted felon.


In the intervening decade, business has become increasingly competitive, and many workplace mores have fallen to the wayside. Work formerly done by Americans is now outsourced to foreign countries, and laws have been enacted that circumscribe and regulate corporate governance. A new generation of savvy, swift, and smart workers who bring a set of values and a work ethic far different from their predecessors’ is poised to take over where the baby boomers leave off. Work–life balance has become an increasingly hot topic of concern to workers of all ages. Yet some things haven’t changed. People who rise to the top aren’t always those with the highest IQs. They aren’t the people who work the hardest or make the biggest sacrifices for the sake of their careers. And they certainly aren’t the people who keep their noses to the grindstone with their mouths shut. They’re the people who understand that nontechnical capability (often referred to as the soft skills) is every bit as important—if not more important—as technical capability when it comes to reaching their maximum career potential.


How, then, do some folks always seem to do and say the right thing, while others can’t quite figure out what it takes to achieve and, more important, maintain successful careers? Regardless of career path or position, most of us have experienced that sinking feeling of being on the sidelines watching as less qualified colleagues get the choice assignments, promotions, or developmental opportunities that are intended to groom them for the next rung of the corporate ladder. We may grumble about the injustice of being overlooked for opportunities we feel we deserve, but rarely do we take the time to examine why this happens and what we can do to make ourselves more competitive.


Three decades as a human resource professional, management consultant, and executive coach working inside some of the largest and most respected organizations worldwide have given me the opportunity to learn firsthand why some people surpass their professional peers indefinitely while others spin their wheels in what are at times lucrative but dead-end jobs. One principal reason why companies bring in business coaches to work with executives is that they know even the most talented professionals can have Achilles’ heels or blind spots that preclude them from achieving their full potential. Savvy companies, like sports teams, turn good players into great ones through coaching. They understand that the cost of turnover is too high to let them fail. My access to the best and the brightest was as a consultant and business coach committed to helping organizations achieve extraordinary results through maximization of their human resources.


If you’re reading this book, it’s likely that your profile resembles that of many of my clients: You are good at what you do, and may even be recognized for one or more particular strengths, but are somehow stalled and unknowingly sabotaging your best professional efforts. This phenomenon, whereby fast-trackers are displaced from successful career paths by over-relying on the skills that helped them achieve past success, is called derailment. Researchers from the Center for Creative Leadership in Greensboro, North Carolina, estimate that 30 to 50 percent of high-potential managers and executives derail. In my own practice, I’ve found that such derailment occurs at every level of the workplace with just about the same frequency as it does among executives—and always for the same reasons. That’s why this book provides a broad context for understanding workplace behavior geared toward anyone at any professional level who wants to stop sabotaging his or her career and learn the essential strategies for becoming and staying competitive in the workplace.


I define derailment as “any unexpected change in career momentum.” Successful people find that their careers begin to stall or fall off track entirely for seemingly inexplicable reasons. People who work hard and have been rewarded for their contributions to a firm through promotions, choice job assignments, or special perks and incentives find themselves suddenly being overlooked for further recognition for no apparent reason. Their opinions may no longer be solicited, they may not be included in meetings with key people, or they may be given more routine, low-profile assignments than in the past. These people suddenly feel invisible.


When I first started out as a business coach, the profession was just emerging, so I had to develop my own models for understanding workplace success and helping people become more competitive in the world of work. My experience as a human resource professional with a doctoral degree in counseling psychology proved an invaluable combination as I became one of the pioneers in business coaching. It helped me determine that people who experienced career setbacks almost always behaved in ways consistent with childhood expectations and relied almost exclusively on these behaviors for continued success. Typically, these are employees who have no history of job related performance problems. In fact, they have frequently been identified as high-potential candidates targeted for upward mobility.


Looking inside organizations that downsized, I realized that the survivors of layoffs were frequently not the most technically proficient, best educated, or most productive employees. As corporations cut more closely to the bone, there appeared to be few notable differences between those who were given their pink slips and those who remained. As I examined the situation more closely, however, a pattern emerged: The people kept on staff had the widest array of technical and interpersonal capabilities, rather than very specific but more limited ones. This is what has become known as the best-player approach to downsizing: keeping those people who can function successfully in a wide variety of areas and with a diverse group of people.


Managers are forced every day to make choices about who will be promoted, given a larger raise, or provided with a developmental assignment among people who, on the face of it, appear to be equally qualified. How, then, do they choose one over another? The answer lies in infrequently commented on, less tangible aspects of workplace behavior. Remarks such as “Steve’s a great worker, cranks out the work like no one else, but he doesn’t get the big picture” or “Ann is one of our most talented engineers, but she doesn’t get along with people” give us our greatest clues as to why some people are recognized and rewarded while others languish in roles for which they may be overqualified. Career setbacks don’t always equate to automatic layoff, termination, or demotion. Less extreme, yet equally damaging to your career, is when you are simply overlooked again and again. Your input may be ignored, or you may be overlooked for further growth opportunities. Whether you are laid off, ignored, or overlooked, the result is the same: career stagnation.


The common thread for people who don’t progress in their careers to a degree consistent with their intelligence or capability is that they often exhibit superior skill in a particularareato the exclusion of developing complementary behaviors. Even when a change in job assignment requires them to apply a different skill set, or when they see people around them develop in diverse areas, they fail to notice that they themselves have limited skill sets. Instead, they turn up the volume on those behaviors that they already do well, hoping that doing more of the same will save them! How do intelligent people neglect to notice something as important as their own lack of a diversified approach to other people and problem solving? The answer to this question requires an understanding of how their strengths were developed and reinforced in response to early-childhood expectations.


Let me give you an example. Jamie comes from a home where her mother was an alcoholic and her father, partially in response to her mother, was a workaholic. Jamie grew up knowing that her survival depended on taking good care of herself, because there was no one else to do it for her. She learned to be independent and self-sufficient. Initially, she was a terrific employee. She was self-motivated and required little coaxing or direction. Eventually, however, Jamie began missing deadlines because she became overextended and failed to ask for assistance. Paradoxically, Jamie’s strengths were what ultimately caused her to fail. She must learn to overcome her strengths, through the development of complementary skills, if she is to remain successful over the long term.


The truth is, we all have a little of Jamie in us. Maybe we didn’t grow up in the same type of household, but we did grow up in environments that placed certain expectations and restrictions on our development. Whether we learned by word or deed that Children are to be seen and not heard, or You must do things yourself because no one else is to be trusted, or Never disagree with authority, those internalized past messages affect our present behavior in the workplace. Our subconscious tells us that if childhood survival depended on being quiet, independent, or compliant, then our adult well-being must certainly also be contingent on exhibiting those same behaviors. People like Jamie need to be coached to add complementary skills to their existing strengths to help them stay on the track to professional success.


Starting out as a business coach in 1987 with no models for how to do it was probably a good thing for me. It enabled me to use my experience and education to develop a process that would focus not on what people were doing wrong, but rather on what they were doing right and how this was actually impeding their career progress. The coaching philosophy I developed is simple: People should not stop engaging in behaviors that work for them, but rather identify the gaps in their repertoire of skills and fill them in with complementary behaviors. People should remain essentially the same while adding new skills. It’s a bit like learning a sport. When the golf coach suggests that the student change his grip, the coach isn’t asking him to fundamentally change who he is. She’s only giving a tip for how to be more successful on the golf course. If the student incorporates this tip into his game, he’s rewarded with better scores.


Much has been written lately about allowing people to succeed from a place of their strengths rather than focusing on development areas. I had quite a heated discussion with an audience member at a keynote speech I was delivering who espoused this philosophy and totally disagreed with my model for developing a broad skill set. Nonetheless, I stand by it, because I’ve seen it work for hundreds of people over two decades. As I told this woman, change is difficult. We would all like to think that we can simply beef up our strengths and come out as winners, but all we end up with is overdeveloped strengths—and we haven’t addressed our performance gaps.


The process of learning how to achieve your career goals by balancing old skills with new ones needn’t involve a lot of time or money. It isn’t always necessary to hire an outside coach or spend countless years in psychotherapy. You can coach yourself to success by taking the eight proactive steps I describe in this book needed to make yourself an invaluable member of any work environment. The book is designed for anyone who ever wondered why his or her career has gotten off track—and everyone who wants to prevent that from happening in the future. The Career Status Check in the first chapter will help you objectively assess possible blind spots that may be causing you to unknowingly sabotage your career. Suggestions throughout the book offer specific ways that you can enhance your existing skill set to become more competitive and recognized as a winner in your workplace. The key to using this book effectively lies in your willingness to critically assess your background, your behavior, and the direction of your career.


Throughout this book, you’ll find inspiring stories of how top professionals—some famous, some not—both avoided and came back from dramatic career setbacks to become leaders in their fields. Specific suggestions for building your career muscle are contained at the end of each chapter. As you read, it’s likely you’ll discover you have more in common with Bill Clinton, Margaret Thatcher, or Bobby Knight than you realized—because even people who achieve great things must never stop looking for ways to succeed in spite of themselves.


Lois P. Frankel, PhD







Introduction:


The Dynamics of Career Self-Sabotage


Success isn’t permanent and failure isn’t fatal.


Coach Mike Ditka


Dan was a senior accountant with an outstanding record of achievement in his midsize manufacturing firm. He had worked his way up through the ranks and was targeted as a high-potential employee expected to go far and fast—until he was promoted to manager of his department, that is. Although he’d been able to produce high-quality results as an individual contributor, he foundered in his role as a leader. He thought he had to have all the answers. Not only did he exclude others from the decision-making process, but he also failed to delegate, thereby becoming too involved with day-to-day minutiae. It appeared that the skills that enabled him to accomplish so much at lower levels in the organization were no longer sufficient to ensure success. Through coaching, Dan learned new behaviors that complemented his existing strengths and enabled him to not only add more value to his company but achieve his career aspirations as well.


Whether you’re an administrative assistant or a senior executive and whether you’ve been on the job one year or ten years, you’re equally susceptible to unexpected changes in career momentum. The phenomenon cuts across all ages and stages of careers as well as gender, ethnicity, and career field. When you least expect it, your career trajectory suddenly slows and causes you to question all that you’ve accomplished to date and how you achieved it. One day, you’re on top of your game—and the next it seems you can’t do anything right.


 As a business coach for the past twenty years, I’ve been called on to assist employees such as Dan with overcoming obstacles to long-term career success. Coaching typically begins with a phone call from a senior-level manager or human resource professional who wants to find a coach for someone who is technically capable but foundering in one or more other areas required to be considered fully competent in his or her role. The descriptions are astonishingly similar: “I’ve got this employee who does really great work but is creating problems in her department. No one wants to work with her. I don’t want to lose her, but I’ll have no choice about letting her go unless something changes.” When asked for a more detailed description of what the employee is doing wrong, the manager continues, “She’s like a bull in a china shop. She runs roughshod over people and embarrasses them in front of their peers. She gets the job done, but she leaves a trail of bodies in her wake. She can’t seem to understand that what it takes to be successful in our company is a collaborative effort, not just meeting the goals assigned to her.”


Frequently, people such as this woman and Dan fail to achieve their career goals without ever understanding why. Unfortunately, they often go on to other jobs and make the same mistakes again. They don’t understand that the skills, characteristics, and qualities that contributed to success early in their careers are the same ones that will ultimately serve to derail them once they reach higher levels of an organization or later stages of their careers. That’s because, paradoxically, the behaviors that contribute to your early career success are often learned early in childhood as defense mechanisms. That is, they enabled you to survive what might have been a difficult, traumatic, or demanding childhood and have worked in the past, but at some point they fail to ensure future success.


THE REPETITION COMPULSION


Whether the description is of someone who runs roughshod over his or her peers, does all the work instead of delegating, sees only the pieces of the puzzle instead of the bigger picture, has difficulty with authority, or is so easygoing that people walk all over him or her, it’s a variation on the same theme: failure to develop new skills that will provide balance to those that contributed to early career success. If you’re someone who continues to rely on behaviors that enabled you to survive childhood, despite the fact that those behaviors have outlived their usefulness, then unfortunately you may be sabotaging your career.


Although I’m no fan of Sigmund Freud, there is one theory that I think he was right about: the repetition compulsion—the tendency of human beings to return to past states. It seems we repeat acts over and over, even when they no longer work, until we understand what purpose they serve. We can all cite examples of people we know who marry several times, each time selecting the same type of partner and each time wondering why it doesn’t work. For those of us on the outside looking in, it’s abundantly clear why it doesn’t work, but for the person making the choices it’s Freud’s repetition compulsion in action.


The choice of a life partner is a good example to use, because it so often reflects the early-childhood experience. That is, if Dad was an alcoholic, a woman may choose a husband who is either an alcoholic or in some similar way incapacitated. If Mom was depressed, her son may choose a depressed wife. This is not to say that these choices are conscious, because they most frequently aren’t. We make choices because they’re familiar, and this familiarity enables us to know how to act in a given situation. Choosing a partner who is in some way familiar enables us to repeat the childhood behaviors we learned to survive—even though those behaviors are no longer functional!


I’ve been talking about developing survival skills in response to dysfunctional family behavior, but don’t get the impression that people from these families are the only ones who develop such skills. Research suggests that nine out of ten people come from families of origin in which there is some type of dysfunction, but these are not the only families for which survival skills are needed. You may come from that one-in-ten functional family where everyone is a high achiever with advanced degrees in rocket science. Survival skills in your family may look different but can still have the effect of obscuring necessary, complementary behaviors. If you’re supposed to get straight A’s and it doesn’t really matter if you have any friends or extracurricular activities, survival skills exclusively in the area of academic achievement can be just as limiting.


I also don’t want you to think I’m suggesting that defense mechanisms and survival skills are bad things—because they’re not. We all learned early on which behaviors pleased or satisfied our childhood primary caretakers, whether they were parents, nannies, grandparents, favorite teachers, or child care workers. Even preverbal children subconsciously know that their survival depends on the caretaker. Therefore, if repeating pleasing behavior was critical to survival, it is only logical that we would assume those behaviors that pleased the caretaker would also please others later in our lives. Most of us want to be loved and accepted, and often our behavior is motivated by this desire rather than an objective assessment of what the situation requires. Because the caretaker is also the first authority figure in our lives, we think that behaviors that pleased him or her will also please another authority figure—and in the workplace, that authority figure is called “the boss.”


So what does all this psychological jargon mean in today’s workplace? Let’s go back to Dan for a moment. He’s an outstanding individual contributor, but he can’t quite empower others. Dan’s direct reports complain about him grandstanding (keeping the high-profile projects for himself), about not trusting them with an entire project, and about micromanaging their work. To understand these behaviors, we need to look at how they developed and what functional purpose they served in the past. As it turns out, Dan was the oldest of six children. Both parents worked, and he had responsibility for taking care of his younger siblings after school, babysitting during summer vacations, and so on. He learned early in life that his survival— approval from his parents—was dependent on taking responsibility for whatever needed to be done without being asked. In order to juggle school and his chores at home, Dan had to be organized, plan his activities in advance, and keep a close eye on his siblings.


In college, Dan was the ideal student. He not only had his papers done on time, but had them done in advance. He remained current with his studies while holding a part-time job from the second semester of his freshman year on. As a young accountant, Dan was every boss’s dream. He showed initiative by anticipating what needed to be done and doing it thoroughly, paying close attention to detail, and requiring little supervision. His performance reviews were, as might be expected, outstanding. The reward for his accomplishments as a superb worker was a promotion to a management position. As in most corporations, good individual performance in Dan’s company led to being promoted to leader of a team of employees. The problem inherent to this common practice is that the skills needed to lead a team are substantially different from those needed to succeed independently.


The repetition compulsion suggests that to ensure success in his new assignment, Dan would naturally rely on the same skills that made him successful up to this point—and he did. What was perceived as grandstanding, not trusting others, and micromanaging was merely the repetition of the same childhood behaviors that contributed to his survival. He wasn’t consciously keeping the high-profile projects to himself; nor was he intentionally trying to impede the growth of his staff by giving them only small pieces of projects. Given an assignment from upper management, he would simply plan out what had to be done and diligently go about doing it. He was more than happy to assist his direct reports with their routine tasks, in much the same way as he would help his younger siblings with their homework, but they perceived it as micromanaging. Dan had no inkling that his behavior was unusual or inappropriate. It’s almost as though he thought, If it got me to this point, I should do more of it. And herein lies the problem for so many employees at all levels: not only doing what has worked in the past, but doing more of it.


Turning Up the Volume


When faced with the prospect of failure, the child part of the adult psyche kicks into gear and turns up the volume on the same old behaviors, then wonders why there is static on the new station. The old station didn’t have static! If controlling, planning, and doing the work himself worked for Dan in the past, then certainly doing more of the same should work, too. As Dan met with resistance from his staff in the form of missing deadlines, withholding critical information, or doing work that wasn’t up to acceptable standards, his survival instincts told him that he needed to engage more in the behaviors that contributed to past success.


The obvious problem is that these were the same behaviors that were now contributing to poor morale, low productivity, and lack of cooperation within his department. Doing more of the same only served to escalate the problem. It never occurred to Dan that he exacerbated the problem by controlling and directing even more. In fact, because he had no alternative skills in his repertoire, he thought that he wasn’t doing these things enough!


Promotions aren’t the only situations that can cause you to stumble along your career path. The inability to recognize and make the shift to changing requirements of the organizational culture or movement from one company to another, one department to another, or one boss to another are but a few others. Clearly, behaviors that are appropriate in one situation can become potential derailers when applied in a different situation. If the culture of Dan’s company was more hierarchical—one in which people expected close supervision and little responsibility for entire projects—then his behavior would not have been considered problematic. In fact, he could most likely continue to succeed using the behaviors he learned early in life.


Margaret Thatcher provides a familiar example of someone who did not sustain her stature as one of the world’s most powerful women as long as she could have due to her failure to balance strengths with complementary skills when the situation called for it. As prime minister of England, Thatcher had a clear vision of where she wanted to take her country and how that should be accomplished. She was willing to take on tough and, at times, controversial issues. Her strengths earned her the nickname “the Iron Lady.” Early in her tenure as prime minister, she was welcomed by many citizens as one who stood by her convictions and who could lead the nation through a difficult period of social and economic decline. She never faltered during the Falklands War and is characterized by her statement during the poll tax controversy, “You turn if you want to. The lady’s not for turning.”


So what went wrong? Thatcher relied almost exclusively on behaviors learned early in childhood. Her independent, self-sufficient behaviors required complementary skills in consensus building and succeeding through cooperative efforts—skills that she never developed and, in fact, openly eschewed. Shortly after her election, she proclaimed, “I am not a consensus politician. I am a conviction politician.” And when the going got tough, Thatcher got tougher. She turned up the volume on her convictions. Throughout her tenure, she relied on the same skills she learned and relied on in childhood, and they ultimately failed her.


As with many of the examples I include in this book of high-profile people who unknowingly sabotaged their careers, I wanted to see if my theory that over-reliance on childhood survival skills contributes to unexpected changes in career momentum holds true. So I went back to their biographies, autobiographies, or other reports of their life stories. By all accounts, Thatcher grew up in a joyless household. Outsiders report that there was never much gaiety or laughter in the home. Her mother was competent but remote. Thatcher never really forged a relationship with her and rarely makes mention of her. It was her strict, work-oriented, and devoutly religious father with whom Thatcher aligned and to whom she credits her success. When she went to school and realized that other children actually had fun in their families, she asked him why their family never went on picnics, rode bicycles, or played games. His reply was “Margaret, never do things or want to do things just because other people do them. Make up your own mind about what you are going to do and persuade people to go your way.” Clearly, she learned that lesson well. So well that she was alienated from her peers during her school years and throughout her lifetime claimed no close friends with the exception of her late husband.


In the workplace, an example of an employee turning up the volume on old behaviors is one who moves from a department that places high value on teamwork, collaboration, and consensus to another department in the same organization that requires independent decision making, quick turnaround, and minimal interaction among team members. Because the employee came from a family where harmony was the norm, we’d expect him to be successful in the first department; its requirements match his behavioral schemata. Moving to the latter department, however, he’ll be unsure of what behaviors are expected and will, most likely, rely on the people skills that secured career success thus far. When at first they don’t work, he will likely engage in the behaviors to an even greater degree. The employee will founder if he doesn’t recognize the need to engage in alternative, situationally expected behavior. As he tries to reach consensus and build collaborative relationships, he may meet with resistance from his new co-workers. The likely method for dealing with this resistance is to turn up the volume even farther on the affiliative skills—and wonder why there’s static on the line!


High Tolerance Levels


Another aspect of relying on early-childhood behaviors involves the ability to tolerate bad employment situations or poor leadership. When confronted with a boss who is unreasonable (or downright impossible), employees will tolerate those behaviors that are congruent with their primary family experience. Let me give you an example. At the end of a leadership workshop, Tim took me aside and asked how to cope with a boss who made unreasonable demands, embarrassed him in front of others, and never gave any praise. When I asked, “Does he remind you of anyone?” Tim hesitated for a moment while thinking and finally replied, “My father.” Tim had come to expect this behavior from people in authority and tolerated it more than someone who was raised in a more nurturing environment. Like many people, he couldn’t see that there was anything wrong with the boss’s behavior and instead blamed himself. Similar to the child who engages in magical thinking, the employee believes working harder or staying under the radar screen will change the boss’s behavior toward him.


Let me give you one more example from a slightly different perspective. Rita worked for a boss who confided in her about myriad personal problems with her children, parents, and spouse. On some occasions, the boss would go into Rita’s office, close the door, and break down sobbing. Rita said she was uncomfortable being used as a confidante in this manner because it made her hesitant to go to the boss with her own work-related problems. She felt sorry for her boss and didn’t want to burden her any more than necessary. As a result, Rita was left having to figure out for herself how to resolve problems and create programs for which she had little experience. Because she grew up with a mother who needed excessive attention and was histrionic, Rita felt as responsible for her boss as she had for her mother. She turned up the volume on her listening and caretaking behaviors in an effort to soothe the boss. The child inside Rita needed to make things better, never expecting that she was entitled to leadership and direction from her boss.


The tolerance levels both Tim and Rita showed were higher than those of their peers because the situations were familiar to them and they possessed the coping skills to survive. However, their performance and self-esteem suffered from lack of mentoring and the absence of growth opportunities that should have been provided to them from people in management positions. Both employees eventually left their positions and their companies once they understood the dynamics and decided not to be controlled by old behaviors that had outlived their usefulness.


You may find that you have a high level of tolerance for inappropriate behaviors that are familiar to you, especially if feelings about being treated in a particular way haven’t been worked through in psychotherapy or other developmental opportunities, such as attending workshops, taking classes, or reading self-help books. You may seek approval from authority, be unable to see when you’re being treated unfairly or inappropriately, and therefore assume responsibility for making the situation better. If you think your early-childhood relationships are getting in the way of your success, I encourage you to read Your Boss Is Not Your Mother: Eight Steps to Eliminating Office Drama and Creating Positive Relationships at Work by Debra Mandel.


THE CORPORATE PLAYING FIELD


One of the models I developed early in my coaching career has proved invaluable in helping people understand how they misread the requirements for workplace success in a variety of changing conditions and corporate cultures. Consider your workplace the same as any competitive sport. It has a playing field, boundaries, rules, and strategies. The boundaries mark the area in which you must operate if you want to succeed. When you go out of bounds in sports, you are either called out, fouled, lose a point, or lose control of the ball. There is typically some type of penalty for going out of bounds. The same holds true in companies. Understanding the boundaries of the workplace playing field is essential to winning the game.


A major difference that presents a unique problem is that the bounds and rules of the corporate playing field aren’t quite as clearly defined as in a sport. The boundaries change when you move from one company to another, from department to department within the same company, from boss to boss within a company, and even for different people in the same situation. This phenomenon was unexpectedly hammered home during a keynote presentation I made to employees at a national defense company. On a flip chart, I drew the diagram that follows. I explained that in the area of creativity, the boundaries differ from a defense contractor to the entertainment industry. Whereas a person working in defense can and should be creative in terms of problem solving, devising new systems, or developing new products, his or her boundaries are narrower than those of someone working in entertainment where, on the development side of the business, the boundaries for creativity are practically nonexistent.


[image: art]


At first, I got some push-back from audience members who thought I was making a value judgment about expectations in the defense field. Fortunately, a young woman raised her hand and exclaimed, “That explains everything!” She went on to describe how she recently transferred to this particular contractor from a Hollywood motion picture company and couldn’t figure out why she was having so much difficulty adjusting to the new culture. “Whereas everything I did in my last company was right, everything I do now seems wrong,” she said. The diagram enabled her to understand—and enabled everyone else in the audience to understand as well—that what worked in the past wouldn’t necessarily work in the future when the playing field changes. To be successful in her new corporate culture, the woman had to readjust her behavior to fit within the new boundaries.


The boundaries change not only between companies but also for different people within the same company. Although the corporate playing field clearly denotes the area in which it expects employees to operate, there are a number of inherent dangers. The field may be artificially narrowed based on factors relating to gender, ethnicity, age, or other subjective factors. Ask any woman or person of color and they’ll tell you this is true. When the field narrows, it becomes easier to go out of bounds. For example, the playing field for men in the area of emotionality is narrower than it is for women. The range of emotions that they are permitted to express is narrower than that permitted for women. A woman can get away with crying at work; a man usually can’t.


Similarly, the playing field for women in the area of assertiveness is narrower than for their male counterparts. Behavior that borders on aggressive may be acceptable—or even preferred—in some businesses and industries, whereas more polite, collegial behavior is expected in others. It’s not that simple for women, though. Regardless of a company’s boundaries for assertive behavior, a woman’s boundaries are typically narrower than those of her male counterparts. It’s why so many women report that when they say or do the same thing as a man, they get called “the B-word.” It’s because the boundaries are different, and winning the game is contingent upon playing on the field and in bounds.


[image: art]


Managers and employees alike need to be aware of their own biases that may artificially narrow the playing field for their colleagues and make every effort to create a more even field for everyone. Otherwise, they risk homogenizing the workplace—expecting everyone to look and sound the same. Organizations that fall into this trap miss out on the richness that diversity brings. Similarly, if we all don’t work to create an equal playing field, people who don’t match the workplace stereotype will play the game too carefully, never taking the kinds of risks that might put them out of bounds. In an environment such as this, creativity and productivity are stifled. As in sports, you must take calculated risks and play the game toward the edge of the bounds, but intentionally decide when the risk of going out of bounds is worth what will potentially be gained by it.


Successful corporate players scope out the playing field and adjust their behavior accordingly. In other words, they remain in bounds for each given situation. Those who espouse the Popeye philosophy—“I yam who I yam”—often find they’re the odd person out and fail to develop the widest repertoire of skills possible. Once again, it’s about balance. If you pride yourself on constantly going out of bounds, and are even sometimes rewarded for it, don’t be surprised if you’re eventually called out. On the other hand, if you always play the workplace game safely within bounds, you may not be adding the value required for long-term success. People who win the game of work are those who (1) know where the bounds are and recognize that they narrow and widen with different circumstances, (2) play the corporate game taking calculated risks, and (3) balance the risks with the eight behaviors described in this book.


THE EIGHT MOST COMMON SELF-SABOTAGING BEHAVIORS


Consider the following workplace conversation:





	Al:
	Did you hear about Kathy’s promotion?




	Barbara:
	Did I ever. I’ve been here three years longer than Kathy and work twice as hard. I should have been the one given that promotion.




	Al:
	I thought for sure this one had your name on it. Kathy’s only been in her position for eighteen months. She hardly warmed up the chair. She must know people over at corporate.




	Barbara:
	Not only does she know them, she spends more time meeting with them than doing her work. She’s always going to this committee meeting and that presentation. If she spent half as much time in her office working as she does schmoozing, she could get something done.




	Al:
	Yeah. It’s people like us who keep this place going and people like her who get all the credit. Do you know that she even has time to take her staff members out to lunch for their birthdays?




	Barbara:
	That’s what I mean. She’s so busy getting everyone else to do her work that of course she has time for all that stuff. The HR vice president asked me to be on the personnel review committee, and I turned him down flat. If I don’t keep close tabs on my staff, nothing gets done.




	Al:
	I know what you mean. I’ve got my schedule just about where I want it now and I’m not willing to change it for anyone. Those committees take up way too much time.






Sound familiar? While Barbara and Al are busy micromanaging, doing the work themselves, and sticking close to their offices—behaviors that have worked for them up until now in their careers—people like Kathy are expanding their repertoires of business behavior and spheres of influence. It’s the difference between careerists and achievers. The former manage their careers; the latter get the work done. But you can’t simply focus on your career to the exclusion of accomplishing your work, and you can’t only accomplish your work without paying attention to your career development. The reality is, you’ve got to do both—it’s a combination of these two factors that ultimately leads to career success.


It should go without saying, but I’ll say it anyway to make it abundantly clear: There is no substitute for technical competence. It is the foundation upon which all the other behaviors referred to in this book rely. Without technical competence, you build a career on quicksand. It is necessary—but it’s also not sufficient. Most people who sabotage their careers rely on technical competence to the exclusion of all other necessary behaviors. They think that expertise in their fields should be enough to maintain and further their careers. This may have been true in 1960 or 1970, but it’s far from true in today’s competitive workplace.


In the workplace sweepstakes, I’ve consistently seen eight factors that distinguish the winners from the losers. People who possess technical competence but get stuck at some point along their career paths do so because they:


1. Overlook the importance of people.


2. Do not function effectively as part of a team.


3. Fail to focus on image and communication.


4. Possess limited emotional intelligence and likability.


5. Have difficulty working with authority.


6. Have too broad or too narrow a vision.


7. Exhibit indifference to client or constituent needs.


8. Work in isolation.


What makes matters worse is that most people struggling to achieve their full career potential fail to build skills in more than just one area. For example, the inability to function effectively as part of a team may be related to poor emotional intelligence. Likewise, overlooking the importance of people may cause you to work in isolation. The following Career Status Check will help you to determine which specific areas you may need to work on to become more professionally competitive. I urge you to take the inventory and to use it in determining which chapters might have the most meaning for you personally. Also, examine your workplace behaviors in light of the early-childhood experiences outlined in the Childhood Experiences Contributing to Strengths and Developmental Areas chart that begins on page 30 to determine which complementary skills the inventory suggests are required to be a fully functioning adult. If you focus only on the inventory, you’ll miss out on the opportunity to understand your behavior in a fuller context. This is the same reason why many business coaches fail to help clients achieve their goals—they focus on changing behavior, not understanding the purpose the behavior serves and how it has contributed to success in the past.


CAREER STATUS CHECK


To determine your career strengths and areas for development, use the scale below to answer each of the following questions as candidly as possible. Even if it’s difficult to answer a particular item, don’t leave it unanswered.


1 =	Not descriptive of me or my situation.


2 =	Somewhat descriptive of me or my situation.


3 =	Descriptive of me or my situation.


4 =	Highly descriptive of me or my situation.





	_____
	1. Others describe me as a real people person.




	_____
	2. I prefer to work as part of a team, rather than working independently from others.




	_____
	3. When I speak, I notice people pay close attention to my ideas and opinions.




	_____
	4. I don’t bring my moods to the office.




	_____
	5. When I have a logical reason for it, I don’t have a problem with expressing a viewpoint different from my management.




	_____
	6. When working on a project, I take time out now and then to reassess its direction and my own method of approaching it.




	_____
	7. I can tell you how my contribution to the organization is distinguished from that of others.




	_____
	8. I spend at least some portion of each week networking with colleagues.




	_____
	9. I spend some part of each workday engaged in small talk with co-workers.




	_____
	10. I consciously identify ways to assist my fellow team members with their projects.




	_____
	11. I’m known for getting to the point quickly and succinctly.




	_____
	12. I’m aware of my areas for development and am currently working to improve them.




	_____
	13. If I see managers making decisions that I believe might be harmful to our firm, I offer my opinion about these decisions.




	_____
	14. It doesn’t bother me when my boss interrupts a project I’m working on to add new and sometimes different elements to it.




	_____
	15. I am known throughout the organization for my commitment to customer or client service.




	_____
	16. I belong to professional organizations and attend their meetings with enough regularity to know the other members.




	_____
	17. I know most of my co-workers on more than just a professional basis.




	_____
	18. I enhance the success of my projects by securing input from my peers.




	_____
	19. I think before speaking to make certain my comments are presented in the best light possible.




	_____
	20. I’m good at reading the nonverbal messages of others.




	_____
	21. People would describe me as someone who can independently assess management decisions and offer alternative perspectives when appropriate.




	_____
	22. Others describe me as someone with a vision of the future.




	_____
	23. It is unusual for me to say no to a request.




	_____
	24. A few times each month, I’m invited to join key players on my team or in my organization for lunch.




	_____
	25. I am often successful where others fail because of the relationships I have with others.




	_____
	26. I enjoy projects that call on people with different perspectives to work together.




	_____
	27. I intentionally dress for the job I want, not the job I have.




	_____
	28. Gracious is my middle name.




	_____
	29. When managers solicit my opinion, they know I’ll respond candidly.




	_____
	30. I balance task accomplishment with finding new and creative ways of doing things.




	_____
	31. I have consciously developed my personal brand in the workplace.




	_____
	32. I’m well tuned into my firm’s grapevine.




	_____
	33. I don’t have an inordinate need for everyone to like me.




	_____
	34. I’m energized by the exchange of ideas that comes from brainstorming with others.




	_____
	35. People have told me that I’m a good public speaker.




	_____
	36. I require little outside prodding or motivation to get a job done.




	_____
	37. I believe it’s more important to be honest with my manager than to placate him or her for the sake of staying in his or her good graces.




	_____
	38. It is important to me that things be done with a focus on excellence quality as well as on time.




	_____
	39. I love my work.




	_____
	40. I have colleagues in positions similar to mine in other divisions within my own firm, or at other firms, with whom I regularly interact to exchange ideas and keep abreast of issues pertinent to my job.






CAREER STATUS CHECK SCORE SHEET




	To score your inventory, first transfer your numerical responses from the questionnaire itself to the columns below. Please notice that the item numbers within each column are not in order, so take care to put your response next to the correct item number. After you have transferred your answers and made sure you have answered each question, tally each column separately, then add each of the column subtotals together for an inventory total.




	 

	I.

	II.

	III.

	IV.

	V.

	VI.

	VII.

	VIII.





	

	People Skills


	 Teamwork

	Image and Communication


	Emotional Intelligence


	Working with Authority


	Detail vs. BigPicture


	Value-Added Branding


	 Networking





	

	1. ____

	2. ____

	3. ____

	4. ____

	5. ____

	6. ____

	7. ____

	8. ____





	

	9. ____

	10. ____

	11. ____

	12. ____

	13. ____

	14. ____

	15. ____

	16. ____





	

	17. ____

	18. ____

	19. ____

	 20. ____

	21. ____

	22. ____

	23. ____

	24. ____





	

	25. ____

	26. ____

	27. ____

	28. ____

	29. ____

	30. ____

	31. ____

	32. ____





	

	33. ____

	34. ____

	35. ____

	36. ____

	37. ____

	38. ____

	39. ____

	40. ____





	Column Subtotal:

	____

	____

	____

	____

	____

	____

	____

	____



	Inventory Total:        	I + II + III + IV + V + VI + VII + VIII = _____	
	


							



Interpreting Your Scores




	The subtotal of each column tells you the area in which you need to expand your complementary skills and where your current strengths lie. The total score tells you if your career is on track or if you should be engaging in aggressive career development. It is entirely possible to need development in one or two specific areas and still be on track.




	If each column subtotals:


	or
	

	Your total score is:

	





	5–8

	
	

	40–75
	You are seriously sabotaging your career! In addition to following the suggestions in this book, you’ll need help (a career coach, mentor, etcetera) to achieve your career goals.





	9–13

	
	

	76–115
	
Warning! You’re dangerously close to falling from your career track. It’s time to do a serious self-assessment and expand your skill set.





	14–17

	
	

	116–145
	Fine-tuning may be needed to stay on track. Review those questions where you gave yourself a 1 or 2 and add those complementary skills to your existing repertoire.





	18–20

	
	

	146–160
	You’re right on track! Keep up the good work. Examine those areas where you rated yourself a 3 or 4 and consciously try to continue engaging in those specific behaviors.






FACTORS TO CONSIDER IN ASSESSING AND CHANGING BEHAVIOR


Critically examining your behavior is no easy task, but it can have an immense payoff both at work and at home over the long term. In fact, through the years I’ve heard many clients say that the areas we’re working on in coaching are the same ones their spouses complain about. This shouldn’t be too surprising. If you’re not a great listener at work, you’re not likely to be a great listener at home, either. If your tendency is to take a Ready, fire, aim approach at home, then you’re going to do the same thing in your workplace. We are who we are and we take with us our strengths—and areas for development—everywhere we go. As one woman executive said, “We all have baggage. I just hope to turn mine into a tiny little carry-on.”


Keep the following points in mind as you begin to consider how you might complement your strengths with new behaviors.


People Don’t Intentionally Behave Inappropriately or Ineffectively


To hear managers tell it, you would think that the behaviors of their employees are intentional attempts to undermine their efforts. As a result, they wind up labeling and blaming employees, and employees internalize these labels as undeniable truths—truths that in turn impede learning alternative behaviors. I don’t believe there is a person on this earth who gets up in the morning, pours a cup of coffee, and says, “I think I’ll go to work today and make a huge, costly mistake.” The vast majority of employees act with the best of intentions. If you knew better, you’d do better. The problem is, you can’t know what you don’t know!


It is crucial to separate the act from the actor. Those who haven’t learned how to build affiliative relationships aren’t bad people simply because they haven’t learned this skill. Generally, the reason that a particular skill hasn’t been learned is that, historically, it wasn’t important in the scheme of things. Avoid the tendency to become your own critical parent. Keep in mind that we all have strengths and development areas. Praise yourself for being open to change and allow plenty of room for initially falling short of the mark.


People Do Best the Things for Which They Have Been Rewarded in the Past


What does the Career Status Check indicate are your greatest strengths? Think about these strengths as overdeveloped survival skills, and ask yourself these three questions:


• Who wanted (or needed) me to act in this way?


• How was I rewarded when I did?


• What happened if I didn’t?


Use the the Career Status Check Score Sheet to help stimulate your thinking in this area. This exercise will help you demystify the role that your strengths played while you were growing up and enable you to examine why other behaviors weren’t as important.


Be Willing to Take Calculated Risks


Examine your scores and look for the items where you rated yourself 1 or 2. These are behaviors that may not come naturally to you or ones that you may even have been discouraged from exhibiting in childhood. Developing complementary skills often means being uncomfortable in the beginning. As people progress through the stages of initial learning, they feel inadequate, impatient, or insecure and revert to more familiar behaviors as a means of coping. Only through the willingness to engage in unfamiliar, uncomfortable behavior, and to stick with it, can complementary skills be developed.


Don’t Do Anything Less—Expand Your Skill Set


Competent people don’t fail because they’re not good at what they do. They fail when they can’t see the complementary behaviors that must be developed in response to a new challenge or situation. If, for example, you focus on being less critical or less task-oriented, you’ll naturally be uncomfortable with doing less of what you know best. Instead, think about the skills that you need to add to your repertoire of workplace behaviors to be more effective. It’s about having a balanced skill set.


Going back to the case of Dan for a moment, his manager didn’t want him to completely stop cranking out the work. He wanted Dan to achieve more balance in his leadership style. Employees frequently leave feedback sessions feeling more confused than when they first went in. They become fearful of exhibiting any of what’s described as the “problem behavior” and wind up going to the opposite extreme. Continue engaging in those behaviors where you rated yourself a 3 or 4 as you develop comfort and familiarity in those areas where you rated yourself lower.


Successful People Are Good Observers of People and Events


In most cases when people change positions, companies, departments, bosses, or jobs, no one bothers to tell them what’s expected of them. It’s as though they hear a tape playing over and over, telling them how to behave, and they try harder and harder to act consistently. The only problem is that the tape is usually an old one, developed in response to childhood needs, not present realities. The people who succeed at career transitions are those who observe how others in the new situation are acting and adjust their behavior accordingly. When in Rome, do as the Romans do.


This isn’t to say that you should become a chameleon; do anything unethical, illegal, or immoral; or give up the essence of who you are. You should, however, take note of cultural customs such as how people dress, whether they have lunch with co-workers, and the kind of social interactions that go on in the office. A little bit of accommodation can go a long way toward the perception of fitting in.


Assure Success Through a Development Plan and Ongoing Feedback


Just as you wouldn’t build a house without a plan, neither should you expect to achieve personal or professional development goals without one. The common theme among motivational success stories is the fact that people had a vision of what they wanted and a plan for attaining it. Success isn’t accidental. Based on the Career Status Check, choose the two or three skills that are most important to add to your repertoire and determine how you will achieve them. Be sure to identify the resources you will require in the process: people, classes, books, and experiences.


One tip you might consider is to let others know the changes you’re attempting to make. This way, people will actually look for and notice the behavior change, increasing the likelihood that they’ll give you positive feedback. Once you have your development plan, ask someone you trust to review it with you and give you feedback as to how you’re doing. Let your partner know what you’re trying to accomplish and how you’d like to receive your feedback. Then, on a regular basis, sit down and review progress. Discuss where you encountered difficulty, brainstorm methods for overcoming obstacles, revise the plan, and, perhaps most important, reward wins—even small ones—with a mental pat on the back, thumbs-up, or more tangible self-indulgences. Remember, you’re most likely to repeat behaviors for which you’ve been rewarded.


The following chart ties together the eight most common reasons why successful people fail with early childhood experiences that may be contributing to these learned behaviors. Because people develop strengths in a particular area for any number of reasons, it’s impossible to list every combination of experiences contributing to every area of strength. Use the chart as a point of reference to begin thinking about how and why you developed strengths in certain areas and not others. You may even want to add your own unique experiences to those listed.


CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES CONTRIBUTING TO STRENGTHS AND DEVELOPMENTAL AREAS






	SUCCESS FACTOR

	WHEN UNDERDEVELOPED	THE PERSON MAY

	WHEN WELL DEVELOPED THE PERSON IS TYPICALLY

	CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES THAT CAN CONTRIBUTE TO UNDERDEVELOPMENT





	1. PEOPLE SKILLS



	

• Be a loner.


• Have a reputation for being socially inept or unfriendly.


• Exhibit discomfort in social situations.


• Lack insight.


• Avoid people contact.


• Have an inordinate need to be liked.






	

• Comfortable interacting at all levels of the organization.


• Able to build strong 360-degree relationships.


• Appropriately disclosing of personal information.


• Concerned with making others comfortable in his or her presence.


• Sought out by peers for opinions, friendship, support.






	

• Value placed on accomplishments.


• Rewarded for grades, achievements.


• Overly protective parenting.


• Intelligence, ostracized by classmates.


• Economic status lower than peers.


• Physical impairment.


• Narcissistic parenting.


• Conditional love and acceptance.








	2. ABILITY TO WORK AS PART OF A TEAM



	

• Have difficulty seeing interdependent linkages.


• Grandstand.


• Not include others in decision making.


• Hoard information.


• Be overly independent.




	

• Conscious of putting the needs of the team before his or her own.


• Willing to freely share information.


• Supportive of the ideas of others.


• Appropriately participative in team meetings.






	

• Oldest in family or only child.


• Alcoholism in family.


• Both parents worked outside the home.


• Rewarded for self-reliance.


• High-achiever expectations.








	3. POSITIVE IMAGE AND COMMUNICATION STYLE



	

• Not think before speaking.


• Wear clothes of a caliber lower than called for by the company’s image.


• Dress as you would for a party.


• Not be able to get to the point.


• Be uncomfortable making presentations.


• Lack confidence.


• Lack credibility.






	

• Focused on planning his or her message before speaking.


• One who dresses in a manner appropriate for each situation.


• Well groomed.


• Tactful.


• One who uses a communication style that suits the situation and person with whom he or she is communicating.


• Known as a good public speaker.






	

• Wasn’t listened to.


• Given little parental guidance.


• Neglected.


• Limited world exposure.








	4. HIGH EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE/ LIKABILITY



	

• Dismiss the needs of others.


• Have low impulse control.


• Require constant prodding.


• Be avoided by peers.


• Come across as insincere.


• Act like a bull in a china shop.


• Lack social graciousness




	

• Conscious of his or her own behavior and how it impacts others.


• Continually seeking


• self-improvement.


• Empathetic.


• A self-starter.


• Concerned with managing his or her emotionality in the workplace.






	

• Critical parental messages.


• Parents with emotional problems.


• Lack of positive reinforcement.


• Conditional love.


• High-achiever expectations.








	5. ABILITY TO MANAGE UP



	

• Be combative or argumentative with management.


• Embarrass management in front of others.
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