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To Catherine, my partner in life.

Learning from one’s own mistakes is a sign of some intelligence. Wisdom—born of intellect and experience—is about learning from the mistakes of others. For the countless mistakes I have been privileged to witness, enabling me to learn without the requirement of duplication (and to those who made them), I express my gratitude.


About the Author

Arthur Rosenberg is a consultant based in the New York–New Jersey area. He specializes in business analysis, project management, documentation, corporate communications, and training. He has influenced the career development of hundreds of individuals at more than forty of the top corporate and educational institutions. He also gives career-related seminars to professional and minority groups.


Introduction

Career choices are opportunities that grow from what we do—or fail to do—and how we do it. External circumstances can damage a profession or industry, but your career will flourish or flounder as a direct result of your decisions and actions. Outside circumstances may inconvenience you, but the essence of your career is really up to you. As simple as that sounds, think about it. I’m willing to bet that on occasion you’ve blamed someone or something else for problems at work: My boss has unrealistic expectations. My coworkers are lazy. The industry I work in is downtrending. While that may be true, you have the power to change your situation!

101 Ways to Stand Out at Work offers a logical, problem-solving approach to building and maintaining a successful career. I believe it’s necessary to identify and understand a challenge in order to arrive at a meaningful solution. Instead of offering airy pep talks (you can do it, go get ’em, and the like), or telling colorful stories about prominent people whose careers bear little relationship to yours, I’ll recommend simple strategies and show you how to customize and apply them in your own situation.


Chapter 1 
Choose a Career Wisely

Your career choice is one of the most important decisions you’ll ever make. To make a wise and thoughtful decision, you need to devote a fair amount of time and effort to enable you to pick the best way to spend the years of working hours that lie ahead of you. Career planning can be a complex process, unless you’re one of those people who have always known what you wanted to do as an adult. Breaking the decision down into smaller parts can make it seem more manageable, and the tips in this chapter are designed to help you do just that.

1. Dream the possible dream.

Many career- and life-advice books enthusiastically suggest that anyone can achieve absolutely anything if they want it enough to focus their lives on achieving it. “Believe in yourself,” they promise, “and you can get anything you want.” “The mind,” some state emphatically, “is such a powerful instrument, it can deliver to you literally everything you want.”

Unfortunately, just believing is not enough to deliver you to the promised land, no matter how intense your conviction. Perhaps a valuable message lies within this concept, but too literal an interpretation is more likely to frustrate than reward your efforts. Let’s try to put this into a realistic and practical perspective.



Myth: If you practice basketball really hard, you’ll make it to the NBA.

Reality: Unless you are among the gifted 1 percent who have the talent to play professionally, practicing will only improve your game a little.



Myth: If you spend hours studying, you can become a brain surgeon.

Reality: Unless you excel at biology and premed classes, you probably won’t make it as a surgeon.



Myth: Believing in yourself can make anything possible.

Reality: Self-belief can help you achieve things you may have thought were out of reach. It will not, however, make you bulletproof.


The message is not that you should limit yourself to what other people tell you about your abilities and limitations, or that you need not devote your best efforts to achieving your dreams. In fact, stretching and extending toward new achievements is an essential part of the growth process throughout your career and life.



Your author was told by his high school Spanish teacher that he would never be any good at languages. Having lived and worked in Europe and the Middle East for several years, he now speaks more than half a dozen languages (including fluent Spanish).



The bottom line: You can probably improve your skills and abilities in most areas if you’re willing to spend the time and make the effort. However, not everyone is endowed with the same natural abilities across the board. Chemical engineering or finance might appear attractive to you at first glance, but be sure those fields match your particular skills and interests before committing your dreams and efforts in those directions.

Years of sweat and sleepless nights may turn you into a mediocre accountant or an above-average insurance salesperson, but think of how successful a systems analyst or graphic artist you might have been if one of these was actually your strongest suit . . . and how much happier!

Are the Hot Jobs Really So Hot?

Each and every year, the “experts” predict which industries and positions will be “hot.” Of course, it doesn’t hurt to check them out to see if any of them look appealing, but don’t allow these lists to dictate or limit your choices. While such predictions may be based on valid data, trends and dependencies have a way of changing unpredictably. Who knows if what is hot this season will have cooled off a few years from now?

Just because the outlook for a type of occupation seems full of promise doesn’t mean it’s right for you. A better option is to evaluate your interests, skills, and values. Create a comprehensive career plan to map out your path: Start by choosing a career and finding a job, and then identifying and achieving your longer-term career goals.

2. Map out your career path.

The following outline will get you started creating your career path. Don’t worry—you can change it later when you have learned more about yourself and your potential options. Since no two individuals are exactly alike, you will need to add, delete, and modify areas of particular interest, concern, and relevance to your projected career path.

Self-Assessment

Create a list of the following items:



• Personality: Are you a people person or would you rather work by yourself?

• Interests: We’re talking about work-related activities (such as dealing with numbers, writing, managing, organizing, and public speaking) rather than leisure preferences like golf, dominos, and ballroom dancing.

• Skills: Some of the things you’re good at are likely to parallel your interests.

• Incongruities: Which skills do you lack to support your interests? Can they be improved?

• Values: Over time, it will be difficult to maintain an interest and focus upon pursuits (e.g., programming or sales) that are essentially meaningless or unfulfilling to you.

Matching Options

Make a list of potential career options that match your self-assessment, and then use the following steps to evaluate your choice:



• Verification: Show your lists to a few trusted family members, colleagues, and/or close friends to find out if they generally agree with your self-assessments. Then discuss these and the options you have identified with a career counselor (or two) to get a professional perspective of where you might fit in best and what you might find most rewarding. Keep in mind throughout this process that you are seeking a direction, not necessarily an end result. Chances are your ultimate choice will probably require some practical experience and fine-tuning further down the road.

• Making a Decision: Your initial career decisions may prove long lasting or temporary. (Either way, you’ve got to start somewhere.) Some lucky souls plunk right into careers that appear to have been destined by the fates; most, however, need to experience some trial and error. Inevitably, a few will search on until settling for a livable compromise, or opt out of corporate employment in favor of self-employment.

• Applying the Decision: There are lots of ways to find a job once your initial career decision has been made. College recruiting resources, employment agencies, job advertisements and listings, and networking (see Chapter 19 for more information) are the usual methods. Put your resume out there, prepare for the inevitable job interviews (see Chapter 20), and get some experience under your belt.

• Maintaining Perspective: Read through the remaining 19 chapters in this book to prepare yourself for professional employment in the real world.

3. Don’t settle for what you don’t really want.

Some people seem to know what they want to be while still in grade school; others develop career interests during high school and college. The advantage of making an early career choice is having the time to develop experience and recognition in your chosen field. This is particularly valuable in highly specialized professions like (to name a few) singing, medicine, and astrophysics.

The downside of making an early career choice is growing bored, dead-ending, or burning out (see Chapter 13). These are the potential perils of life at thirty, forty, and beyond bound by decisions formed in your teens. Another consideration is that certain professions periodically fade from favor while others blossom.

If you don’t know what you want to be yet, that’s okay too. It’s better to take your time than to rush to a decision that you’ll later regret. In fact, few of us can say what rivets our attention, or where our interests truly lie, until we’ve had a chance to experience a few options. A close friend, who prefers to remain anonymous, drifted through careers in teaching, translating, educational publishing, and information systems before evolving into his natural vocation as a writer. “In retrospect, I may have needed to achieve success at other things,” he reflected, “to gain enough confidence and courage to face the possibility of failing.”

Procrastinating Won’t Get You Anywhere

That said, you can’t afford to avoid making a decision forever. Many people never get around to making and pursuing a conscious career decision, but rather follow family affiliations, social connections, or blind circumstance, and then find themselves in a job they may not like. If you are a procrastinator, this tendency is holding you back.

Try subdividing the things you may be having trouble facing into bite-sized portions and assign them specific due dates. Then empower yourself to get them done on schedule. This is a realistic way to reprogram yourself to becoming more productive. Remember to reward yourself for even small achievements, and focus upon doing a good job without requiring perfection.


Chapter 2 
Control Your Image

Where knowledge and intelligence are born, the great pretense begins. 
—Lao-Tzu (from the Tao Te Ching)

This chapter presents the two faces of personal imagery: self-image (how you view yourself) and public image (how everyone else sees you).

Self- and public images are mirrored reflections of each other, and understanding their differences and similarities will help you manage both. By recognizing the important elements that create your self- and public images and getting them in sync, you’ll be able to solidify your image and position wherever you may work.

Bottom line: It’s easier to project a positive public image based upon a sound self-image, and it’s difficult to impress others of what you yourself are unconvinced. After all, a solid image is the foundation of success in every aspect of your career.

Self-Image

4. Conquer yourself and Everest will lie at your feet.

The confidence to succeed in any meaningful pursuit increases the likelihood of being successful. However, meaningful self-confidence is based upon a realistic assessment of your strong, mediocre, and weak points. In other words, there are things you’re good at, things at which you can (and probably should) make an effort to improve, and things for which you’d be better off getting someone else’s help to get done. Start with a few hills, and eventually you’ll be able to take the higher peaks in stride.

Self-image is the unique portrait you construct of yourself. You cannot alter the physical reality of your existence (such as height, age, and past history), but you certainly can control the way you think about it. If you are dissatisfied with your current image of yourself, why not change it?

Self-imagery forms during infancy and evolves into the foundation of the adult personality. Cultural biases, family influence, economic conditions, and environmental pressures play a major role in this inevitable process.



Susan O’Malley’s junior high school teacher told her that her dream of becoming the head of a professional sports team was “. . . not very realistic.” That didn’t stop Ms. O’Malley from becoming president of the Washington Bullets (later the Washington Wizards) at the age of 29.



Expectations are programmed into us throughout childhood. This is when the seeds of anticipation—not just success and failure, but how much of each we come to expect—are sown. Some anticipate achieving excellence in whatever they may choose, while others develop doubts in their ability and, perhaps, their worthiness to succeed. If you expect to win, your chances of success are enhanced; whereas the expectation of losing makes that a probability.

SELF-ESTEEM 

Self-esteem is the way you think and feel about yourself. It is an impression based on how much you like and respect yourself and the degree to which your ego is satisfied. Your inner portrait and the picture you project are the end result of your recognition and control of these influences. A healthy, balanced ego enables you to get along with most people while pursuing your objectives; a distorted or unstable ego is a snake let loose, poisonous to you and troublesome to others. The path to self-esteem is based upon awareness and acceptance of who and what you are, the link between the way you view yourself and how the outside world sees you.

SELF-UNDERSTANDING 
It’s more important to know what you don’t know than what you do.

Believing in yourself encourages expansion of your goals and provides the energy and confidence to pursue them. It is helpful to objectively assess your strengths and weaknesses in order to discover which areas need to be fortified and which venues appear to offer the most promise. To verify the accuracy of what you think you know about yourself, take a look at your track record. Do friends and colleagues tend to treat you the way you expect to be treated? Do they seem to appreciate your company and contributions as you believe they should? If not, there may be a gap between your personal and public images. Ask the opinions of some trusted friends and colleagues, then make a list of what you believe to be your major positive and negative qualities in separate columns, and support each item with examples and references. This exercise can help to contrast your opinions of yourself to the way others see you.



Example:

Positive Quality: Good listening skills

Example: People seem to like talking to me.

Reference: Betty: I’m average; Phil: I could be better.



Positive Quality: Good presentation skills

Example: My last three presentations were well-received.

Reference: Betty: agrees; Phil: okay, but I sometimes talk too fast; Mack: same as Phil.



Negative Quality: Slow to adapt

Example: Still not comfortable with computers

Reference: Betty: disagrees and says I learn quickly when I pay attention; Larry: I seem to have better communication skills than technical skills.



Negative Quality: Not considered management material

Example: Haven’t been promoted past the lowest management level.

Reference: Betty: keep working on it; Larry: do I really want to be a manager?; Phil: need to sharpen my image.



It’s natural to critique yourself as long as your criticisms are reasonable and reasonably objective. Remember, introspection needs to be oriented the same way as other forms of appraisal: toward correction and improvement, not derision or punishment.

SELF-CONFIDENCE 
Confidence is a stairway to the stars.

Self-confidence is belief in your ability to make things turn out right. It generates the enthusiasm to accept a challenge and the energy to accomplish it. University of Pennsylvania psychology professor Martin E. P. Seligman reminds us that “Life inflicts the same setbacks and tragedies on optimists as it does on pessimists. The difference is that optimists weather them better.”

Self-confidence is partially based upon accomplishments and to an even greater extent upon your image of who you are. Do you derive satisfaction from your achievements? Do you agonize over errors? Are you intolerant of what you perceive to be your weaknesses? Are you able to accept, appreciate, and reward yourself? To avoid the major obstacles to self-confidence, teach yourself not to:

• Compare yourself to other people

• Let anybody pull you down

• Wallow in the past

• Accept unhappiness



Fortunately, attitudes are tendencies that can be encouraged or changed. A positive mental attitude equates to being programmed for success, and the opposite is also true.

SELF-IMPORTANCE 
It’s good to believe in yourself; even better if the people who know you agree.

Surveys reveal that more than nine employees out of ten judge their work performance to be in the upper 50 percent of their profession and environment. While this is statistically impossible, it does provide an insight into the way people seem to value themselves. It also exposes a disparity between their self- and public images and may shed some light on why so many have difficulty accepting criticism.

ENTITLEMENT 
You don’t always get what you expect or feel that you “deserve,” 
but you usually get what you earn.

Entitlement (the belief that one has an innate right to possess whatever one desires) is an egocentric tendency found in children and infantile grownups. Making an effort to position yourself for success is one thing; expecting to get anything and everything just because you feel that you deserve it is something very different. For the most part (unless your father owns the firm or you possess some other inherent advantage), you will need to earn your way upward and onward.

Taking over someone else’s job, for instance, may require time and patience, especially if the guy who currently has it is well-thought-of by his superiors. Working to become an excellent second-in-command may eventually get you there when he is promoted, leaves, or retires, but not necessarily. Find out if there is another competitor waiting in the wings with a strategic parent-in-law or political connections poised to step in front of you, preventing you from getting the position you feel you deserve. This can help to mitigate your disappointment when the inevitable happens and enable you to take a more productive path toward your goal.

Image Control

Image control is how you consciously represent yourself to the world. It requires recognition of the image you actually give out, a clear picture of the image you would like to project, and an understanding of how to bring these into harmony.

Example: You are confident of your ability to manage a project, but your boss and coworkers do not appear to take you seriously in this regard. To bridge the gap, you volunteer to serve as an assistant project manager to someone you trust to recognize your contributions and support your ambitions.

PUBLIC IMAGE 

5. Tune in to the world outside your head.

Your public image is the projection of your portrait to the world. It influences the willingness of others to associate with you based on trust and confidence, and their alignment with your values. In contrast to self-image, your public image is more readily subject to control and modification—but only if you hold an objective view of the way others see you.

Pay attention to the way people behave toward you and make note of their reactions. Consider the men and women where you work: Do they ask for your opinion and pay attention when you talk? Is your judgment valued? Are you considered a loyal employee, a team player, a leader? If you’re not sure, the simplest way to find out is to ask a few colleagues whom you respect and trust. Without direct feedback you may harbor misconceptions about the way you are perceived.

STYLE

Style is how you project your preferred image with other people. It is the foundation of the image you portray to those with whom you come in contact. Your style is the filter you use—consciously or unconsciously— to manage your relationships and to let people know who and what you are.

Do you want to be noticed or ignored? Are you trying to provoke or calm things down? Are you giving instructions, making suggestions, or asking for assistance? Do you want obedience, cooperation, respect, or simply to avoid confrontation? Employ the style that suits the goal you have in mind, as well as the personality of the person you’re dealing with.

6. It’s not just who you know, but how well you get along with them.

It is better to be beautiful than good. But it is better to be good than ugly.
—Oscar Wilde

Before you attempt to project your image to the world, take a moment to observe the players and their styles. What might be the best way of getting through to them? Often, the most effective way to create a positive impression is to match or complement another person’s style as best you can. Remember, your value to those around you is an image based on their perception of your usefulness to them.

The qualities that help you get along with individuals over a period of time can be difficult to assess during an initial meeting. People most admire the qualities of stability, reliability, integrity, and accomplishment. In our fast-paced society, however, you may not have enough time to really get to know everyone you meet. This is why it’s so important to be conscious of the impressions you make on those you meet and how they respond to you.

Making an Impression
First impressions are the baggage we endure.

Michelle Sterling, principal, Global Image Group, contends that we are evaluated “within the first three seconds of a new encounter.” The people we meet check out our appearance—physical and behavioral— and pass judgment.

First impressions influence everyone. Some people impart an exaggerated importance to their initial judgments and are unwilling to change their minds later on, whereas open-minded types may be less emphatic and more willing to modify their opinions. Either way, first impressions bear a lasting influence on future relationships, so you need to understand this process in order to manage it to your advantage.



A small business owner raised in Taiwan explained, “I was taught as a child always to hand things to an adult with two hands. This simple habit made a good impression on my teachers in grade school. They told me I had good people skills and leadership qualities, which encouraged me to assume responsibilities. The impression must have rubbed off on me, because I grew up full of confidence.”



When forming an impression of someone else, think about how you project your image and whether the other person is following that model. Do they appear natural, at ease, and sincere? Make a written or mental note of the characteristics that impress you and consider incorporating them into your personal repertoire. Note as well the behaviors that trouble or annoy you, and ask yourself if you exhibit any of these. Use the opportunity of meeting new people not only to form impressions of them, but also to improve your own impression-making skills.

The way to influence other people’s impressions of you is by modulating your behavior. Actually, learning to control your public image really isn’t all that difficult once you get the hang of it, and the effort is more than compensated for by the reward. Obviously, the impression you want to create is up to you.

To create a good first impression, dress appropriately for the occasion and the impression you wish to make; smile, shake hands firmly, and:



• Be pleasant: You only get one chance to make a first impression

• Be calm and composed: Avoid appearing nervous or cocky

• Be polite: Courtesy is still in style

• Be attentive: Allow others to reveal themselves

• Be patient: No one has ever died of boredom

• Be upbeat: Save your negative comments until after the initial meeting

• Be prepared: Be ready to support your agenda

• Be consistent: Never contradict yourself

• Be alert: Don’t get baited or sidetracked

• Be aware: Notice how others are reacting to you

• Be controlled: Focus on what you set out to do

• Be flexible: When needed, look for an alternative plan or course of action

• Be yourself: False impressions are impossible to live up to.



These commonsense suggestions can help to remind you of your purpose.

7. When you ask a question, be sure to listen to the answer.

Feedback, whether solicited or volunteered, is the reaction you receive from other people in response to things you say and do. It is manifest in their eyes, lips, body language, and verbal remarks ranging from harmony to disagreement, impatience, and indifference. You can only profit from such feedback by reading and acknowledging it.

When formal feedback is offered, do your best to pay attention and thank the person offering their reaction. No matter how useless you may judge it, instant and obvious rejection will eliminate that person as an ally, create a know-it-all (or “I’m too good to listen to you”) impression, and perhaps blind you to whatever benefit you might have gleaned from what was said.

Seeking approval is sometimes seen as a sign of uncertainty and insecurity. When you query colleagues, do you ask them what they think or only if they agree with you? When someone criticizes or expresses disagreement, do you defend yourself or just listen?

The difference between seeking approval and soliciting feedback is less in how you ask than why: Is it to reinforce your position or to obtain other opinions and perspectives; to gain reassurance or information? Often the only way to tell is by how closely someone listens to unflattering remarks.

Adjustments 

When you have trouble getting along with someone, observe their mode of talking and behavior: Are they quiet and reserved, or friendly and gregarious; focused on results, or detail-oriented? How different is your style from theirs? To improve the relationship, try to alter the way you communicate with them.

Adjusting to someone else’s style can be an effective way to bridge a gap in approach and personality. Greater differences require patience and flexibility, but the results can be dramatic. Subtle variations are more difficult to identify but easier to accommodate.
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