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Take Charge of Your Career To Avoid Unpleasant Surprises

Mark D. Hansen, CSP, CPE, PE

Will this be the year you get the ax?  The truth is, in today’s job climate we're all at risk of losing our jobs.

In case you've just pulled your head out of the hole in the ground, the covenant between employers and employees is gone and job security has vanished.  Companies renowned for their loyalty to dedicated employees are, alas, nonexistent. Your next best career move may be to leave the company.

The watchword for the new millennium is simple: Your job is temporary, your career path is uncharted and the future of the company where you work is unclear.  Corporate flowcharts have been flattened, vertical promotions are down and lateral reassignments are the rage.  The technology curve is down to eighteen months.  At a competitive company, virtually every computer, software program, communication system and business process is less than two years old.  Blink, and oops, you're out of antiquated.

What do these changes mean for safety professionals? You'd better be prepared for any event.  Pack your parachute and strap it on, because you never know when you'll need it.  We're all in a career airplane standing much too near an open door.  Complacency is dangerous and could spell the end of your career.  As a boy, I was a Boy Scout and their motto rings true for today: Be Prepared.

Take Charge
If you think this might be your year to get the ax, don't live in denial.  Instead of trying to avoid the new business world, embrace it.  You have to get up every morning and take every day as a gift. There are so many people who think their last promotion was some kind of reward.  They come to the office, drink coffee, read the Wall Street Journal and write a couple of e-mails, then go to lunch.  They get what I call the, I’ve earned it mentality, and they’ve forgotten that they’ve got to earn their job every day.  It's a globally competitive marketplace out there, and we have to face a lot of competitors to fight for our jobs.

We all know someone who was fired or laid off who should have seen it coming.  These people blindly carry on to the last day as if the status quo was forever.  Sometimes they subconsciously realize their impending predicament, yet still do something self‑destructive, such as buy a new car or house.  Or they pick a fight with new management, exactly when top management is deciding who stays and who goes.  Guess what? They end up going.

How can you tell whether your tenure may be coming to an end? Some signs to watch for include:

· You haven't had a promotion in about three years. 

· You're paid more than newer, younger employees doing the same work.

· Your company is losing market share to its competitors. 

· You've been passed over for an expected promotion, bonus or raise. 

· Critical job functions previously assigned to you have been reassigned to others. 

· You're not invited to meetings involving your area of responsibility. 

· You have a gut feeling that others are avoiding you. 

· Your boss falls out of favor with top management.

· Your boss of many years retires leaving your department leader-less. 

· You get a new boss who is significantly younger than you. 

· Your peers at other companies are being laid off. 

· You turn down a transfer.

· You ask not to participate in training. 

· Formerly good performance reviews are suddenly mixed or bad and overly critical. 

· Your request for new business cards (a $25 value) is stalled by your boss or you boss’ boss.

· The sun rises in the East. 

If several of these signs apply to you, you'd better start planning.  Do you see any cause for concern?  If so, your first task is to decide whether to fight for your job or prepare to leave.

Four steps to take if you really want to stay with your current employer include:
Try to get a mission‑critical assignment.   Sign on for projects that are central to the survival and success of the company.  Become a doer instead of a manager.  Diversify into related fields, like industrial hygiene, risk management, ergonomics. 

Also consider volunteering for a special‑project team.  There are a lot of good projects, even in a downsizing environment.  Almost all companies that cut back are hiring people at the same time in other areas.  Find out where your company needs help and position yourself to provide it.

Communicate your successes.  Make a list of all you've accomplished in the past six months or so, and find ways to disseminate that information to influential people in the organization.  A performance review is often a semi‑secret document.  Use your performance reviews to illustrate your creativity and ingenuity to people in the organization who have the authority to bring you in.  You want to spread the word about what you've contributed and accomplished.  Use memos and e‑mail to tout successes and milestones on works‑in‑progress.  Carbon copy everyone who might be remotely interested or impressed.  This is a beneficial tactic whether you feel threatened or not.

If your immediate boss is gunning for you, try to inoculate yourself by sharing information around and over him or her.  Tread carefully and try not to contradict your boss overtly or do anything that could be construed as backbiting or insubordination.  Just kindly, gently get the word out.  Remember, that whenever you give credit to your team, you credit yourself as well.  There's no need to be a commandeer all of the glory, which will nullify the intent of your memos in the first place.

Shore up your skill‑set.   Take a hard honest look at yourself.  Are you current?  Is there new technology you've been avoiding?  Did you skip some training that others in your field consider standard (like a CSP)?  Have you read the latest business book that your boss and peers are discussing?  Do you keep abreast current business events in the Wall Street Journal?

You may be right in saying that some trends will disappear without a trace.  But now isn't the time for arrogance.  If you feel threatened, look for short‑term solutions to any skill‑set deficiencies.  Take a weekend workshop, acquire another credential, or seek coaching from a colleague.  But don't sign up for a two‑year credentialing program.  Look for free vendor demonstrations, not an expensive training program in another city.  Make a list of competencies and an action plan to bring your skills up to date.  Once again, this action serves you whether you stay or leave.  You can't compete in today's job market with stale skills.

You should consider developing one new skill every year, preferably, it should be a double‑duty skill.  This would be a skill that both augments your capacity in your current role and could be profitable as a line of work in itself.  We all need multiple skills, so that if one thing is going to blow up, you'll have more than one other thing you can turn to.  This would include a part time job like consulting, expert witness, teaching and the like.

Work harder.  If you've gotten soft and lazy, come in late, leave early, skip meetings, drink at lunch or avoid necessary travel, you'll have to change this behavior to keep your job.  This means putting in more than eight hours a day and demonstrating your value and proving your abilities.

The End can be a Bitter Pill
If you've decided to leave or have a pretty strong hunch your position will be eliminated, don't hang on to the bitter end.  History demonstrates that the first people out the door are frequently the most self‑confident, competent and highly paid, while everybody who's left is going to have to work three or four times as hard as they did before.  Typically, the smart people get out before they're fired, since it's always better to look for work while you have a job.  It's also smart not to hit the job market after employers have already seen lots of candidates from your company.

Pending layoffs aren't the only reason for leaving.  You should leave anytime your personal mission and vision aren't in alignment with the company's.  If you do not align with the company’s mission and vision, you don't belong there. It's a question of fit, timing and culture.  Two steps to follow once you've decided to leave include:

Dust off your network.  Before doing anything, revive your network.  Most safety professionals don't realize just how many people they know.  Just go to a professional society meeting or an annual conference and you will see just how many professionals you do know and that they know thousands of people.  Create a list of your contacts, including everyone you can think of, ranging from petroleum engineers and insurance professionals to company presidents.  Of course, be sure to list every former boss, subordinate and co‑worker at your former employers, and every contractor, supplier, customer and competitor of those employers.  These are your best bets for job leads later on, since they know you and your industry.

Develop your list at the first hint of trouble, not after you need a job.  We've all gotten an insincere call from some poorly remembered and ill‑mannered former colleague, begging for help on a job search.  These folks give networking a bad name.  So before you call for help, make a friendly contact at least two months earlier if possible.  Remember, as a rule it takes about a week per ten-thousand dollars in salary to find an equal paying job (e.g., 8 weeks for an $80,000 job) in times of plenty and it takes about a month per ten-thousand dollars in salary to find an equal paying job (e.g., 8 months for an $80,000 job) in times of dearth.

Have your resume ready.  Everyone you meet will ask for a copy of your resume, and it's only polite to have one handy.  It's your calling card, and a good one is worth its weight in gold.  So keep some copies of your most recently updated resume in a plain manila envelope and carry them everywhere you go.  Living in a state of perpetual readiness may seem tiring, but by being prepared to succeed in the job market, you'll never be permanently hurt if the ax should fall.

Conclusions

Considering all these items may help you be ready in this constantly changing job market.  Even when things are going well and you are happy, always keep an eye out and be prepared for the worst and the best.  That way you will be ready if the ax falls … on you.


