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To all the leaders who took the time to share with me.
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Their wisdom.
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 there is no substitute for hard work.
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PREFACE





The plane had climbed through ten thousand feet, lifting through the thin blanket of clouds above the city. I was pulling my laptop out of my bag when my colleague asked a seemingly innocuous question.


“You seem pretty passionate about career and leadership,” she said. “Have you ever considered writing a book?”


We were on the back end of a long travel day that, for me, had included speaking to hundreds of future Lockheed Martin leaders about launching their careers. It was a talk I had given dozens of times to thousands of young employees and have given many times since. The topic never fails to bring my energy level to a crescendo.


As I sat beside my colleague on the airplane, there was a long pause. Then, I reluctantly pulled the tattered, yellow pages out of my bag, where I had kept them for years. I’d been thinking about this book for at least a decade—and never told a soul.


Twenty years earlier, I had joined Lockheed Martin straight out of college. I’d moved quickly in my career. By age thirty-six, I’d become a corporate vice president—one of the youngest VPs in company history. A few years later, I was named one of the Top 40 Under 40 executives in the aerospace and defense industry by Aviation Week & Space Technology. All the while, I quietly collected themes and stories. Recorded anecdotes. Built an outline from the experiences I had and the things I learned. But I had never really gotten serious about putting pen to paper, or fingers to keyboard.


As my colleague flipped through the pages, I held my breath. Finally, she looked up at me.


“This is really good, Jon. I think you have something here.”


“Really?”


“Really.”


While that conversation came and went in a heartbeat, it helped provide the encouragement I needed to dust off those ragged pages and crack open the Mac.


It has taken three years of plane rides and stolen weekend nights—all while running a large, growing business within my company and working hard to be the best dad I can to two amazing girls—but I’ve finally gotten this one up off the runway.


This book is based on my journey, my experiences, and my observations. I sincerely hope it will be helpful to you as you strive to accelerate your professional success and break away from the pack in ways only you can define.




 


I can buy anything I want, basically, but I can’t buy time.


—WARREN BUFFETT
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INTRODUCTION





WHAT IS CAREER CURRENCY?


Every year in the US, millions of college graduates enter the professional workforce. The job market they are entering includes fewer than 2.5 million management positions, most of them occupied.


There are fewer than 200,000 US jobs that hold the title chief executive. That may seem like a large number, but consider the fact that of the chief executive positions, less than 3,700 of them lead a publicly traded company, and this number has steadily declined since the late 1990s. At large companies, CEO turnover averages approximately 13 percent each year, which would suggest about 25,000 chief executive roles opening annually in the US. Fewer than 500 of those would be with publicly traded firms.


Think about those statistics.


There are millions of professionals entering the workforce each year, and those who aim to reach the top will face fierce competition. There will be room at the top for just a very fortunate few. If these proportions stay consistent, about 0.5 percent of graduates today can hope to obtain a top executive position in the future. To lead a publicly traded firm, that number drops to about 0.01 percent.


But reaching a top executive position may not be the measure of success in your chosen field. In today’s workforce, there are many paths to the top of one’s profession, and career milestones may be highly individualized. It is estimated, for example, that in 2017, the number of freelancers reached 57.3 million—a surprising 36 percent of the total US workforce. If you’re entering the world of freelancing, reaching the top may be described in different ways: by amassing a number of stable, high-paying contracts with well-regarded institutions; or by commanding a significant hourly premium over others in your field.


Whatever your chosen profession—and however precisely “the top” is defined within that field—if you’re early in your career and seek to rise quickly through the ranks, this book is for you. This book is for you if your career is already underway and you are not pleased with your path or progression. This is for you if you want to truly excel and to advance faster than your peers. This book is not for those who desire moderate success but rather for those who wish to be professionally exceptional.


What does it mean to be professionally exceptional? In many ways, this is up to you. From my perspective, it means reaching your most ambitious professional goal. It means getting there rapidly, and in a way that allows you to maintain some level of balance and harmony in your life. It means navigating your way without expending unnecessary effort. It means working hard and working smart. It means finding happiness and satisfaction when you get there.


While this book will describe many keys to success, it centers on the one ingredient every professional brings to their career journey in roughly equal measure: time. Time is a career currency that is issued to each of us in finite quantity. On average, we are all granted roughly the same number of days, weeks, months, and years to spend as we see fit. How we allocate that time across the different dimensions of our lives, and where we focus the portion we dedicate to our careers, is of huge importance.


In the pages ahead, you will learn how to spend your limited career currency wisely, focusing your energy on early and rapid career advancement and limiting unnecessary expenditures—in essence, getting it right the first time. As you will see, those who spend wisely in their early career will have a much better probability of reaching positions of great responsibility. This early success—Breaking Away from the Pack—will be essential to getting ahead, and perhaps going all the way to the top!


HOW DO I USE THIS BOOK?


One of the most important communication lessons I have learned as an executive is know your audience. This advice is easy to follow when speaking to a defined group of people. It becomes much more challenging when writing a book that could be picked up by almost anyone. Nonetheless, I have given some thought to the question of how this book can be most useful to a very broad and diverse audience.


When I purchase a business book, I sometimes feel guilty jumping to the sections that most interest me, fearing that I might not get the full value the author intended. If I’m honest with myself, I believe there is also some feeling of implied obligation to the author to ensure I digest their full work exactly as they had intended. For those who may suffer from similar afflictions, allow me to put your mind at ease. For many readers, the best use of this book will be to jump around, revisit, or even skip completely certain sections of the book—you have my permission!


Those who are my age or older may remember a series of children’s books called Choose Your Own Adventure. At the end of each section the reader was given a choice to make and, based on that choice, was directed to a different page to continue their individualized journey. I recommend the reader adopt a similar philosophy to using this book, based on where you are in your professional journey.


The key to getting the most out of Breaking Away from the Pack will be to match your individual circumstances with your use of the book. Each of the three parts serves a different purpose and will be useful at different points in your career. Along with the advice offered in each part, I have included watch areas called “Taxes and Tariffs” to highlight pitfalls to be avoided because they will erode your career currency—significantly in some cases. Even if you are skipping a whole part of the book, I recommend reviewing these at a minimum.


If you are just beginning your career and charting your course from scratch, I would highly recommend reading the entire book front to back, with a strong focus on working through the exercises suggested in part I, “Assessment, Planning, and Positioning.” I have also made templates for some of the exercises available for download at www.jonrambeau.com. As your career progresses, the second and especially third parts (“Taking Action” and “Lessons I’ve Learned”) should become reference material to be reviewed again in the future as needed when you encounter specific challenges and opportunities along your journey.


If you are an experienced professional looking for redirection or acceleration of a career, I certainly recommend a review of part I. While this part of the book will be of great utility to recent college graduates, it may not be as useful to all seasoned professionals. If upon a cursory review you feel you have a thorough understanding of self and a strong sense of your desired career path, it may make the most sense to move to a deeper reading of parts II and III.


If you are already moving along well in your professional journey and are pleased with your progress, this book may serve you best as a further accelerator, with part III being your best area for focused reading and occasional reference as you encounter professional challenges.


If your circumstances don’t quite fit any of the scenarios above, I recommend you start by reviewing the introduction to each of the three parts, and from there, Choose Your Own Adventure.
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PART I





ASSESSMENT, PLANNING, AND POSITIONING


Stephen Covey’s book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People is widely regarded as one of the best business books of all time. The second habit he discusses is “Begin With the End in Mind.” While in the context of Covey’s book this advice is directed more toward our life’s end and a more holistic consideration of what matters, the same thought process applies to your career. If professional success is an important cornerstone of your life’s story, it warrants some thoughtful consideration.


Time is our most valued career currency, and it should be spent wisely. Given that we spend this currency every day whether we like it or not, most aspiring professionals will be eager to jump right in and get started wherever the best opportunity presents itself. But we would all be wise to heed Covey’s advice and first consider the end. What are our professional goals and aspirations, and how can we best get there?


While a “jump right in” mentality might maximize the immediate use of time and yield early results, it could ultimately lead to months, or even years, of career currency spent moving up the wrong professional ladder. The key to avoiding this outcome is thoughtful, up-front analysis and planning.


Taking a few days, weeks, or even months prior to launching or repositioning your career can yield significant dividends over time.


This first part of the book outlines the planning necessary to pair you with the best career path—the one that will fully leverage your strengths and experience while also increasing your probability of personal and professional satisfaction.


Understanding yourself is important. Equally important is understanding the industry and the company you work in or are considering working in. In the first three chapters, you will learn how to do exactly that, and how to leverage this understanding to best position yourself for exceptional results.
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CHAPTER 1





KNOW THYSELF


Understand Your Strengths—and Your Passions


The first step in building an exceptional career is a fundamental understanding of self, looking across the various dimensions of our talents, strengths, and personal preferences. At the heart of this understanding is a very important intersection of two questions:


• What do you enjoy?


• What are you good at?


While there are many layers to understanding ourselves, the intersection of these two fundamental questions is generally where we will find both personal satisfaction and professional success. Applying this understanding of self to your career planning will maximize the value of your career currency spent, increasing the odds that you will find your targeted career to be both enjoyable and rewarding.


To truly understand ourselves, we must start by being honest. In establishing our own vision of success, it’s important to filter out impressions of what the world around us considers “successful” as well as the expectations set by friends, family, and colleagues.


Take my situation, for example. As a young boy, I always wanted to be a doctor. Why is that? Well, through sixth grade, I attended a small private school. While my mother was a teacher there, and I consequently received a significant tuition benefit, the majority of my classmates came from wealthy families. The school was across town in an affluent neighborhood, and there was a large medical center nearby. Combine these factors and you can easily understand the prevailing situation in the school—in each class, a disproportionate percentage of students had physician parents.


Growing up in this environment, I observed the affluence and lifestyle afforded my classmates, and I heard over and over about their parents’ successes. Some of the parents were, in fact, worldrenowned physicians at the top of their profession. It should come as no surprise that, over time, I equated success with being a doctor.


Looking back, I can easily imagine myself holding on to this view of success and pursuing it. Could I have studied to become a doctor? Of course. Could I have succeeded? Probably. But would I have enjoyed it? Would it have played to my natural abilities?


In retrospect, I see several elements that most likely would have resulted in my being a mediocre doctor at best.


First, medicine isn’t an area in which I have any special talents. The best doctors are noted for their high degree of empathy and patience. They’re able to function well while surrounded by the extremes of human suffering and deal with people calmly under these circumstances. While I could likely have developed these skills (and indeed, some of them are required of me today), they would not have come naturally to me early in my career. I was very focused and driven as a young adult. Patience was not a virtue for me, and as a strongly analytical introvert, I don’t think I would have had the best bedside manner either.


Second—and more to the point—I don’t believe I would have enjoyed the work. I’ve known many doctors personally, and I know how they’re required to spend their time. There are long days of surgery punctuated by long days of office appointments and, at senior levels, a healthy dose of administrative responsibility to boot. Many doctors I know tell me that the more successful they become, the more time they have to spend doing things other than tending to their patients, which is exactly what many of them were most passionate about when they started their careers.


As a young child looking forward, it was easy to focus on the academic and professional prestige as well as the financial rewards of this career path. Fortunately, as I grew older, I developed a better understanding of self that led me in a different professional direction—and away from a career where I probably would have risen only to mediocrity.


You might now be wondering how you can develop this understanding of self. Certainly free-form self-reflection may be effective for some people, and there may be a few out there who already have great conviction about their personal strengths and career prospects, and how the two intersect. But I strongly encourage the use of a more structured process to think this through. There are two primary elements of self that I recommend you consider. These are what you are good at and what will make you happy.


ASSESSING WHAT YOU’RE GOOD AT


Of the two assessment areas, this one is where you will find a breadth of tools available to assist you. There are many strengths and skills assessment instruments available to you, and I want to outline a few as a starting point. However, you should not limit yourself to these—I encourage you to cast a wide net and explore the range of instruments available for self-assessment and reflection.


Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI)


The MBTI instrument is a tried-and-true gauge of personality type. I recall that when I completed this self-evaluation in my first year out of college, I learned that my type was INTJ. This personality type suggests success in “creating business plans, implementing campaigns, and reaching strategic goals.” Clearly, this was a factor in leading me to believe that I was suited for executive roles in the future.


You can access several versions of tests that use the Myers-Briggs approach exclusively or in tandem with other methodologies. The most trusted and popular version is the official MBTI instrument from the Myers & Briggs Foundation, found at https://www.myers-briggs.org.


NERIS Type Explorer


Similar to the MBTI in its use of four-letter initialisms to depict personalities, the NERIS is distinct in methodology. While Myers-Briggs tests make use of personality theories suggested by psychologist Carl Jung, NERIS incorporates “the Big Five personality traits, a model that dominates modern psychological and social research.”


Requiring an average of twelve minutes or less to complete, the test results include a detailed section on career choices. You can take the NERIS free at the website https://www.16personalities.com.


Keirsey Temperament Sorter


This is a tool specifically designed to assist professionals in evaluating career options and weighing those options against their innate strengths and preferences. The tool focuses on four temperament types (artisan, guardian, idealist, and rational) and provides a report that suggests careers with which you may be most compatible. Learn more at https://www.keirsey.com.


Fascination Advantage


This is an instrument I experimented with later in my career and found quite interesting. It provides a slight twist on the MBTI, focusing on how the world sees you and thus what your strengths are through someone else’s eyes. This instrument highlights your personal strengths and offers guidance on how to leverage those professionally to be even stronger. It’s a great resource to aid you in thinking through your personal compatibility with a range of career options. You can take the test free at https://www.howtofascinate.com.


The MAPP Career Assessment


Short for Motivational Appraisal Personal Potential, the MAPP test includes seventy-one questions, which test-takers are encouraged to answer quickly so the answers are reflexive. The MAPP assessment includes a job-matching service for interested individuals and offers both free and paid versions. Detailed information and the test itself are available at https://www.assessment.com.


Self-Directed Search


Finally, you might consider the Self-Directed Search, also known as the SDS, which is based on the theories of renowned psychologist John Holland. This test, which takes about twenty minutes to complete, asks questions about your “aspirations, activities, competencies, interests, and other self-estimates” to match you with the type of work environment ideally suited to your personality.


Heavily focused on career paths, the SDS provides a report that includes suggestions for career and study areas associated with your personality type, information about jobs associated with your “daydream occupations,” salary data about your recommended fields, and links to related career resources. You can access the test at http://www.self-directed-search.com.


The resources above represent only a short list of personality tests that may be useful for defining, refining, and validating what you’re good at as well as the roles you’re best suited for. Again, I encourage you to cast a wide net to explore this important element of self. Whatever time and effort you devote to getting a better grasp on your suitability for certain careers is an investment of time that will pay a dividend of career currency—helping you to avoid costly errors and start spending wisely from day one.
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TAXES AND TARIFFS: TO LEAD OR NOT TO LEAD?





One of the most pivotal decisions of any career is whether or not you will choose to lead people. And unfortunately, this is one of the decisions many people take much more lightly than they should. I find most people I work with who are early in their careers tend to equate success with leading large organizations, and while this is one measure of success, there are other paths that do not involve leading people. For example, from the introduction you may recall that over a third of the US workforce is comprised of freelance employees. This group would include consultants and other highly specialized employees for hire. There will be many highly successful professionals in this group, and as a general rule, a freelance employee will not be managing a large organization.


The critical difference here that many people overlook is the one between individual results and team results. If you choose to lead people, your results—and therefore your long-term success—will depend on the performance of your team. If you choose not to lead people, your success will be linked much more closely to your individual capabilities and accomplishments. As you assess your strengths, be honest with yourself about your ability and desire to lead people. It is challenging. It can be rewarding. And it is not for everyone. It requires different skills and is a very different experience. Before you head down this path, be sure it is for you.
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