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Introduction


In a brightly lit church basement one winter evening, I looked out at dozens of adults who had come to my session seeking career advice. It was 2008, and the United States was reeling from a major downturn in the economy. For many of us, life seemed to have shut down. The fortunate among us were able to keep working, while many others suddenly found themselves unemployed, confused, and frightened.


My audience included many people with different needs. Some were unemployed and actively looking for a new opportunity. About half a dozen had good jobs but were unhappy or were afraid they’d lose their jobs because of the economic downturn. There were mothers trying to get back into the workforce after caring for their families, veterans back from military service looking for “civilian” job opportunities, young adults and recent college grads with no idea how to land a first “real” job, and older adults whose positions had suddenly disappeared. There were a few who were dreaming of launching their own business. I even had a young man who had recently been released from prison. What struck me was that even though the group was diverse in age, gender, background, and experience, they had one thing in common: no one had any idea how to find work that would make them happy and help get their lives back on track. At that moment I recognized how valuable my experience as an executive search consultant could be for each of these people and for many, many more like them. Years of connecting my clients who were looking to hire talented staff with the right people searching for great career opportunities showed me what matters most in this process. That insight led me to embark on another chapter in my own career journey.


If my story from 2008 sounds familiar, it’s because the 2020 global COVID-19 pandemic upended millions of lives in very similar ways. As we emerge after three years of tremendous uncertainty, the work I began fifteen years ago is more relevant and valuable than ever. The same confusing employment future faced by those people in the church basement in 2008 exists today for workers at all stages of their careers.


So, how can I help? I’ve been a leader in the executive search industry for more than thirty years. My expertise in strategically identifying, recruiting, and placing top-notch candidates across every major industry sector and business function has earned me global recognition as the “Headhunter’s Headhunter.” What has given me the greatest satisfaction is using my ability to recognize, develop, and nurture every candidate’s unique strengths and abilities. Teaching men and women to harvest their individual potential and compete for and win the roles they desire is what I do best.


Back in 2008, that group of people in the church basement showed me that by sharing my methodology as a recruiter, by teaching each of them to think like a recruiter, I could help each individual find their way forward to a better career and a better life. As a search consultant, I normally charge a fee equal to 30 percent of my candidates’ first year’s compensation. If I taught people how to evolve from being a reactive job seeker into a proactive job hunter, those who could not afford my fee would still be able to greatly improve their employment options. This was an aha moment. I realized I could help an even larger audience by creating a step-by-step program based on my proven talent search and placement methodology.


My initial offering was a collaborative ebook, The Headhunter’s Approach.


Using the experience gained by working with hundreds of candidates since 1996, I have refined and greatly expanded the original concepts into Where’s Your Buffalo? A Recruiter’s Guide to Getting the Career You Want, Earning What You’re Worth, and Doing What You Love. This book fills the urgent need for an up-to-date, practical, realistic, and easily accessible approach to building and executing a lifetime career plan—in today’s market.


The techniques I share with you throughout the book are goal driven, straightforward, measurable, and highly focused. You will learn how to think and act like a professional executive recruiter. The difference in mindset is dramatic. Instead of being a reactive job seeker (asking someone to please hire you), you’ll become a proactive job hunter (searching for the ideal employer who will be lucky to hire you). And instead of bouncing randomly from job to job, the Where’s Your Buffalo? program enables you to make clear decisions that will create a more direct path to reach your career target, or as I like to call it, your “Buffalo.” (Chapter 1 will explain what I mean by “Buffalo.”)


My Where’s Your Buffalo? methodology teaches you how to:


•Better understand your skills and talents


•Articulate what is important to you in a job and why


•Identify industries that will support what is important to you


•Determine your target destination (we can adjust course as conditions change)


•Research and understand the companies that can provide you with a path


•Build a targeted network to help you along the way


•Learn how to hunt for the job you want


One of most important concepts you will learn is “competitive interviewing” to ensure you land a position in the career you want, where you want, while earning the compensation you desire. (To supplement the information and exercises you’ll find in this book, training videos and short online courses are also available through MyHuntPath.com.)


My aim is to equip you with the techniques of highly successful executive search consultants, so that you can serve as your own professional job hunter.


Most people are unsure of their job security and are realizing that planning for what-ifs has become an everyday fact of life. Building a career is far from a “set it and forget it” type of process, whether you’re a recent college graduate, a CEO, or somewhere in between. A successful career life transition involves thought, preparation, and planned actions. It requires reviewing one’s background, goals, and experiences. It involves identifying significant accomplishments, values, capabilities, environmental/workplace/cultural preferences, and lifestyles. It’s a process that is only successful when treated as a deep personal commitment with a significant investment of time and patience.


Finding a satisfying and rewarding career is daunting for everyone. And as my experience in the church basement brought home to me, many people do not know where to begin their journey. Now, more than ever, it is up to each of us to take charge of our careers. Making a solid plan built on honest self-assessment and market reality is the most important step.


The widespread disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically altered the workplace. Opportunities for hybrid or remote work abound, employees in the current tight labor market have more negotiating power than before, and changes in society mean new opportunities for entrepreneurs and innovators. So, while uncertainty is always part of life, now is actually a great time to take control of your future and look for new opportunities. Keep in mind that this is a lifetime journey to help you find your next role, though you will be continually moving forward and looking for what new paths the future holds.


Success always starts with a clear vision of what you want, an understanding of what is possible, and the determination to take the necessary steps to get there. Over the course of my long career, I’ve seen the powerful, positive transformation that happens when good people find a great career-focused opportunity. My wish for you is that by applying all you will learn from the lessons and exercises on the following pages, you’ll eventually reach your own “Buffalo” and enjoy the deep satisfaction that comes from work well done and a satisfying career.









CHAPTER 1


Finding Direction


There is a lot of advice out there about how to take control of your career. But from my perspective as a successful headhunter, most of it is completely useless.


Posting to job boards. Responding to online employment portals. Sending reams of résumés. Following your passion. Even if any of these methods actually land you a job, is it an opportunity that helps you advance in your career, or just something you do to earn a paycheck until you move on to the next job in a long string of unsatisfying, directionless employment?


This book will provide you with the tools and techniques to stop chasing jobs and start building a fulfilling career.


What’s the difference between a job and a career? You work at a job to make money. You pursue a career to earn a living, sure, but also to find purpose, satisfaction, and even happiness. When you consider that you will most likely spend from forty to fifty years working, have as many as fourteen to eighteen different positions over your lifetime, and make a move to a new role every three or four years, wouldn’t you feel more confident having a process and a plan?


I’ve used my decades of experience as an executive search consultant (what some people refer to as a recruiter or a headhunter) to craft this program organized to help you refine your process and define your plan. Taking the first step is up to you. If you’re ready to begin shaping your future, your journey begins by deciding “Where’s your Buffalo?” or “WYB.”


The WYB Origin Story


A bit about me. I’m a sailor—not a great sailor, but sailing has been part of my identity since my teenage years. I like everything about sailing—the planning, the preparation, caring for the boat, the excitement of choosing a new destination. Being a competent sailor requires a variety of skills and abilities, but one of the first requirements when you set out is knowing where you are going. It might seem obvious, but a fair bit of careful research and advance planning has to happen before you untie the boat and set sail. You could of course just choose to sail around a lake in big circles, but that gets boring fast. Like most people, when I set out on a journey, I want to feel like I am moving in a positive direction, always getting closer to my intended target until I have the satisfaction of reaching the shore.


I live in Cleveland, Ohio, and whenever I can, I sail on Lake Erie. If you look on a map, you’ll see that Cleveland is on the south shore, kind of in the middle. Buffalo, New York, is at the far eastern end of the lake. Toledo sits in the southwest corner, and Detroit is in the northeast corner. There are lots of places I could visit in between and detours I could take. But if I decide that Buffalo is my ultimate destination, I start by plotting the most direct course possible that will get me there. Seems pretty simple, right?


There are limitations to this process. I have to make the trip entirely on the water—no landing somewhere else and driving my car the rest of the way. I’m sailing on my own and have to rely on myself to manage the course. If I want to get there in one piece, first I have to be honest. Are my sailing skills up to the challenge? Or is it wishful thinking that I can get to Buffalo without a more experienced sailor by my side? This is not a question you want to fool yourself about, because the consequences could be serious.


There are numerous things I have to take into consideration as I develop my plan. How much time do I have for the journey? Do I have the right gear? Have I made sure the boat is ready, in excellent repair, and well supplied? Have I checked for a favorable weather forecast? I have to accept in advance that there will be conditions I can’t control and some I can’t possibly anticipate—sudden changes in the weather, the wind, or the current. What will I do if something doesn’t go according to plan? Have I done everything I can to make sure my trip will be safe, successful, and enjoyable? If it is not going to be all of those things, why do I want to go?


Once I decide that I really, really want to get to Buffalo, I have defined my destination. I know once I’m there I’ll feel like I’ve accomplished something worthwhile. I will feel proud and happy. I will know my time spent training and preparing for the trip, planning my route, and carefully executing my plan has been worthwhile. I may meet some unexpected hurdles along the way, but I know I’ll be able to handle them and keep going until I reach the docks in Buffalo.


When I set out to write this book, my experience as a sailor provided me with a useful metaphor for approaching career choices and decisions. For me, sailing to Buffalo required skills similar to those needed to find rewarding work—the process takes discipline, skill, self-knowledge, dedication, resilience, and persistence. Everyone reading this book, from a college student to a senior executive, will have their own unique dreams, ambitions, and visions for their destination—their own Buffalo. Your Buffalo can and will evolve over time, based on your life. Sailing to Buffalo is an easy analogy to help you understand the process of coming up with and building a lifetime career management plan.


It starts with understanding who you are and what is most meaningful to you. So, when I ask, “Where’s your Buffalo?” I’m urging you to describe what you hope your life will be—the kind of work you’ll do, where you want to live, how much you will earn, and what other significant personal goals and life ambitions you want to pursue.


If you choose your career by starting with a clear understanding of how you hope to live your entire life—not just your nine-to-five work life—and undertake a realistic assessment of what it will take to achieve that vision, you’re much more likely to get to your Buffalo.


Throughout this book, we’ll look at numerous examples of real people I have helped at various stages of their career journey. Their experiences help highlight the way to making more informed choices, more practical plans, and more attainable goals. As an added bonus, at the end of each chapter, you’ll also hear from a number of other professionals who have tips and insights to offer.


Get ready to go on a challenging and exciting trip. Together, we’re going to plot a course to your Buffalo.




Lizzie Learns by Doing


Lizzie loved puppies and kittens—playing with them, feeding them, and cracking up at their funny antics. By the time she was in high school, she had set her sights on becoming a small animal vet.


Her family encouraged her to spend some time volunteering in a veterinary practice. What Lizzie discovered was profound. Instead of caring for playful dogs and cats, the pets she saw were often injured, seriously sick, or even terminally ill. Their owners were anxious, stressed, and deeply sad. Lizzie was seeing the reality of the profession, not the dreamy vision.


She still loved animals but knew she was not cut out to be a vet. During her college years, she found other internships and summer jobs that exposed her to more aspects of veterinary medicine including a position with a biotech startup doing animal health research. With each exploration, Lizzie was able to better define what felt like a realistic career goal. Because she started testing ideas while still in high school, what she learned about the profession and about herself helped her select the right college and pursue relevant coursework.


Lizzie’s “Buffalo” was caring for animals. As she learned more about veterinary medicine and about herself, she pivoted—or in sailing language “tacked”—away from her original idea of becoming a small animal vet. Being open to other possibilities while still staying true to her goal of helping cats and dogs enabled her to find a career path with purpose—and start making progress toward her true “Buffalo.”


In the spirit of total disclosure, Lizzie is one of my three children. I’m sharing her story (with her permission of course!) to show you how much I believe in the power of this process. I’m such a believer I even use it with my own children! Being thoughtful about what we want and what we cherish most has helped us as a family. It has guided our decisions about our children’s education just as it has helped my wife and I make career pivots. I believe you will find, as we have, that you can return to the “Where’s Your Buffalo?” method to enable you to make better career choices at key decision points throughout your life.





OMG, WYB?


Where do I even start? Ask anyone who makes something, and they’ll tell you getting started is the hardest part. The blank page for a writer, the empty canvas for a painter, the stack of lumber for a furniture maker. They’ll also tell you that how you start is the most important part. Getting it right takes time, skill, and hard work. It means facing uncertainty and taking chances. And believing in yourself.


Usually there’s not only one “right” answer. And there will be things you learn along the way that continue to shape your choices and even change your direction if you are open and honest with yourself.


I tell you all this to help you get past the inevitable feeling of paralysis that sets in when someone asks you, “What do you want to do with your life?” It’s a huge, scary question. Too big to take on with absolute confidence when there is so much you can’t possibly know in advance.


What works for the thousands of people I have helped is to begin with a series of smaller questions that are easier to answer. Lots of answers to simpler questions adds up to a big, useful picture. I’ve found this same process to be equally successful for all sorts of people at various life stages. Young people still in high school or college. Young adults starting full-time employment. Women reentering the workforce after taking a break for family reasons. Men and women reentering civilian life after military service. Returning citizens who have been incarcerated. People at mid-career who are burnt out or disillusioned. Motivated workers who are looking to get to the next level in their careers. Older workers not yet ready to retire but uncertain how to stay engaged in a meaningful way.


My work has shown that each of the people in these very different life stages benefits from completing a baseline assessment. Though the questions vary a bit, the process is similar.


We start small to get big, valuable insights.




Executive Plans an Exit


Bob spent many years successfully climbing the corporate ladder. He’d reached the senior VP level in a Fortune 500 company where he enjoyed working. But as he looked ahead to what were likely to be his retirement years, he felt he had some ambitions left unexplored. He was at a crossroads. As we talked, Bob told me, “I could stay here, but I want something different.”


Bob had a long-standing interest in ultra-high-level athletic competition. Although it was very different from his career, he had been thinking about what seemed to him to be a niche business opportunity—developing a line of nutrients and supplements for this elite group of athletes.


By working with me through my extensive set of questions (see chapter 2), Bob came to realize how he might make his dream real. He could see a way to get to his new “Buffalo” with confidence. Late in his career, but in the time that was right for him, he left his corporate position to launch the company he’d dreamt of. Instead of sliding into retirement, Bob is now enthusiastically, happily living in Colorado where he runs a successful nutritional company for competitive ultra-athletes.





Start Your Self-assessment


Close your eyes, then let yourself relax and dream big. Don’t worry about whether your ideas seem realistic at this point. When you wake up in three years . . .


•What does your life look like?


•Where are you living?


•How much money are you making?


•How do you spend your day?


•How does that feel?


If you can already answer these questions without much hesitation, you’re ready to move on to your road map and develop a “Business Plan for Life” (see chapter 2). But for most of us, the best we can do is to come up with partial answers or even more questions. That’s why I suggest starting with a slightly more detailed baseline assessment.


You’ll want to write down your answers, probably in pencil so you can erase and change your mind! These answers are just for you, so be as honest as you can. We’re asking about your current situation in work and life, about your past experiences that have brought you to this point, and about your readiness to do whatever it takes to make significant changes. There’s no need to impress anyone else or say what you think someone else wants to hear. This is 100 percent about what you believe to be true about you.




It’s All About You


1.Briefly describe your current situation. For example, “I’m a junior in college,” “I’m stuck in a dead-end job,” “I made some missteps and want to get back on track,” “I need to make more money,” or however you see where you are right now.


2.Outline your current role. How did you get this job? What do you like most about it? What don’t you like and want to change?


3.What is the biggest challenge facing you right now? Are you holding yourself back or is there something else making change difficult?


4.What are your best talents and skills?


5.What do you wish you could do more of or were better at?


6.What was your favorite job? What did you like most about it? What parts did you not like?


7.If you could live anywhere, where would it be?


8.Are you ready to face some hard decisions with real consequences?


9.Are you willing to make some trade-offs to get on a more rewarding career path? Or does it have to be “all or nothing?”


10.Do you think your goals and ambitions are realistic? Why or why not?





That was probably hard, even more difficult if you are currently out of work. This process is hard because we don’t get much practice asking ourselves these questions, and we aren’t encouraged early in our lives to ask them. For too long, the advice has been to land a good job with a solid company and stay there for life. Or worse yet, the wishful thinking that urges you to “follow your passion and the money will follow.”


The reality is much starker. Just about nobody in the workforce today will retire with a pension after thirty years at one company. And how exactly does “passion” turn into “profit?”


Tough as it may seem, the current employment market is also super encouraging. Coming out of the massive disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the workplace has become far more flexible, making the freedom of hybrid work a new reality for many. Much of the negotiating power has shifted from employers to employees because of labor shortages, and many new opportunities have opened up for gig workers, solo entrepreneurs, and small businesses.


It’s always challenging to figure out your future and make a plan to get there, but in so many ways, this is the ideal time for you to do just that. In chapter 2, you’ll answer many more probing questions as you work on describing your Buffalo. Honestly and thoughtfully completing these exercises will give you the initial information you need to begin mapping a realistic way forward.









CHAPTER 2


Dreaming, Planning, and Reality Checking


Consider chapter 1 the warm-up for the work you are about to tackle. You’ve answered, or at least tried to answer, some of the big questions about your life and career. Over the next several pages, I’ll ask you to be much more specific. Throughout this chapter, my goal is to help you begin to build some important, defining details around your Buffalo.


I call this process writing your Business Plan for Life. Yes, that sounds daunting. And it would be if I expected you to just start writing. But after helping thousands of opportunity seekers (a.k.a. job hunters) move closer to or arrive at their Buffalo, I’ve developed the following set of assessments to guide you, along with a useful rating system for determining what matters most to you.


Taken together, you’ll have a quantitative and qualitative method for evaluating what you value the most. Then you can use your new insights to evaluate how each new option compares to your current situation and how it may either advance or derail your progress on the way to your Buffalo.


But the Where’s Your Buffalo? (WYB) process takes you even further. It’s not enough to have dreams. You need to get real. About your skills and experience. About your willingness to invest time and money in advanced training (if getting closer to your Buffalo requires it). About your desire to ultimately launch your own business. And once you’ve done that self-assessment, I’ll show you how to go deeper into market research to uncover where your next realistic opportunities can be found.


The WYB system works no matter where you are in your career: starting out, stalled at the midpoint, thinking about “tacking” to a new career, reentering the workforce as a free agent, starting your own enterprise, or planning a transition to or after retirement. Being able to use this same approach repeatedly to help you choose your path at various career stages is how it became known as a Business Plan for Life.


Let’s get started with a story, perhaps one you’ve heard before.


What Are Your Priorities?


The late author and motivational speaker Stephen Covey used a powerful metaphor for making sense of the many life decisions we face. He called it the “Big Rocks” theory (you can find his version on YouTube). In short, Covey wants you to picture a container like a bucket or a big jar. Place in that jar as many big rocks as you can. Is the container full?


What happens if you pour some gravel over the rocks? Is it full now? How about trying to pour some sand over the gravel? Now add some water.


The point Covey is making is to always start with the “big rocks” because these are the things that really matter. Once the big rocks are in place, there is still room for more. But if you reverse the process, start with water and try to finagle your way through sand and gravel, there will never be room for the big rocks, the things you care most about that make your life richer and more rewarding every day.


In my Business Plan for Life model, the “big rocks” are the essentials that must be considered when planning your career path or making a career change. These are the deciding factors that, when they are all or mostly in place, will cause you to wake up happy in work and life most of the time! Your descriptions for each of these aspects of life and work provide signposts pointing to your Buffalo.


Get ready to describe your ideals for:


1.location—where do you want to be?


2.income goal or potential to reach that goal (short- and long-term)


3.lifestyle


4.professional/personal growth


5.work culture/environment


1. Location


It used to be that for many of us this was the single biggest consideration. Where do I have to live in order to do this job? How long is my commute going to be? What is the cost of living? Can I afford to buy a house there? Is there a good school system for my kids?


But in our post-pandemic work world where hybrid or fully remote work is possible for many types of positions, more options have become available to you.


What matters to you when it comes to location? Is it being near your family and loved ones? Year-round weather conditions? Access to cultural or athletic activities? Ease of travel to other parts of the country or world? Are there places that are “deal-breakers” where you would never consider living? Is your family or significant other willing to relocate?




Location, Location, Location


It used to be said that these were the three most important elements of a successful business. But since the dawn of online commerce, the Internet has enabled many businesses to thrive without being limited to brick and mortar locations. However, for many entrepreneurs, especially in service industries, location remains an important factor.


Tessa, a client of mine, was a young woman about to graduate from a culinary school in New England. Her ambition was to open her own restaurant, and she had settled on Providence, Rhode Island, for her location. Although Tessa was originally from Cleveland, she had fallen in love with Providence and wanted to be able to put down roots there. She came to me for advice about how to make her dream of owning a restaurant come true.


“How many people do you know in Providence?” I asked her.


“None,” she replied.


“On opening night, how many people will come to support your café because they want you to succeed?”


“Probably none,” she answered sadly.


“If you opened a café in Cleveland, how many people would show up that first night because they wanted to support you?” I asked.


Tessa smiled. “Probably hundreds, even more than I could possibly feed!”


Cleveland suddenly looked like a much better location for her dream restaurant.


Dream locations, just like any dreams, have to be weighed against reality. Starting a business is really hard work. The failure rate is soberingly high. If ownership is your dream, being realistic can help to eliminate early roadblocks and help position you for success.


This also applies to a traditional career move. If you really want to build your life and career in New York City, don’t waste your time looking for opportunities in Los Angeles, Houston, or Anchorage.





On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the most important to you, rate how important living/working in a specific location is to you: ____________


2. Income Potential


The amount of money needed to maintain your current lifestyle will vary based on where you are in your life. Are you only supporting yourself? Are you the sole or primary breadwinner for your family? How would earning more money change your daily quality of life? How would earning more enable you to reach your goals? Consider the short- and long-term potential of each opportunity you are considering, as well as how it may position you for future earnings. You also must consider what you are willing to give up.


It’s helpful to keep in mind that, while we all need money, money may not be as important as career growth, opportunity, or flexibility—what you do every day is more important. Many studies have shown that beyond a certain earning level, money really does not buy happiness. Not loving what you do every day really impacts how you feel about yourself and can spill over into lessening the quality of your family’s life and your participation in your community.


As you think about your desired income, consider how much earnings and earnings potential mean to your overall contentment and satisfaction.




No Wrong Answers


A recent college graduate named Todd came to me seeking advice about his career path. My father taught me to listen first and speak last, so I began my conversation with this young man by asking what things were important to him. When I asked about income goals, he hesitated. “If I tell you my honest answer,” Todd said, “you won’t take me seriously.”


With an encouraging smile, I replied, “Try me.”


“I want to make $10 million a year,” he said, and waited for my reaction.


“Well,” I said, “if that’s your goal, we can start by eliminating many careers that will never offer that level of compensation. Then we can begin to focus on paths with the earnings potential you want.”


We started by exploring sales roles and looking at entrepreneurial options most likely to eventually enable Todd to reach his income target.


My point is that there is no right answer to this or any of these assessment questions. What’s right for you is what matters. You’re ultimately the only judge of the “rightness” of your answer to the income question. Does it make you feel your time and talents are well used and fairly compensated in a realistic context?





On a scale of 1 to 10, how important is the level of income a position offers? ____________


3. Lifestyle


Dream for a moment that you won the lottery. What would you do if you never had to worry about money? Would you be working, traveling, pursuing a passion, or spending more time with your family? What is the level of importance of having a life outside of work? What work/life balance will make you happy? For most people, it’s not about money. It’s about finding something they truly love and spending their days doing just that.


More than ever, millennials and Gen Z adults consider lifestyle to be a very important aspect when considering opportunities. Flexibility? More personal control over your time? Running your own business might put you more in control, while working for someone can limit that freedom.


Another key element that is becoming more and more important is feeling that what we do has value beyond a paycheck—that we may even have a purpose or mission. A trend especially prevalent among younger workers is a desire to find careers that are positive and impactful.


Taking money off the table, what do you want to do? The next step is to make sure that your career plan matches your goals. If we put money back into the equation, will your work choices enable you to support your lifestyle choices?




Barrels of Fun


Rob was a successful senior executive who had grown tired of the banking industry. He came to me looking for a new position, though he really didn’t see any options outside of banking. “Well, Rob, when you’re not working, what do you enjoy doing?” I began. Rob enthusiastically described how he spent his weekends making furniture. He’d converted his garage to a semiprofessional woodworking studio. He drove around to various suppliers to acquire used bourbon barrels. Then he worked out designs for all sorts of furniture and fabricated each unique piece from the repurposed wood. Rob was able to sell every item of furniture he made at a significant price, so his hobby was self-sustaining. Plus, he was as happy as could be in his workshop.


“Could you make a business out of your hobby?” I asked.


“Gee, I never even thought about that. I’m going to do some research. I’ll put some numbers together and let’s talk again,” Rob said.


The next time we met, Rob proudly showed me the business plan he’d carefully put together for a furniture business. He’d done his research and his numbers were solid. His excitement was obvious too. Together we crafted a transition plan for him to slowly build and test the new business before exiting his banking job. His family was 100 percent behind the plan. Rob used his business skills to make his passion his new career.





On a scale of 1 to 10, rate how important a particular lifestyle is to you: ____________


4. Professional/Personal Growth


Where do you want to be in five years? If you have a burning desire to build your own business, what options will help you achieve that goal? If one option requires you to dig ditches all day, it may not be a great job with great income—but will it bring you closer to your goal?


Ideally, how you spend your day should be rewarding, or at least put you on a path toward higher accomplishments with more personal and professional satisfaction.




One Track Career


Meredith grew up in a family that placed a very high value on education. Her mom and dad were both teachers who loved their jobs, their work schedules with summers off, and the lifestyle their careers made possible for their family. Although it was never explicitly said, everyone assumed Meredith would follow in her parents’ footsteps and become a teacher.


That’s exactly what happened. For several years Meredith enjoyed teaching elementary school children. She and her husband bought a lovely home where they were raising their two children. The family owned two nice cars, took relaxing summer vacations, and generally were enjoying their lives together. But over time, Meredith began to feel something was missing from her career.


The stress of dealing with the emotional and physical needs of her young students started to wear her down and the politics and drama in the teacher’s lounge was stifling. By the weekend she felt too tired to do much more than keep up with household chores. Meredith began to wonder if teaching was not her ultimate career. But she had no idea how to even begin looking for alternatives.


One day a mutual friend introduced Meredith and me. We set up a coffee meeting to get acquainted. When I asked her about her career, she shared her increasing frustration with teaching and her confusion about what else she could possibly do. She was afraid that her unhappiness would begin to affect her interactions with students and her family. She did not want to become a teacher who was “phoning it in.” But since she had never considered any other career besides teaching, she didn’t have a clue what else might be possible.


It took more than one coffee conversation, but Meredith worked with me to identify a new career path. She was highly motivated, willing to commit to the time and expense of re-training and accepting of the fact that making a change would be a gradual process requiring both financial preparation and the support of her family.


Her excitement about new career opportunities gave her the energy she needed to make the transition. She is now a very successful executive recruiter, earning a higher salary than her teaching position, but even more importantly, feeling challenged and rewarded by her work life. Meredith told me, “I feel like I discovered a whole new side of myself with talents and abilities I never knew I had. The future looks very exciting to me now.”





On a scale of 1 to 10, rate how important opportunities for professional/personal growth are: ____________


5. Work Culture/Environment


This is something that people too rarely consider. Having to work all day with someone you do not like or respect can be very difficult. Whenever possible, spend some real time evaluating each opportunity and the people you will spend the vast majority of your time with. What does the workplace look and feel like? Consider not just how people are dressed, but how they interact with one another. How are you treated as a visitor or applicant? What values does the company promote? Are these just slogans or are they meaningful commitments? Are the company values in line with your own?




Culture Matters


Recently I heard from a senior executive who had just made what she thought would be an exciting career move to an international organization. Instead, within a few weeks of making the transition, Suzanne experienced what she described as a “toxic” work environment. Her supervisor, the same person who had hired her, ignored or even belittled her ideas. Her coworkers were afraid to do anything but go along with the boss’s unpredictable and disruptive management style. The advice of her coworkers was to “keep your head down.” That was the way they avoided being fired. Suzanne had left a satisfying, high-profile job to join this international firm, but the negative culture proved to be too powerful to overcome. She quit after six miserable weeks and went back on the job market.
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