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“Empathetic, practical, and empowering guidance for uncertain times. This is more than a book about working through an abrupt career change; it is a book that reminds you of your inherent value, your strengths, and your resources no matter where you’re at in life. As Robin beautifully reminds us, you are not alone.”


—SARA B. WEEKS, Life Coach


“As Robin demonstrates in this beautiful book, you can move from darkness into the light. The wisdom contained in these pages will assist you on the most important journey of all: happiness.”


—BOB COOPER, author of Heart and Soul in the Boardroom


“Being savvy about being fired is an essential skillset you never knew you needed. Robin deconstructs the idea of shame and encourages women to reimagine their personal identity and learn how to embrace uncertainty. Involuntary Exit is a necessary read for women in the development profession!”


—YOLANDA F. JOHNSON, founder of Women of Color in Fundraising and Philanthropy and president of Women In Development, New York
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For my mother and beloved family,
and all the women who are leaders in their own right.





AUTHOR’S NOTE





This book recounts the authentic experiences of women in the workplace based on interviews and research conducted by the author. In some cases, the names of the individuals and certain identifying circumstances have been changed and composite accounts have been created. This book is intended as a source of helpful advice based solely on the author’s views and perspective. It is not meant as a substitute for expert professional advice or for the advice of a competent attorney. Neither the author nor the publisher are responsible for any results or negative consequences resulting from following any advice in this book.





CONTENTS





Preface


Introduction: The Day the Earth Stands Still


Your Life Can Change in Thirty Seconds


PART ONE: THE LOYALISTS’ GUIDE TO BETRAYAL


Chapter One: You Were Fired. Now What?


The Disorientation of Exiting


Chapter Two: The Next Twelve Hours


Coping in the Dark


Chapter Three: The Morning’s Wake-Up Call


You’ve Been Outed


Chapter Four: Tech Hell


Shocking Realizations about Your Perks


PART TWO: BEING FAUX-FIRED AND OTHER INVOLUNTARY DEPARTURES


Chapter Five: The Long Goodbye, The Setup, and More


Six Scenarios to Avoid


Chapter Six: Getting Faux-Fired


When Women Fire Themselves


PART THREE: LEANING OUT: GOING PUBLIC ONE SURPRISE AT A TIME


Chapter Seven: You Are Not Alone, a.k.a. This Happens More Than You Think


The Stigma of Being Fired Is a Myth


Chapter Eight: Telling Staff, Family, and Friends


“Rules” You Don’t Have to Follow


Chapter Nine: On Your Mark, Get Ready, Network!


The Truth about Entering the Arena


Chapter Ten: Handling News You Don’t Want to Hear


Breaking the Habit of Yearning


PART FOUR: PREPARING FOR YOUR NEXT ROLE


Chapter Eleven: Embracing Uncertainty


Changing Your Mindset


Chapter Twelve: Affirming Yourself


Techniques of High-Achieving Women


Chapter Thirteen: Emotional Triggers


The Interview, The Reference Check, and More


Chapter Fourteen: Reclaiming Your Personal Power


Poised for Change


PART FIVE: YOUR BRAVE NEW WORLD


Chapter Fifteen: Beginning Again


Stories of Resilience


Chapter Sixteen: Staying Courageous


Sustaining Your Success


Epilogue


Appendix:


Music to Evolve By
Playlists for Each Phase of Your Journey


Endnotes


Acknowledgments


About the Author





PREFACE





I wrote this book over two years ago, before the pandemic changed our world and levied a crushing blow to our sense of normalcy. I wrote it before unemployment was at historic highs, with nearly fifteen million people in the US unable to work because their employer closed or lost business due to the pandemic. I listened to women’s heartbreaking stories before the advent of Zoom firings, and thousands of people from Weight Watchers were told that they lost their jobs, while they were muted, during a three-minute virtual meeting.1 Pre-pandemic, when I wrote about professional women being fired, sudden job loss and its traumatic impact was a private phenomenon. We talked about it in huddles with best friends or with people we trusted enough to help us, or we didn’t talk about it at all.


COVID-19 changed all that. Stories about unemployed workers filled headlines. About a month after New York City went into lockdown, the New York Times introduced an At Home section to help people get through the novelty of a life not circumscribed by work and routine but filled with uncertainty. Uncertainty was the yeast that rose steadily under the heat of the virus. Not knowing what was to come was almost as threatening as the virus itself. Did it make people feel more isolated? Throw them into a rage? Go up and down the seesaw of emotions until they landed at some balance of acceptance and anxiety?


Being thrust into the unknown, without bringing it on yourself, was a broad theme for all of the women interviewed for this book. They lost their jobs, or exited involuntarily at a time of stability in the world, but for them the world was not stable. All of the markers they’d known to define who they were and the purpose they had lived were gone. Their sense of identity, so wrapped up in their positions, became a sense of loss, and at first they struggled to find a way to redefine themselves outside of their jobs. Is this happening now because of COVID-19? Are people questioning their identities and their journeys? How has the pandemic shifted our tolerance for uncertainty?


I asked these questions of Megan Marzo, a licensed clinical social worker with the Weill Cornell Psychiatry Collaborative Care Center, who specializes in cognitive behavioral therapy. She told me that, as a group, the people she is seeing in her practice are more uncomfortable with uncertainty than people have ever been because of how our society has evolved. “If we can’t find the answer, we blame ourselves and think something is wrong with us. When we look at the immediate future, it’s not clear. We’re existing without knowing where we’re going to be working or not working—it’s destabilizing. Losing a job has people reeling.”


These are the feelings that I explored pre-pandemic when the act of being fired was something to be dealt with by entities that now seem quaint, like an outplacement agency or any number of cottage industry specialists that were (1) employed and (2) had little to no training for dealing with the shame and trauma of job loss, no less night sweats about identity and purpose. “Our jobs are the thing we orient our identity around,” says Marzo. “There’s a newer phenomenon where our job isn’t just about gaining resources, it’s about who we are, so when we lose that, we feel we’re failing at the purpose we decided upon.”


The good news is that almost all of the women in this book did step back, reflect, and reinvent themselves after being fired. They did so in their unique ways, which are not so much novel as workable for them. Marzo says she sees a COVID silver lining of people “adapting in beautiful ways. We’re hearing people reevaluate priorities as we acknowledge that job loss is often an identity loss. The pandemic has led people to take a step back and question, ‘Why is my identity my job? Do I like this? Why am I doing this? Is working hard good?’ As behavioral therapists, our goal is to disentangle fact and the story you’re telling yourselves about the event. You can challenge your stories and see that a lot of them are changeable and not true.”


COVID-19 has taught us many scalding and tragic lessons, but it’s also shown us that we have a lot more choices than we could see when we were chugging along day after day. “After the initial shock of trauma and absorption, there is a new forum for growth and opportunity,” says Marzo. This is my overarching message to all of you who pick up this book. Whether you’ve been fired, laid off, been the casualty of a business closure, or simply need to move on, my hope is that you’ll emerge with a new set of positive beliefs about your future and your power to change your course however it benefits you. Growth, opportunity, hope. Let’s hold on to that.


December 2020





INTRODUCTION: THE DAY THE EARTH STANDS STILL



Your Life Can Change in Thirty Seconds





The day you lose your job will begin like any other day with the whirlwind of a routine that has organized every minute of your life for years. If you are a Type A Loyalist, used to being recognized for all you’ve accomplished, this break with the reality you’ve been inhabiting for so long is a stun-gun moment that you’ll never forget. Listen to this. . . .


Lindsey had been awake and working since four thirty, sending emails before making her way into the city. By six o’clock, answers were already coming back; this was the usual routine. As soon as she arrived, she was back at it, figuring out the strategies for the day’s meetings and what she would focus on to move the needle just one more increment. In her head she carried a top five list of all the multimillion-dollar gifts she needed to close to meet the goals she set for herself. She went to bed with this list and woke up with it, knowing this would drive her every action for this day and every day to come.


She was within minutes of the office when her cell phone vibrated. It was her boss’s assistant asking when she would arrive because the boss wanted to see her. “What’s the topic?” Lindsey asked. Her organization had just launched a billion-dollar fundraising campaign and had several serious proposals on the horizon—those top five potential gifts in her head. She thought perhaps her boss had good news for her. The assistant simply urged her to see her boss as soon as she arrived.


On her walk over, Lindsey ran through a checklist of all the things he might want to talk about. Did he have a conversation with the new board member about his gift, and did they need to follow up immediately? Should she have told him about her conversation with a major donor who was unhappy about an issue which she had been working to resolve quietly?


Lindsey was what you might call one of those Type A Loyalists. Her job was the most important thing in her life. She was proud of where she worked and what she accomplished and was always “on,” dedicated 24-7 to her work family. She had numbers and the ever-increasing goals tattooed on her heart and memory. She had lived this way for three decades, here and elsewhere, loving the chase, loving the success, and pumping up teams until they were as happily driven as she was.


When she walked into her boss’s office, he was behind his desk on the phone, and she waited until he motioned for her to come forward and take a seat. He was holding his daily briefing, and she thought she was about to hear that they had received a call from someone who wanted to meet with them that morning to finalize a seven-figure gift. Instead, he looked away, then back to his briefing, and said quickly, “I’m asking you to step down.”


Six words . . . less than a minute . . . and her life changed.


There had been no warning from anyone in the organization that she had grown to love over so many years. No heads-up from any of the hundreds of people she worked with up and down the ladder. There was just this sudden announcement on a sunny morning, the two of them sitting in his office where they had sat as partners, carving out strategies together to successfully gain support and build relationships with some of the most influential and powerful people around the world.


Stunned, Lindsey finally found her voice and asked, “Why?” He answered that this was not about her performance. In HR terms—with which she was about to become very familiar—this was not “for cause.” It was about taking a new direction.


Lindsey had no contract. Most fundraising executives and staff are “employees at will.” In fact, at-will employees make up the majority of the US labor force. When someone later asked her, “Can they just do that?” She said, “Yes, they can.”


He paused to give her a few seconds before continuing to say words that were completely new to her. For over thirty years, Lindsey had been an A+ star performer who reorganized small fundraising operations into sophisticated businesses. She was numb as her boss described what was about to happen to her, and she asked perfunctory questions, not having any basis or experience to know exactly what she should be asking. After all these years, she was stopped in her tracks without any guideposts. Finally, she said the only thing she could think of that bubbled up from a well of respect for herself and for what they had accomplished together: “You have to do whatever you think is right for the organization.” He looked at her, surprised, as if expecting a very different response.


That was the last time Lindsey and her boss saw each other or worked together for a common goal. She could not reveal the details of what happened next, just as almost every woman interviewed for this book asked for anonymity for fear of jeopardizing her own or her organization’s reputation. I am also a Loyalist, and I can tell you that a separation from a beloved organization, whether wholly or somewhat involuntarily, will have a profound influence on your behavior, sense of identity, and sense of purpose in the days, even years, that follow. If you’re stopped cold for the first time in your stellar career, the search for answers will begin the moment you hear the words that change your life.


You may think that Lindsey must have had her head buried in the sand to be so completely surprised. As you’ll hear me say many times, knowing the pivotal moment when your fate was decided may always be elusive, and searching backward for answers and clues is not the direction you’ll need to be facing the moment you’re severed from the company.


I wrote this book because there was no manual for this kind of emotional trauma and recovery, and I was surprised by the depth of shame and disorientation that I and other women experienced. I later learned from Brené Brown’s Dare to Lead that “shame is one of the most common [emotions] that people feel when they’re fired and that the intensity of the shame is related to how they’re fired.” Some bosses use shame as “an outright management tool.”1 The Type A, hardworking, ambitious women I spoke with had stories that they had shared only with their closest other, and advice that was invaluable.


We are more than our jobs and our titles. While this sounds simplistic, women (and men) let positional power determine their identities. When we’re in charge, we have people calling us every day, trying to see us, trying to curry favors. We make decisions with authority and confidence that change the direction of organizations. We have staff that we mentor and sponsor and place on career tracks. We make introductions between powerful men and women for the good of the business and, we hope, society. We are leaders. No matter what our titles or positions, we lead. We are programmed to fight upstream and when the water becomes fetid, we become casualties, but that doesn’t stop the drive. One fired, energetic leader observed, “They spend two days on orientation at my firm. Why don’t they also spend two days on dis-orientation when you’re let go?”


My hope is that this book will help strengthen your resilience and capacity to respect and build your self-worth. Your emotional upheaval will subside, and you will learn and grow from your experience to discover your unique purpose. The women I interviewed who were suddenly no longer defined by their positional power and who had stepped through the portal of self-discovery are testament to the proof of a positive, self-defined life. As professional coach Bob Cooper says, “We are rarely given the chance, with such clarity and immediacy, to question how we have been spending our hours and how we will manage our lives from this point forward.”


I’m not going to tell you it’s been easy. On the contrary, I’m going to walk you through the steps and experiences that cause anguish or trigger raw emotions, sometimes when you least expect it, so that you will be prepared to manage your reactions. For example, knowing what you can say legally and what you want to say happened is a self-defining process that can take months, even years, of reflection and practice. I will lead you through the emotional arc of your journey, including the unexpected twists, arrhythmic days, anguished public and private moments, and seemingly innocuous triggers that you didn’t anticipate. Be assured, those of us who have gone down this road will prepare you so you’re not completely blindsided. At least you’ll know that when you find yourself, a former manager or executive, spending hours making the smallest decision, that’s perfectly okay. Whether you realize it or not, your tiny steps forward are like the white blood cells in your body rushing to help you heal the wounds while you continue to walk around with deep pain. As one woman said after she was let go, “My confidence was in the trash. I didn’t feel like I could manage my way out of a paper bag.”


These women’s stories will help you weigh the pros and cons of sticking around at the company for whatever reason in a demoted position or as a “professional advisor,” whether it be for health insurance, retirement benefits, or to keep up the charade that this was a mutually planned succession strategy. “Maybe I’m too literal,” said one woman, “but I felt that if I wasn’t valued enough in my role, why would I continue to contribute any of my value under a new disguise?”


In researching this book, I’ve read interesting treatises on “dark leadership,” on “bad management,” and on corporate culture, and all of these play a role in the stories of women who put their jobs above all else and “drank the Kool-Aid” only to emerge malnourished and hungry for truth and trust. I walk you through how “group think” corporate cultures, employee engagement exercises, and team-building retreats can suppress your sense of control, quash your individualism, and nullify your voice, even if you’re a true believer and helped to write the list of corporate values, as many did.


Finally, I take you through what many staff, managers, and leaders put on the back burner or rarely speak about—the spiritual and psychological aspects of what happened to you and why you should start to pay attention to what the universe is telling you. I promise that I won’t get too “out there.”
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I’ve structured the book to take you through the phases of this journey chronologically. Part One covers the raw emotions of those first hours when a woman is told that she is no longer wanted by her company. You’ll hear the stories of how women actually behaved when they heard the news, rather than sanitized versions of these events, so you’ll know your reaction is normal. This should be comforting. My goal is to help you negotiate your exit as well as possible so you can retain your dignity. I’ll cover the trip to HR, the first telling of what happened, dealing with staff, discussing a severance package, why and when you should talk to a lawyer, the announcement of your departure, and the fear and paranoia that can grow with every revelation about the process. Take heart—squarely facing what happened to you is the first step in healing. Hearing the stories of other women who have not only survived but prospered is also part of the healing process. Knowing that you are not alone, that your feelings are valid, that there is empathy and community behind you is restorative. This is the antidote to withdrawing to a dark corner of your psyche dripping with shame.


In Part Two, we’ll explore a phenomenon experienced by many women that I call being “faux-fired.” In these scenarios, the organization makes the woman so miserable in her role that she leaves in a huff, essentially firing herself, just as they’d planned. When you hear these stories, you may be stunned by similarities to your own situation and suddenly be able to make sense of comments, actions, and unusual meetings that disconcerted you. This will help you devise a protective strategy or an exit strategy.


Part Three takes you through the real twists and turns of “going public” with your colleagues, friends, and family. You’ll learn how to gauge your readiness and state of mind to talk about what happened to you, rather than relying on the standard advice of others outside of your experience. No one but you has your best interests in mind. I’ll show you how to be purposeful while treading the waters of uncertainty. We’ll learn from other women how they began to reconstruct their personal value while avoiding, but sometimes falling into, the traps of recruiters, networking, and the siren call from the colleagues left behind.


In Part Four, we’ll explore how you can begin to embrace uncertainty to open yourself up to completely new opportunities. You’ll hear about the techniques successful women used to break old habits and affirm their value. You’ll also learn about the emotional triggers that may set you back even when you feel you are ready to move forward. We’ll explore the cures for these triggers and help you pump up your fragile new growth. You’ll learn about affirmations you will need to practice and believe to change your mindset so you can begin seeing yourself in a new role.


Part Five is your arrival in a “brave new world.” You’ll hear the stories of women who did the tough work of building resilience and finding their voices again, their special purpose, and their happiness. I’m a realist, so this is not an aha! moment but a process that suddenly feels right for you. My hope is that you’ll ultimately accept that being fired was a blessing in disguise that has helped you carve out a more rewarding life and a beautiful future.


I interviewed dozens of women for this book and chose to focus on the key stories that had the most to teach us. Unless otherwise indicated, all of their identities and elements of their stories have been disguised. My own story has also been altered. The women I spoke with were between the ages of forty and sixty, some married, some with children, others single. They worked in many industries, ranging from nonprofits to global financial services firms on the East and West Coasts. Almost all the women had achieved a high level of success. Some women had been fired as long as five years ago and still remembered the exact words that shattered their world and their perception of themselves as powerful women. While they are the storytellers, it is also the women coming up in the professional ranks that I hope to reach. Women at greener stages of their careers, who may be tempted by the social seduction of the corporate family, can benefit from these stories’ teachable moments and become stewards of their own value as they navigate their way upward.
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