







“In their book, Jean Gatz and Connie Podesta share the specific high-performance behaviors that top companies say they are looking for. Jean and Connie have combined in-depth research, real-life scenarios, and practical advice into a clear, concise blueprint that will help professionals bring value to their jobs and enhance their performance for their teams.”

Kim Wallenhorst, NCR Corporation Director,

HR Community Development

“After thirty years in business, I can assure you this is a clear, practical, and compelling guide to the elements of successful career building in an incredibly competitive employment market… definitely a career survival kit that will take you into the 21st century.”

Robert C. Cochran, Senior Vice President,

NationsBank (ret.)

“If an employee adheres to the ‘rules of success’ outlined in Jean Gatz and Connie Podesta’s book, they should be able to obtain job security with eventual advancement. How to Be the Person Successful Companies Fight to Keep should be read by everyone entering their professional life, as well as others seeking to brush up on their work skills. This book is destined to become a business classic and is one I highly recommend to my employees.”

Art Favre, President,

Performance Contractors, Inc.

“An eye-opening and insightful guide to advancing your career. Connie Podesta and Jean Gatz creatively combine real-life scenarios, extensive research, and invaluable advice into this practical, easy-to-read book.”

David Hayes, CEO,

Tempus Software, Inc.

“A readable and extremely valuable guide for both managers and employees. In a very concise way, Connie Podesta and Jean Gatz have built a framework for personal and corporate success. Strongly recommended!”

Gary R. Garcia, Field Executive,

Royal Insurance

“Employees who incorporate the behaviors described in this book into their professional and personal life will definitely add value to their employer and stay in demand in today’s highly competitive global job market. This book should be required reading for everyone interested in his or her own job security.”

J. Sheldon Fortenberry, Manager of Engineering,

Chevron Petroleum Technology Co.

“Companies are constantly looking for those employees who add value to their jobs by contributing to their profitability, success, and growth. Take responsibility for your professional life and read Podesta and Gatz’s book, which is packed with current CEO and workplace expectations—time and money well spent! Required reading for the successful professional.”

Roger Heck, Executive Director,

Strasburger & Price, L.L.P.

“As a human resources professional, I constantly see people drifting from one job to another, letting others determine where and for how long they will continue to work. In How to Be the Person Successful Companies Fight to Keep, Jean Gatz and Connie Podesta have provided a remarkable resource for creating your own job security by taking charge of your professional life and transforming careers when necessary. It applies to both private and public sector personnel.”

Esther Coleman, Executive Director,

American Association of Personnel Directors

“In our business, employee turnover runs high. By incorporating the down-to-earth approach in How to Be the Person Successful Companies Fight to Keep, I feel confident we can drastically reduce our turnover rate. Every CEO, manager, and employee needs to read this book … and take notes!”

Gary Kirlin, President,

Kirlin’s Hallmark

”Successful companies and managers who want to win and keep loyal and satisfied customers should buy a copy of this book for every employee and make it required reading. Employees who follow the advice will help build a company their customers will fight to keep.”

Michael LeBoeuf,

author of The Perfect Business and

How to Win Customers and Keep Them for Life

“Downsized, merged, or restructured? If those all-too-common phrases describe your career, you’re probably also well acquainted with their partners: stress, sleeplessness, and fear. This refreshingly honest book shows you how to take charge of your career and create your own job security.”

Mike Johnson, General Manager, Division Operations,

Montana Power Co.

“A phenomenal book! This is like having the nation’s most successful CEOs as my personal career counselors. The authors have condensed extensive research among CEOs, managers, human resource directors, and supervisors into a powerful, reader-friendly book that will help professionals remain marketable.”

David Treen, Former U.S. Congressman and Governor,

State of Louisiana

“Much, much more than two authors’ opinions … this book is packed with current workplace survey responses. Every CEO of every successful company will want each and every employee to have a copy of this ‘must read’ handbook.”

William J. Doré, President & CEO,

Global Industries, Ltd.


[image: image]





How to Be the Person Successful Companies Fight to Keep




THE INSIDER’S GUIDE TO BEING NUMBER ONE IN THE WORKPLACE



Connie Podesta and Jean Gatz

A FIRESIDE BOOK
PUBLISHED BY SIMON & SCHUSTER


[image: image]
FIRESIDE
Rockefeller Center
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 1997 by Connie Podesta and Jean Gatz All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

First Fireside Edition 1998

FIRESIDE and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.

Designed by Irving Perkins Associates

Manufactured in the United States of America

10  9

The Library of Congress has cataloged the Simon & Schuster edition as follows:

Podesta, Connie.

How to be the person successful companies fight to keep : the insider’s guide to being number one in the workplace / Connie Podesta and Jean Gatz.

p. cm.

includes index.

1. Success in business. 2. Performance. 3. Self-realization.

4. Career development. I. Gatz, Jean. II. Title.



	HF5386.P748 1997

	96-52718




	650.1—dc21

	CIP





ISBN 0-684-83032-9

ISBN 0-684-84008-1

ISBN-13: 978-0-6848-4008-6
eISBN-13: 978-1-4391-4680-4



Contents


Introduction: There Are No Guarantees

1. Take Charge of Your Personal Life

2. Demonstrate Value Added

3. Have a Positive Impact on Your Company, Customers, and Colleagues

4. Embrace and Initiate Change

5. Work Smarter, Harder, Faster, and Better

6. Communicate Openly and Directly

7. Look for Leadership Opportunities

8. Commit to Lifelong Learning

9. Keep Your Options Open

10. Your Paycheck Is a Thank-You Note

Acknowledgments

Index



Introduction: There Are No Guarantees


Every day in this country, between two thousand and three thousand people lose their jobs. We’ve all heard the official words companies use to describe the process: redesigning, right-sizing, restructuring, downsizing, and reengineering. You may even have heard some of the more creative descriptions: career change opportunity, decruitment, degrowing, dehiring, destaffing, personnel surplus reduction, redeployment, and redirectment. Some of our favorites are: redundancy elimination, skill mix adjustment, and workforce imbalance correction. However sophisticated (or ridiculous) these terms are, there is no way to soften the blow of what they really mean: eliminated, let go, laid off, and fired.

Most of us know someone—a family member, friend, neighbor, or associate—who has lost a job. According to a recent New York Times analysis of Labor Department numbers, more than 43 million jobs have been eliminated in the United States since 1979 and nearly 75 percent of all households have had a close encounter with layoffs since 1980. Over 19 million people acknowledged that a lost job in their household had precipitated a major crisis in their lives. And when people we know lose their jobs, we often can’t help but think, ”Could I be next?” If losing a job, keeping a job, or finding another job are concerns, then this is the book for you.

In the last few years we have traveled throughout the world to speak to thousands of people at conferences, conventions, and company in-house workshops. Even though we both love to talk, we also love to listen. And we kept getting the same message from employees everywhere. They have told us they no longer knew what was expected of them. People who seemed to be doing their jobs well were being laid off, and no one understood the “new rules”:

Just what exactly is my company (or school, hospital, organization, association, etc.) looking for? What do they want me to do? I’m frustrated because there aren’t enough clearly defined standards of what’s expected of me. I don’t understand how they decide which employees will keep their jobs and which ones won’t.

Many employers and managers shared their employees’ concerns:

There are so many things we would like to say to our people, but we don’t really know how to put it all into words. We haven’t identified all the standards we should, and we’re depending on vague descriptions in the employee handbook to do the work for us. And we admit, some of us are not skilled at clearly communicating what’s important to us.

When we realized that many employers were not talking about what was expected of their employees, and that most employees had no guidelines for their future employability, we decided to do some research to try to bridge that gap. We interviewed hundreds of business owners, CEOs, managers, human resource directors, and supervisors, and posed this question to each of them:

You have two employees, both technically competent, but you have to eliminate one of them due to downsizing, mergers, or budget constraints. What abilities or behaviors are you looking for to determine which employee will stay and which one will go?

In order to encourage these people to share their experiences, ideas, and opinions openly and honestly, we assured them that we would not identify them by name or company. Thus, you will notice that we do not cite specific organizations or companies, and use only the first names of the people we interviewed, sometimes even changing many of those to give them the anonymity they requested.

What we discovered in our survey is that CEOs, human resource executives, top-level managers, and supervisors are in remarkable agreement about the high-performance abilities they look for in determining which employees to hire, lay off, fire, or retain. There are eight of them. The key to staying successfully employed will depend upon your ability to:

1. Take Charge of Your Personal Life

2. Demonstrate Value Added

3. Have a Positive Impact on Your Company, Customers, and Colleagues

4. Embrace and Initiate Change

5. Work Harder, Smarter, Faster, and Better

6. Communicate Openly and Directly

7. Look for Leadership Opportunities

8. Commit to Lifelong Learning

Having or developing these eight abilities could very well save your career and allow you to stay employed. Notice we said “stay employed.” We didn’t say “keep the job you have now.” There is a difference. Ironically, if your primary goal is to keep the job you have now, you may actually be placing yourself in jeopardy. We’ve observed that many employees who attempt to keep their current jobs often become anxious and resistant to change. They act defensively, hoard information that needs to be shared, and fear that they will lose credit for the work they do as part of a team. In other words, they display exactly the opposite behavior of what today’s companies are looking for in a successful employee.

To stay employed, you have to picture yourself as “employable.” With that aim in mind, our goal is to help you develop and use the high-performance abilities you need to be marketable and earn an income in an ever-changing world. As a first step, we urge you to be flexible and keep all your options open. These options could include being employed by another company or in another industry, working for more than one employer, moving to another department or location within your present company, or starting your own business. Keeping the job you have now is often only a short-term goal. Staying employed is a far-reaching, long-term goal.

John, one of the employees we interviewed, shared a personal example of the need to be flexible and adaptable in today’s workplace:

I had been employed with the same company for twenty-five years. When I turned fifty, I saw that full-time employment was no longer an option with my company. They were consolidating jobs, departments, titles, and people. So I used my knowledge and experience to outsource my skills to other companies. Now I work for one company three days a week, and another company two days a week. This is not how I had envisioned my job twenty-five years ago, but I’ve discovered I like the challenge, excitement, and change of pace that comes from working for two companies instead of one.

The future will see only a small percentage of people working until retirement for the same company. In fact, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics predicts that every American worker will change careers—not jobs, but careers—at least three times throughout the course of his or her professional life. That means that most of us can no longer count on the safety net of a lifelong job. Many of the employees we interviewed wondered if there is any security left in the workplace these days. The answer is: no. And if job security as we have known it no longer exists, then it’s up to each of us to create our own “career” security.

The supervisor of a retail department store told us, “Job security is no longer based on what the company gives you. It’s based on what you give the company.” And he defined “what you give the company” as making a visible contribution: becoming the person other employees want to have on their project team, having the confidence and self-assurance that comes with knowing your job and doing it well, and realizing you can do that job somewhere else if the situation arises. But how do we go about making a visible contribution? The manager of a chemical refinery shared his opinion:

If you’re my employee, it doesn’t matter how long you’ve been on the job, how impressive your résumé is, or how many initials and titles come after your name. What matters is what you know, and how you continue to learn to stay on the cutting edge. How you apply that knowledge on the job is what really counts in our organization.

The CEO of a Fortune 500 company put it this way:

No one is going to take care of you today but yourself. Every employee focused on job security must be flexible and contribute to the bottom line—every single day.

Our research confirmed this reality. The only organization that will take people under its wing and guarantee them security for life is a state or federal penitentiary. Each of us must take responsibility for our lives—both personally and professionally. And we must plan for the future. There is no one else to blame if we fail to reach our goals. A mid-level manager commented:

We need people who are proactive and who look to the future—both their own future and the future of our organization. Our employees must be able to partner with us to stay one step ahead of the game, remain competitive in the changing marketplace, break away from tired old ways of doing things, and help us plan for success.

Apart from the eight abilities that will make you employable, we must emphasize that every manager, CEO, human resource director, supervisor, and business owner, without exception, stressed the importance of character. They all agreed that they wanted employees they could trust, people who are compassionate and who incorporate in their lives and their jobs the values of honesty and integrity, people who keep their promises and who do what they say they are going to do.

Character might easily have become a separate chapter in this book. But the fact is that character permeates everything we do, everything we say, and everything we are. The other high-performance abilities we discuss are formed from a solid base of core values and strong character. They are the foundation upon which personal and professional success are built. So rather than a separate chapter on character in this book, you will find that high values, standards of excellence, and character are woven into every page of every chapter.

There is yet another factor in the workplace that may have an impact on the course of your career, one that both employees and employers were well aware of, but were reluctant to talk about: company politics. Based on what we heard, our advice to you in this area is to become savvy about the politics of your company, know the lay of the land, network accordingly, and understand that sometimes decisions are made which are not fair. This is another important reason to concentrate on long-term employability, rather than on simply keeping the job you have now.

We wish we could say that every company executive is completely fair, objective, and equitable in deciding who stays and who goes. But it is naive to think that if you close your eyes, cross your fingers, and keep your nose to the grindstone, all will be well. Sometimes, it is not enough to be good at your job. You must also stay connected and be alert, as illustrated by these two examples.

Dennis, a top-level manager in the utilities industry, knows about politics firsthand. His company had recently undergone a merger and he found himself being “reevaluated” and ranked among others from both the merging companies who were competing for his job. His results had been outstanding. Without a doubt, he was regarded as one of the top candidates. His division’s financial results had risen impressively each year, and he felt confident that his record would count for something when the decision was made. An innovative and creative leader, he had developed a strong team using superb shared leadership techniques. But Dennis had failed to take into account one important factor: politics. Another candidate got the job, even though he did not come close to matching Dennis’s credentials or experience. However, he did have one important asset: he happened to be employed by the acquiring company which was now in charge.

What did Dennis do when he got the news? He complained about how unfair it was, retreated for a while, felt sorry for himself, and worried about his future and the future of his family—all in a matter of a few days. Then, being the professional he was, he picked himself up and took a long, hard look at his options. He had been wise enough to develop a strong network of friends and colleagues, and he began contacting them. Word spread, as it always does when someone good is available, and soon the phone began to ring. Dennis’s comfortable existence may have changed, but his reputation, integrity, and character had not. He now has an excellent job and says with a smile, “This is a whole new ball game, and I just hit a home run!”

Contrast that success story with Jill’s experience when her company went through a major downsizing effort:

I never dreamed my company would let me go in a million years. Many of my co-workers took advantage of the voluntary buyout offer, but I decided to hang in there because I thought I knew the right people and I just knew they would keep me! Then I had to meet with a special committee and prove to them that I brought value to the company and was an integral part of helping it make a profit. When I couldn’t do that to their satisfaction, I was told they would no longer be needing my services.

Did Jill react as optimistically and professionally as Dennis? Unfortunately, she didn’t. When we asked what her options were, she replied grimly:

Not so good. My current severance package is not nearly as valuable as the voluntary buyout. I do have unlimited access to the resource center, which is supposed to provide me with job counseling, use of office space and equipment, and access to a database of job postings at other companies. I went a few times, but it’s too depressing. It’s just a roomful of perky, upbeat career counselors (who all have jobs) and a lot of depressed employees who are still in shock. When I think of all the networking doors I closed behind me over the years, because I was so sure my job was secure, I could kick myself.

No matter how good you are, your job may be history for a variety of reasons that make no sense to you. We can’t promise that reading this book will guarantee you will keep your present job, but it could very well guarantee your future employability. Perhaps the most important question is: “What will you do with the information and strategies we will share with you?” It’s amazing how many people will read a book from cover to cover, dutifully highlight the important parts, take notes, and then do nothing. Why? Because changing is hard work! So many people want easy answers. Unfortunately, there are no easy answers if you want to stay employed.

Many employees we talked to were so busy trying to find fault or blame someone for their recent or impending job loss that they couldn’t focus on doing something about remaining employable. Their anger, frustration, and bitterness drained them of the excitement, creativity, and energy they needed to move in a positive direction. This book is not about fault or blame. It’s about the eight high-performance abilities you need to stay employed. We could argue at length about whether a company has the right to expect these abilities from their employees. But arguing will not change the reality of today’s workplace. These abilities are, in fact, what today’s companies expect of employees.

We’re not saying that you have to meet these expectations. But we do recommend that you seriously consider the importance of these abilities if you want to stay employed. Your job title and job duties may change, you may leave your present company through downsizing or through your own choice. You may already have some or even all of these abilities. But if you do not, are you willing to change your behavior to fit the needs of today’s employers?

It’s been said that the main reason people are willing to undergo serious change is because they realize it’s imperative to their survival to do so. In today’s volatile and rapidly changing workplace, it is indeed imperative to our survival that we become—and remain—as marketable as possible. Without a doubt, we can no longer depend on a company or an organization for our financial and professional well-being. Instead, we must learn to depend on ourselves. Each of us must be responsible for our own professional future. So get ready to explore in detail the answer to the most frequently asked question in these increasingly uncertain times:

[image: image] “What abilities or behaviors must I have or develop in order to stay employed?”





CHAPTER 1
Take Charge of Your Personal Life


[image: image] Which employee would I keep? I want people working for me who come to work ready to get the job done—people whose personal life is stable enough that they can direct their attention and energy to their work, their customers, and their teammates.

It may come as a surprise that all the CEOs, human resource directors, managers, and business owners we interviewed agreed that the quality and stability of an employee’s personal life often have a direct impact upon the quality and success of his or her professional life. Why? Because in many ways, your professional life mirrors your personal life. For example, if you are continually late for work, you are probably late for your personal appointments as well. If you dislike having to work as part of a team, then you probably also have difficulty with carpools, club committees, and church groups. If you usually resist and resent taking orders or directions from a manager or employer, chances are you have always had trouble with the authority figures in your life. You are who you are twenty-four hours a day—at home or at work.

Often employees will say to us: “I don’t understand what my personal life has to do with work. It’s called personal because it’s private and it’s nobody else’s business!” True, we couldn’t agree more. Your personal life is private—if you leave it at home. However, according to the CEOs and managers we interviewed, many employees do not keep their personal lives private. Instead, they bring their personal problems into the workplace, thus affecting their ability to do their job well. Roger, a director of pharmacy for a large drugstore chain, told us:

I feel like I’m involved in a soap opera at work. Every single day, one employee or another seems to be going through a major life crisis that not only affects their work, but everyone else’s. To be a successful manager nowadays, you almost have to be a counselor, pastor, therapist, parent, and financial advisor. I spend more time consoling, cajoling, sympathizing, and listening to my employees’ problems than I do planning more effective ways to run my store. I have problems, too, but I don’t bring them to work and dump them on my employees.

Most managers we spoke to made similar comments about how much time they spend counseling employees about their personal lives. Not only were they losing valuable work time, but they felt inadequate to provide the type of help their employees needed. We always discourage managers from becoming their employees’ counselor, therapist, parent, or pastor. First, they do not have the knowledge or experience to take on those roles. And second, it is not their job. We encourage them instead to suggest to their employees that they look for appropriate resources within their own community to get whatever help they may need. It is important to recognize that managers are uncomfortable with, and sometimes even resentful of, the demands made upon them to become overly involved in some of their employees’ personal lives.

A participant in a recent workshop commented: “I still don’t understand. What’s the big deal? If I come to work and do my job, it’s nobody’s business if I have a terrible home life or if my spouse drinks too much.” Again, we agree; it is nobody else’s business—as long as such circumstances in no way affect this employee’s ability to do her job effectively. But, unfortunately, that is often not the case.

When I (Connie) was Director of Employee Assistance and Staff Relations for a major hospital, I was often asked to counsel employees whose performance at work did not meet the hospital’s expectations. These problems came in many forms: insubordination, resisting change, being rude to a patient or family members, complaining, gossiping, tattling—the list was endless. As I investigated further, I discovered that an employee’s behavior at work could usually be traced to a problem in his or her personal life such as an impending divorce, a family member who was using drugs, a physically abusive spouse, an uncommunicative adolescent, a child who was doing poorly in school, or aging parents who could no longer take care of themselves. Unquestionably, the quality of a person’s life outside of work has a great impact on the quality of his or her life at work. Listen to what a public utilities employee told us:

I’ve always been a private person. I can take care of myself. I’ve been going through a very difficult divorce, but felt confident that I was handling everything fine and leaving these problems at home. But my manager told me last week that customers have been complaining about me. They’ve said I’ve been impatient, even rude at times. I have to admit that the fact their electricity is out for a few hours does not seem very important compared to what I am going through trying to fight for custody of my five-year-old daughter. I guess my customers are picking up on those feelings. When I told my manager what was going on, he was very understanding, but he was still committed to the customer getting the best service possible. We’ve worked out a temporary schedule where, for the next couple of months, I’ll have less telephone contact and work on a couple of computer projects instead. I realize now that my personal life does affect my work, even when I am trying my best to hide it.

Two areas of our personal life have a major impact upon our professional life: our current relationships and our childhood experiences. In our conversations with employees, we have found that the people who felt safe, supported, and loved at home and within their personal relationships could weather many storms at work. With the support of family and friends, most people can overcome difficult obstacles at work, including transferring to a new department, leaving a job they love, going back to school to learn new procedures, or simply standing up to the office bully. An employee, who recently lost his job as a result of downsizing, said:

I could not have made it through this without my family and friends. First of all, they understood how much this job really meant to me. I definitely needed some sympathy from friends who would allow me to wallow a bit in a little self-pity about how unfair this was. But as all good friends and family do, they didn’t let me stay down for long. They quickly worked to get me to put this behind me and move on. They sent cartoons, left jokes on my answering machine, and kept me busy. They have all helped me realize that I didn’t lose what is really important—the people I love.

Because employees must often deal with difficult or imperfect people, as well as with a changing work environment and new technology, it’s going to be almost impossible to be effective on the job if they have major personal problems that are unresolved. The future will require more focus on work, more flexibility, more willingness to work as a team, more risk-taking, and more energy. Employees must feel good about themselves and come to work excited and ready, rather than emotionally drained from hours of conflict, sadness, or abuse at home. It has been our experience that people who cannot find the courage, strength, willpower, or assertiveness to work on resolving personal problems also have a difficult time coping with the overwhelming changes and demands of the workplace today.

Jennifer, a young assistant manager in a retail store, talked about one of her employees who was struggling with an abusive marriage:

We can tell the moment she walks into the store what kind of night she had, because she’s rude to customers and short-tempered with her co-workers. I know it’s hard to be in an abusive relationship and still be a top salesperson. I sympathize with her situation, but she has refused all offers of help and counseling. I’ve done my best for her, but I also have a store to run. The accountants who tally my sales figures at the end of each month don’t take my employees’ personal lives into consideration. My upcoming promotion depends on my ability to generate higher sales at this store. I’m a single parent with a small child to support. I cannot afford to let my employee’s inability to do her job affect my chance to move ahead.

Unfortunately, this employee’s personal life has not only affected her ability to do her job, but it has also had a negative impact on her supervisor, her co-workers, and her customers. Few companies can afford to allow a situation like this to continue for too long.

Most of us spend a lifetime reacting in one way or another to childhood experiences, and we often imitate the attitudes and behaviors of the adults and caregivers of our youth. Brian, the foreman in a rural industrial plant, has already seen an example of this in one of his employees:

John, one of my supervisors, would scream at everyone—including secretaries, workers, vendors, and customers—whenever something went wrong. Then my boss explained to me that when John’s dad was a supervisor at this plant years ago, he behaved in exactly the same way. Okay. So now I understand why John acts this way. He learned it from watching his dad. But that doesn’t make it right. He’s got to stop it. He’s got to learn to change his approach. We’ve already lost a hardworking secretary and a valued customer because of John’s tirades. I discussed this with John and I told him directly that he is not his father and that he must choose to react differently because his job is in jeopardy.

Think about the people who surrounded you as a child: your parents and grandparents, family members, teachers, religious leaders, and other adults. These are the people who contributed to your becoming the person you are today. If you respected them as role models and learned from them, you probably have tried to emulate the values they taught you and carry on the traditions they instilled in you. But if you did not respect the people who raised you, you probably have no desire to be like them and you have had to work hard to break old patterns and create a new life for yourself and your family based on the values and traditions that you do admire and respect. That is often difficult because the feelings associated with past experiences can come to the surface without warning. And unfortunately, there is always the tendency to assimilate some of the attitudes and prejudices of the people who raised us.

Yet, regardless of the past, each of us can choose the kind of life we want to build for ourselves and our families. We can allow past experiences, negative feelings, prejudices, put-downs, and myths to affect our present-day behavior, or we can decide to reprogram ourselves with new, more positive directives. If changes are necessary and we are willing to make them, then we have taken the first step toward taking charge of our lives.

Without a doubt, our present personal experiences and relationships are just as important as our childhood ones. How is your current personal life situation? Are you in a relationship where you feel safe? Do family members and close friends support you? Are your relationships addiction free? Are you encouraged to do your best, and do others let you know they are proud of you? How do you feel about yourself?

It is important to remember that we will be treated exactly as we believe we deserve to be treated. Why? Because people will read the signals we send out and get the message about our level of confidence, how we feel about ourselves, and our sense of self-worth and self-esteem. It’s as though we all have a big sign around our necks that describes exactly how we will allow ourselves to be treated. Here are examples of some “signs” you might read from people you know, at home or on the job:

[image: image] “I’m a good, loving person. I’ll be a good friend. But I do have limits and expect to be treated respectfully.”

[image: image] “I don’t want to fight, argue, or have any kind of confrontation. If you don’t like something, it’s probably my fault. I’m sorry.”

Do either of these sound familiar? As you begin to read the signs others are wearing, what do you see? And what does your sign say about how you feel about yourself and how you expect to be treated?

Self-esteem is one of the most important signals we can send. It is the radiating force that allows us to experience events, people, and situations as participators rather than as victims. Self-esteem is the key to a life full of choices. Confident people believe that through their words and actions they can choose how they will respond to the people and events in their lives.

Several employees we interviewed had definite ideas on the subject of choice. Robert said: “Choices? Oh, sure. Should I choose ‘Life A’ or ‘Life B’? ‘Life A’ gives me a future in which my wife leaves me, my child uses drugs, and I lose my job. ‘Life B’ gives me everything I could ever hope for, so I think I’ll choose ‘Life B.’ Let’s get real! It doesn’t work that way!”
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