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R O A D  S I G N  1

Who Are You? Where Have You Been? 

Where Do You Really Want to Go?

Bill: In recruiting candidates for searches, do you find people in
corporate America generally happy or unhappy in their careers? 

Janice: For too many, it’s a matter of habit, not happiness.
Bill: And too many have accepted that happiness in a career is

simply not possible.
Janice: Yes. That’s why I advise just about every candidate who

comes through my office to stop and evaluate who they are, to
take a look in the rearview mirror to see where they’ve been,
and only then to figure out where they want to go. The job I
am interviewing them for may fit their experiences, but may
not be right for what they really want to do next. For the most
part, they have not stopped to evaluate other possibilities; they
just continue driving on a career highway—it becomes what
they know best, not what is best!

Bill: There are times when you just need to take a break, turn on
the lights, and look objectively at every aspect of your life. We
just need to stop and reassess.

1
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Community Leaders/
Not-for-Profit Colleagues

Religious Affiliates

Others

The aim of such counseling? Action! An answer to the ques-
tion, what do I do next? What you need from others is that all-
important gentle nudge forward—the one that will get your
vehicle pointed in the right direction, start your motor again, and
send you heading through the intersection when the time is right.

DRIVING DIRECTIONS 

At this point, you may not even know exactly where you’re going.
Still, you ought to be thinking about heading toward a general
compass direction, and you should have some idea which road you
want to drive on.

TASK 3: EDUCATE YOURSELF—CONSTANTLY

You’re not the first or only person to have hit a career Stop sign.
And we’re not the first or only people to have written a book sug-
gesting ways to get through the intersection and back on the high-
way. There are literally tens of thousands of books out there,
representing a vast range of expert advice and varied responses.
Take advantage of this huge body of work, and figuratively pick
the brains of the many disparate people offering suggestions.
Suggestions about ways to think about your future, about fresh
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But in addition to the career experts, there are also the life
experts. Your pastor or priest; a trusted older professional, espe-
cially someone who has had a similar career and may have survived
similar doubts or concerns; a favorite mentor, maybe a family friend
or former teacher or athletic coach—may be the perfect person to
turn to. 

In essence, you’re looking for someone who can bring order out
of chaos, who won’t shoot from the hip but will reflect with you
and help you sort through the confusion in a framework of safety.
Most of all, the individual needs to be one who will provide a bal-
anced, utterly unprejudiced and unprejudged perspective. It must
be someone you trust, who has your best interest at heart in an
unbiased way, and who will be there to provide nonjudgmental
feedback. This chart may help you think about who that person
might be:

TALK IT OUT—ASK FOR DIRECTIONS

Seek Out Others Their Advice/Perspective

Friends

Family

Internal Mentors

Professional Colleagues/
Peers in Other Organizations

Coaches

STOP 13
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possibilities for fulfillment, about pathways to purpose you may
never have considered before. The subject is vast, and so are the
possible responses.

We have our favorites—from the highly spiritual The Artist’s Way
by Julia Cameron, to the straightforward interpersonal advice of The
Office Survival Guide by Marilyn Puder-York, to Jack Welch’s hard-
hitting Winning and, an obvious favorite for us both, Bill Morin’s
Total Career Fitness: A Complete Checkup and Workout Guide. But
our favorites may not strike a chord with you, so browse your neigh-
borhood’s bookstores and libraries—and by all means search the
Internet—for voices that resonate with you. Let what you achieved
in Tasks 1 and 2 guide and focus your search. In carrying out those
tasks, you talked to yourself and to others about what’s lacking in
your career and how you might get yourself and your professional
life back on the road. Both sets of conversations should have
churned up keywords that can direct your browsing.

And don’t stop there. Attend lectures, sign up for seminars, take
a class, or even go on retreat to sample the possibilities. The voice
that speaks directly to you is surely out there; you have a better
chance of hearing it if you put your ear to the ground. 

EXTERNAL EVENTS/EXPERIENCES

Books to Read/Skim  What I Learned

Conferences to Attend  What I Learned

Classes to Attend  What I Learned

Retreats  What I Learned

STOP 15

00-01 Driving Career design  2/27/07  10:56 AM  Page 15

16 DRIVING THE CAREER HIGHWAY

Professionals/Speakers I Want What I Learned
to Hear

Other External Factors  What I Learned

This is really all about education, and it doesn’t stop when
you’ve heard the voice and addressed the issue. In this, as in every
other aspect of life, education should be ongoing. Even those of
us who are happy and personally fulfilled in their professional
lives should “keep up” with the new thinking about all this as we
both try to every day. After all, we never know what might speed
up our drive along the career highway—or make it safer or more
enriching.

GET READY FOR THE RIDE

Two tasks remain before you can safely make it through the inter-
section. Both prepare you for the ride ahead.

TASK 4: DROP THAT HEAVY BAGGAGE

Later on in this book, you’ll be asked to think about what you
might like to be in life if there were no restrictions at all on your
dreams or even your fantasies. Task 4 is good preparation for
that, because, of course, there are restrictions in our lives, and
here is where you’ll take a good look at yours—and put them
aside.

We grow up with all sorts of restrictions—a range of shoulds,
can’ts, don’ts, and more: Don’t wrinkle your party dress! No ball
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STOP 19

Potential
Piece of 
Baggage in
Your Life

What View of
Yourself Does
This Piece of
Baggage Leave
You With?

What Does It
Make You 
Afraid Of ?

How Is This
Holding You
Back?

Family 
Background

Family 
Dynamics

Religion

Schooling

Friends

An Event in 
the Past

A Personality 
Trait 

A Physical 
Characteristic

A Mental 
Issue

Other
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But don’t just take a vacation. A solitary walk on the beach will
reveal only that the ocean is huge and the number of grains of sand
immense. Those are accurate revelations, but they won’t get you very
far. The point of taking a sabbatical with yourself is to create a plan.

Keep in mind the original meaning of the word sabbatical: the
idea was that every seventh year, farmland would be left fallow—
plowed but unseeded—so that the following year, it would be even
more fertile. The fallow year offered the soil an opportunity to
replenish its nutritional content so that the next harvest would be
better than ever.

From your service-area sabbatical, you want to harvest a view of
your future that may not be forever but that certainly offers the
potential for new opportunities. So spend whatever time it takes—
alone—to do the assessing and evaluating that will open your brain
to such opportunities.

The plan doesn’t need to be comprehensive. But it should have
a defined goal for your fulfillment and a general idea of how to
get there. Above all, it should add clarity to your life and purpose
to your career. If it doesn’t, start over and do this chapter’s tasks
again till you get it right. Here’s a primer of basic sabbatical tasks:

MY SABBATICAL TASKS

Tasks                                What Is This Task Telling Me?

Review My Journal Monthly

Identify My Trusted Advisors 

Choose Some Books to Read 
This Year, and List Them 

STOP 21
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Select Two Conferences to Attend
in the Next Three Months

Identify My Two New 
External Experiences

Identify the Dropped Baggage

Now, get back in your car, check all the dashboard lights, glance
again in your rearview mirror, and scan the road ahead. All clear?
Drive on. Head to your destination, but keep an eye out for that
next road sign up ahead . . .

SUMMARY

Like life, every career needs a reassessment now and again. The
fact that you’re reading this book means the moment is right for
you to reassess, rethink, reevaluate. Here’s how to go about this
important process:

1.  Start a daily journal.
2.  Find a coach, counselor, or

friend, and talk it through.
3.  Educate yourself—

constantly. 
4.  Drop your baggage.
5.  Take a sabbatical—do an

engine check.

22 DRIVING THE CAREER HIGHWAY

Take rest; a 
field that has 
rested gives a
bountiful crop.

—OVID, ROMAN POET,
43 BC–17 AD 
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R O A D  S I G N  2

Live Your Dream: 

Make a Career Change 

Janice: Do you find that people often feel trapped by careers that
have simply stopped working for them? They can’t seem to find
a way out?

Bill: I’ve noticed this more and more since 9/11, and I see it a lot
in my coaching practice. The predicament reminds me of that
aerial view of the circle around the Arch of Triumph in Paris,
with all the cars whizzing around it. The cars on the inside
—the people who are trapped in a career they don’t want—
just have no way to get over to an exit. They can’t even see 
the exit.

Janice: It breeds frustration and a lot of anger, although I think the
underlying emotion is fear. 

Bill: Right. They hang on instead. Then the frustration level goes
even higher, and they blame the job, the company, others.

Janice: Or they panic and get off wherever they can—and it’s the
wrong road altogether. Changing careers is risky, and people
are naturally risk-averse. As someone once said, “Only babies
like a change.”

23
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YOUR PERSONAL MADONNA FACTOR

Take a moment now to assess your personal Madonna factor. Who are you
today? What role are you playing? Is that how others see you? Is there a
disconnect—a gap—between the role you see yourself in and how others
see you? What does it portend for your future?

1.  Who am I? Title? Responsibilities?

2.  How do people describe me?

3.  How do I describe myself ?

4.  What is the gap between how I see myself and how others see me?

5.  What does this say about possible future roles?

FINDING YOUR EXIT

Barbara Cross had never wanted to be anything other than a lawyer.
Very much “her father’s daughter,” as everyone called her, Barbara
could recite the facts of her dad’s cases when she was eight years old,
and she very nearly qualified to serve as his judicial clerk when he
was appointed to the bench—except that she was still in high
school. She, of course, did brilliantly in law school, was hired by the
firm everyone longed to be a part of, was named partner at an
absurdly young age, and was very soon in sole charge of the firm’s
intellectual property practice, which she has since built into a
powerhouse recognized throughout the industry. 

Now forty-three, at the very apex of her profession, widely
respected, immensely successful, and performing at her absolute peak,
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in the whole world and do anything at all, who would you be and
what would you do? Answer this question now—both the what
and the why.

Maybe you’d like to be Cleopatra—clever, with clear objectives,
fulfilled, powerful, beautiful, and charismatic. Why not? Go ahead.
Write it down.

And maybe, if nothing were stopping you, you’d really like to
be an actor—free and uninhibited, receiving the instant gratifica-
tion of applause for your talents and achievements, having the fun
of playing many parts. Go for it as you fill in your personal ABAT
chart:

MY PERSONAL “ABAT” CHART

1.  Who would I be?                            Why? What do I desire in that
(Past/Present/Future)                       person’s life or character?

2.  What would I do?                           Why? What is the passion I
(Past/Present/Future)                       feel for this career?

Now expand on what you’ve learned from doing your personal
ABAT chart. In today’s world, what attributes, talents, and expe-
riences could you bring to being the person you would want to be
and having the career you would have if you could be anybody
and do anything? This is a self-assessment that can tell you a great
deal about how to jump-start a possible future direction—in both
your career and your life. 

EXIT 31
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JUMP START

My Attributes:                                   What other roles could I play 
where these attributes would be
applicable and/or useful?

My Talents:                                       How could my talents be used 
elsewhere—in another position,
role, or company?

My Experiences:                                 What I can do with these 
experiences in another line
of work?

PROFESSIONALLY DARING,
PERSONALLY RISK-AVERSE

Doug Barber had managed the IT departments of three large and
successful companies and was now managing his fourth. He had
assumed and hoped that each upward and forward move would
increase his sense of satisfaction in his work, but just the opposite
had happened: every step up took him farther down the slope of
indifference. Doug was in demand in his industry and in IT and did
not lack opportunities to make a job change; he had also entertained
feelers from other industries, from the nonprofit world, and even
from totally different kinds of work, but he had shut the door on all
of them. Doug thought his dissatisfaction meant there was some-
thing wrong with him—after all, he was a success at a good job in a
growing field—and hoped some coaching from Bill might help him
see the light and gain a sense of satisfaction about this career.

32 DRIVING THE CAREER HIGHWAY
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Fear can blind you to opportu-
nities, as the saying goes—and
that’s exactly what had happened
with Doug. But you can break
through the fear by understanding
what constitutes an opportunity in
your terms and according to your

own values, passions, and desires. Here’s an exercise that will help
you look for and identify your own definition of an opportunity. 

TASK 2: ANSWER: HOW DO YOU DEFINE

“OPPORTUNITY”? 
Take a look at these components of a career. How much does each
of them count with you? 

THE OPPORTUNITY: WHAT DO I 
REALLY WANT FROM MY CAREER?

After you have ranked what is most important in Column 1 (with
1 being important), do a reality check of what you are actually get-
ting from your current job in Column 2 (1 = what you are getting
most; 14 = what you are getting least).
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If you don’t risk 
anything, you risk

even more.

—ERICA JONG

Title

Money

Recognition

Personal impact

COLUMN 1
Rank in Order of
Importance to You

1–14

COLUMN 2
Reality Check 
of Current Job

1–14
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THE CURRENT REALITY: WHAT DO I 
REALLY HAVE IN MY CAREER? 

Compare the two columns: importance and current reality. The
closer your scores, the more in line your current reality is with what
you really want out of your career. If more than half of the numbers
in Column 1 are significantly different from those in Column 2, it
is probably time to move on. 

You now have a good idea of will constitute an opportunity you
will pursue. Granted, this does not point you to an industry or pro-
fession; for that kind of direction, you do need to consult your
dreams, your particular life passion, and your personal enthusiasms.
But the self-assessment exercise you’ve just done should outline for

EXIT 35

Content of work

Status and power

Collegiality with 
co-workers

Positive office 
environment

Location

Job security

Artistic rewards

Community involvement 

Work/Life integration

Feeling of self-fulfillment

COLUMN 1
Rank in Order of
Importance to You

1–14

COLUMN 2
Reality Check 
of Current Job

1–14
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Sure, you can contemplate leaving one career without knowing
with absolute certainty what the next career should be. And even
if you do know what you’re going to do next, you may not be sure
how you’re going to do it. Even if you know that, you surely won’t
know how or whether your career swap will work. But no matter
the situation, you need a plan to do it. 

Here is where a professional career development coach could
have helped Sally, although anyone who has worked in corporate
America ought to have some idea of how to create a basic plan. For
Sally, who had no idea what to do next—except that it couldn’t be
marketing and it couldn’t be in insurance—the components of
such a plan could be as simple as this:

A BASIC CAREER CHANGE ACTION PLAN

POSSIBLE EXITS TO TAKE

1. Market Opportunities: What is available for the position(s) I seek?
Companies in Area:
Positions Advertised:

2. Network: Whom do I know who works for these companies or in 
similar positions?
People:
Positions:

3. Conferences: What conferences can I attend to see if that is the position 
I truly want?

4. Whom do I know who can help me get the job I want?
Friends/Family Members:
Agencies:
Search Firms:
Ads:

40 DRIVING THE CAREER HIGHWAY
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R O A D  S I G N  3

Don’t Be Burned Out, Bummed Out,

Unfulfilled: Strategize a Way Out 

of the Dead-End Career

Janice: There’s nothing worse than being dissatisfied with your
job. You spend at least a third of your life at work, and if you’re
trying to make a career for yourself, you spend much more than
that in effort, energy, and commitment. For so much of your
life to be boring or unfulfilling is such a waste of a life!

Bill: Unfortunately, for reasons of necessity, inertia, or complacency,
people accept the boredom as a way of life. We get so accustomed
to lacking fulfillment that it becomes a habit. We lose the dream
we once had of a life’s work that could be fulfilling—enriching in
many ways. That can be a very numbing thing. 

Janice: When you’ve been running on empty for so long, you for-
get what it’s like to have a tank full of positive energy. I see this
problem in so many people in the corporate world today, par-
ticularly in women—middle-aged Baby Boomers and even Gen
Xers—and it’s the cause of a real brain drain out of corporate
organizations.

43
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has simply ceased to be “home”—a place where you feel comfort-
able and appreciated, an environment that inspires you to give your
all. Or maybe it’s actually the work you do—the content of your
assignment. Sure, it’s work you thought you wanted to do once, but
maybe the nature of the work has changed—or maybe you have.
Either way, it is no longer a turn-on and no longer fulfilling.

Here’s a test that will address these issues and help you figure
out if your career blind alley is a matter of where you work and/or
the work you do. 

The first set of five questions addresses the organization you’re
in and will let you know if you’re even on the right road—that is,
in the right place for a fulfilling career. The second set of questions
will help you determine if it’s the content of the job itself that may
have you heading for a dead end. Answer each question with
scrupulous honesty, and then add up your total score.

IS IT THE ORGANIZATION?

46 DRIVING THE CAREER HIGHWAY

1. Do you wake dreading
the day ahead and
being in that company
and culture?

2. At the end of the day,
do you feel that your
accomplishments 
do not “fit in” with
what others in the
organization are doing?

3. Do you find that the
people with whom you
interact at work are 
difficult and not 
supportive?

Always 
1 point

Frequently
2 points

Occasionally 
3 points

Rarely 
4 points

Never 
5 points
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TOTAL SCORE: ___________

For the questions you’ve just answered, 1 through 5, the higher
the score, the farther away you are from that dead-end street. Here’s
how it breaks down:

If you scored . . . It means you . . .

20–25 pretty much like where you are and 
where you’re going.

15–19 are reasonably satisfied with your 
career highway.

10–14 should probably take the test again in 
six months.

5–9 may be headed toward a dead end.

Now it’s on to the next set of questions, those addressing your
view of your work itself. The results will indicate to you if you’re
in the right position. 

DEAD END 47

Always 
1 point

Frequently
2 points

Occasionally 
3 points

Rarely 
4 points

Never 
5 points

4. Does the company 
devalue what you are
doing and openly
demonstrate its lack 
of interest in you?

5. Do you sometimes
need to take a 
“mental-health day”?
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IS IT THE JOB—THE WORK ITSELF?

TOTAL SCORE: _______________

For these questions, 6 through 10, the lower your score, the
better. Here’s the breakdown:

If you scored . . . It means you . . .

5–10 are riding high.

48 DRIVING THE CAREER HIGHWAY

6. Are most of your tasks
and responsibilities
things that you love
doing?

7. At the end of the 
day, do you feel 
invigorated by what
has transpired?

8. In discussing your
work and career with
family and friends, 
do you feel proud of
what you are doing?

9. Is what you are doing
an accurate reflection
of who you are and
what you enjoy?

10. When you are alone,
do you say or think 
to yourself, “This is
exactly what I want 
to be doing”?

Always 
1 point

Frequently
2 points

Occasionally 
3 points

Rarely 
4 points

Never 
5 points
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If you scored . . . It means you . . .

11–15 are OK for now.

16–20 may be starting down that blind alley.

21–25 need to act fast to avoid the crash.

In addition to noting your point scores, also take a solid look at
the content of your answers. What does it tell you if, for example,
you answered that you rarely feel invigorated at the end of the
workday? Or that you only occasionally find the people around you
enjoyable and supportive? 

Ask yourself if you feel dissatisfaction with the direction and
pace of your career, how confident you are of your own compe-
tence, whether you suspect that your career has lost its way, if the
daily grind has grown stale, and if a look forward to the rest of
your career brings up a picture of an arid, tedious stretch of leaden
days. If so, you’re heading for a dead end. 

Make sure, however, that it isn’t some other aspect of your life
that is affecting your feelings about your career and not the other
way around. Be honest with yourself. Dig deep. There may be dead
ends in other parts of your life as well.

In any event, these two exercises should tell you if your career
problem is due to the organization you’re in or the work you do—
or both. Hold the thought; you’ll need it by the end of this chapter.

BOREDOM BOULEVARD

Mary has been in the accounting profession for sixteen years—and
nobody does it better. Still, sixteen years of doing the same thing
day in and day out had gotten to her, so eighteen months ago, she

DEAD END 49
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6. Are most of your tasks
and responsibilities
things that you love
doing?

7. At the end of the 
day, do you feel 
invigorated by what
has transpired?

8. In discussing your
work and career with
family and friends, 
do you feel proud of
what you are doing?

9. Is what you are doing
an accurate reflection
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10. When you are alone,
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Frequently
2 points
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3 points

Rarely 
4 points

Never 
5 points

00-01 Driving Career design  2/27/07  10:56 AM  Page 48

exhausted” was his mantra, at work and at home, where he would
simply flop down in front of the TV. He didn’t seem to notice that it
was as out of focus as he was.

He only knew he felt depleted, with nothing left to give to the
job or the company. And he wondered how long it would be
before senior management noticed and sent him packing.

Does this sound like you? Maybe, like Howard, you’re just
going through the motions. Your personal workload seems over-
whelming, your personal skills seem overtaxed, and the whole con-
cept of “motivation” has become a joke. By the end of the day,
you’re pretty sure that one more e-mail or one more ringing phone
will put you over the edge, and when you get home from work in
the evening, all you want to do is collapse into mindless inertia.
Even the weekends aren’t sufficient to recharge your batteries, and
your family has begun to complain that you’re not spending time
with them; you’re just marking time.

Worst of all, you can’t see the purpose of the work you do, which
may be why no one seems able to tell you if you are doing it well.

Are you running on empty?
Take the test below to find out.

RUNNING ON EMPTY?
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Do you know what to
focus on at work?

Do you know what to
focus on in your personal
life?

Do you feel physically
well?

Rarely
1 point

Sometimes
2 points

Frequently
3 points

Always
4 points
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Now total up your score and analyze the results:

If you scored . . . It means . . .

16–20 your tank is pretty full; you’re on a smooth ride.

11–15 you are about three-quarters full; is there a leak?

6–10 look for an energy station; you need to fill up.

5 you are empty; it’s time for professional roadside
assistance.

If you scored anywhere below 20, you will need to stop at an
energy station to refill your tank. The lower your score, the more
frequently you’ll need to stop and the bigger the refill you need.
But it isn’t just the size of the needed refill; it’s the quality of it
that counts.

THE PRESENTEEISM PROBLEM

A 2003 study estimated that depression on the job costs
employers $44 billion a year in lost productivity (and costs
depressed workers untold millions more in direct medical
costs). The $44-billion price tag for lost productivity isn’t

DEAD END 57

Do you know what makes
you feel down?

Do you take time just for
yourself—i.e., to think,
meditate, exercise, etc.?

TOTALS:
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Identify the three activities you like most about your job and
see if you can expand those activities—thus building on your
strengths—to have a greater influence on the organization.

Ask your supervisor what you need to do to contribute more to
the organization. Are there skills you should improve? Learning
you should undertake? Organizations you should join? Anything
you can do that will at the same time help grow the organization
and advance you along your career highway is an essential driving
tool. Go get it.

Here’s a template to help you map out a new approach to your
organization and your job:

But of course, as the self-assessment exercises of this chapter
may have taught you, the problem may be in neither the organi-
zation nor the job but in yourself—because of where you are in
your life at this time. 

Here are some ways to bring yourself back from a career dead
end when you have created the dead end: 

1.  Reach out to others. Do something that gains you no 
personal return.
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Diminish:
Decrease 
What 
Minimizes 
Your 
Interest and 
Enthusiasm

New 
Opportunity 
Within the
Organization

New 
Opportunity 
Outside the
Organization

Who Can
Help

Expand:
Increase 
What 
Maximizes 
Your 
Interest and
Enthusiasm

00-01 Driving Career design  2/27/07  10:56 AM  Page 62

NEW APPROACH TO YOUR ORGANIZATION AND JOB



2.  Take a week off to think about you.
3.  Discuss your situation with friends, family, and mentors.
4.  Start an exercise program.
5.  Seek professional guidance. There can never be any shame

associated with this; it represents strength, not weakness. If
you’re up against a dead end on your career highway, you
just may need roadside assistance from professionals who
have dealt with dead ends before. Ask them for help.

TASK 6: TAKE THE PLEDGE, MAKE A PLAN, AND THEN

EXECUTE

We never said it would be easy. As with most things in life, once
you’ve analyzed yourself and explored all the solutions, only you
can implement the change. That’s why we encourage you to “sign
up” right here to your personal plan—three action steps are all you
need—for avoiding the dead-end career. 

THE PLEDGE

I will undertake the following three action steps to improve my cur-
rent dead-end situation and get out of the blind alley. I also commit
to sharing my plan with at least one other trusted person, and I will
ask that person to hold me to my action plan. Here’s the plan:

THE PLAN

1. ______________________________________________

2. ______________________________________________

3. ______________________________________________
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DEER

XING

R O A D  S I G N  4

Avoid Being a Victim: 

Mobilize the Power Within You 

Janice: There’s a virtual epidemic these days of people who feel
absolutely powerless in their careers. They act like the prover-
bial deer in the headlights: blinded, rooted to the spot,
motionless.

Bill: You are so right. People have lost initiative and energy. And
they blame it on the boss or an unhappy personal life or 9/11
or some other external.

Janice: It’s understandable. People have been through so much—
so many mergers and acquisitions, consolidations, downsizing.
They’re in a state of near-constant worry over what’s next. It
paralyzes them.

Bill: They’ve lost control. It’s a victim mentality.
Janice: Well, in your coaching practice, how do you coach people

out of victim mentality?
Bill: It starts with them realizing that they can have control and

that they must get in front on the issue. It’s about taking respon-
sibility for their destiny.

65
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BEING IN NEUTRAL

There was a time when you had control, but right now, you’re just
idling in neutral. Where did the control go? Did someone take it
away? We often give up control and allow ourselves to become vic-
tims when we feel so overwhelmed we would just rather let some-
one else take responsibility—or when we feel so inadequate that
we don’t think we’re capable of making decisions.

So consider first how, why, and when you lost control—just when
it was that you allowed yourself to become a deer in the headlights.

TASK 1: FIGURE OUT HOW YOU GOT STUCK IN NEUTRAL

Kick off this task by writing down the answers to these questions:

In what situation did you lose or relinquish control? 

When? 

How did the loss of control or decision-making power feel? 

Did you like letting someone else call the shots? 
Yes _____ No____
Explain:

If you could take back control, what would you do? 
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Did someone else take control? Make an inventory of 
people who have controlled you—and assess how they
managed to do that.

People Who Have Controlled You / How They Controlled You
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

If you want to, what can you do to take back that control? 

GETTING BACK IN GEAR 

Ted was forty-five years old with twenty years at one of the world’s
most prominent corporations. At a time of life when most men
expect to feel in their prime, Ted was simply scared stiff. All around
him in the great complex that was his company, men and women
of every age and length of service, at every level of the hierarchy, in
every function and possessing every skill, had been demoted, relo-
cated, or summarily terminated. There seemed no rhyme or reason
to it. As Ted saw it, the message was clear: if it could happen to
these people, it could happen to him. 

Ted hoped that coaching from Bill might give him some sort of
advantage, although he conceded to Bill that he felt he was “just
hanging on” in his career, had ceased to learn anything new, and
was no longer pushing the edge of the envelope. Just like Casey
Martin, Ted came up with the deer analogy: “I feel I’m stalled in
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Chances are, you had to overcome some obstacles to make the
initiative succeed. What were they? Check off the relevant obstacles
in the following list. And remember: you overcame every single one
of them.

❒ Self-Esteem  ❒ Peer Acceptance
❒ Self-Confidence ❒ Family Approval/Acceptance
❒ Inadequacy ❒ Fear of Failure
❒ Other:

LOOKING PAST THE HEADLIGHTS, 
GETTING OUT OF THE TRAP

You have now established that you are capable of some control over
your career, and you have analyzed the abilities you possess that con-
stitute that control. You have overcome the obstacles and recaptured
the initiative that you once had. You’ve learned that you don’t have
to be a victim—and that victimhood happens only with your con-
sent. So how do you break the paralysis that’s keeping you blinded
in the headlights right now? How do you climb out of this trap?

TASK 4: ASK YOURSELF: WHAT ARE MY TRUE

EXPECTATIONS? 
Start by analyzing your true expectations and seeing how they
match up against reality. Here’s an exercise that will help:
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Your Feeling How It Worked What Made It Work?Your Initiative
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If you scored . . . It means . . .

20–25 you are not in a victim trap. Congratulations!

15–19 you’re well positioned to climb out of your trap.

10–14 you need to ratchet up your sense of yourself.

5–9 time for a reality check: you are in a victim trap.

Here’s the truth of the matter: no one can take care of you.
Even if someone who loves you is “taking care” of you, he or she
cannot take care of your ability to control your career or your life.
Only you can do that. 

1. Do you expect/want 
someone to take care of 
you and bail you out?

2. Do you feel unable to 
take control and assume
responsibility?

3. Do you constantly look 
to others for praise and
seek their approval?

4. Do you feel inadequate—
less capable than others?

5. Do you repeatedly ask 
others for advice and not
trust your judgment?

TOTALS:

Always 
1 point

Frequently
2 points

Occasionally 
3 points

Rarely 
4 points

Never 
5 points
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INITIATIVES THAT PAID OFF

ANALYZE YOUR TRUE EXPECTATIONS
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TASK 5: MAKE A CONTRACT WITH YOURSELF: YOU’RE

NOT GOING TO BE A VICTIM ANYMORE

Just decide: “I am in control; I am no longer a victim.” It is the
best way we know of to get yourself in gear and moving forward.

How do you do it? Fill out the following contract, copy it, hang
it on your refrigerator, and imprint it on your mind. The very act
of writing out the contract is a way of taking control.

CONTRACT

I, [YOUR NAME], hereby proclaim that I am not a victim and
that I am in control of my own destiny. I further pledge and agree:

1) that I will not allow others, such as 

_________________________, to make decisions for me;

2) that I will not allow situations of the past, like the following, 

__________________________________________________

_______________ to repeat themselves;

3) that I will not allow myself to feel inadequate or bullied as I
did in the following situations: 

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________;

4) that I will accept responsibility for my own well-being as I did
in the past, as in the following situations: 

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________; 
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5)  that I will again take control as I did in the past, as in the fol-
lowing situations: 

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________.

(signed)

THE PAYOFF

Even getting a finger over the edge of the trap is empowering,
enhancing your sense of control and cutting through the first layer
of the victimhood onion. The subsequent layers will peel off eas-
ily as you climb higher. Soon enough, you’ll find that your feet
aren’t rooted to the spot after all. In fact, they’re ready to move you
forward.

SUMMARY

When you’re the deer in the headlights where your career is con-
cerned, do these things:

1.  Figure out how you got stuck in neutral.
2.  Remember and replay control so you can get it back.
3.  Create your initiative inventory. 
4.  Ask yourself: What are my true expectations? 
5.  Make a contract with yourself: You’re not going to be a

victim anymore.
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R O A D  S I G N  5

Reinvent Yourself: Be Prepared 

for Stuff to Happen!

Bill: In filling positions, how do you assess whether candidates are
prepared for the unexpected curves every job has?

Janice: It isn’t easy, yet continuously preparing for change is one of
the most important attributes anyone can bring to a position. I
look for candidates who have shown resilience and who coped
with the change. They didn’t whine; they coped! You can’t always
anticipate the unexpected, but you can always try to make your-
self more valuable.

Bill: Sounds oddly familiar. Be prepared when opportunity knocks
—or you get knocked. 

Janice: The only sure thing is that there will be curves up ahead,
and there’s no telling how sharp they will be or in which direc-
tion they will bend. 

Bill: To navigate the curves, hold on to your job and career, and
be viewed as a valuable player to the company, you are almost
certainly going to have to reinvent yourself again and again.

77
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Are There Activities
That Suggest This?

Yes/No How Might It
Impact Me?

Is It a Plus, a
Minus, or Neutral
to Me?

HIGHWAY CURVE CONDITIONS 

Merger/Acquisition

Reputation Risk

Being Acquired

Downsizing

Restructuring

Reorganization

IPO

MBO

Being in Play

Being in Trouble

Chapter 11

Scandal

Stock Price Issue

Getting a New Board

Getting New Management

Poor Sales Picture

Poor Bottom Line

Other

SHARP CURVES AHEAD 81
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Skills the
Company
Values

Yes, I Have 
This Skill/No, 
I Do Not

Obtaining the
Skills I Need 
Is Feasible/Not
Feasible

How Can I
Obtain These
Skills?

MEASURE YOUR HORSEPOWER

1. 

2.

3.

4.

5.

The deliverable of this exercise should be a single action plan
for souping up your horsepower to meet the likely curves in your
own personal career highway. Now you have to follow the plan.

TASK 3: GET A DETAILING JOB: REINVENT YOURSELF

Car detailing is a meticulous and often tedious job. It requires spe-
cial equipment, special oils and waxes, and special techniques.
And it is comprehensive—from the basic washing to removing the
seats to rinsing the engine, claying the finish, and doing the final
touch-up. 

You’ll need the same fastidiousness when it comes to reinvent-
ing yourself. Execute your plan from Task 2: go get the skills you
need. Maybe you’ll have to sign up for a course, or transfer to an
area in the company where you can learn the skill on the job, or
“apprentice” yourself to a mentor who can help you learn the skill
outside the regulation hours and requirements of the job. Do you
lack real expertise in marketing—in a company where marketing
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Are There Activities
That Suggest This?

Yes/No How Might It
Impact Me?

Is It a Plus, a
Minus, or Neutral
to Me?

HIGHWAY CURVE CONDITIONS 

Merger/Acquisition

Reputation Risk

Being Acquired
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Restructuring

Reorganization

IPO
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Stock Price Issue
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Getting New Management
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Poor Bottom Line

Other
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HIGHWAY CURVE CONDITIONS (CONT.)



Specific 3-Step Action
to Acquire the Skill

Target DatesSkills Needed
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is the be-all and end-all? Hook up with some of the marketing
stars; watch how they do it, and follow where they lead. You’re not
replacing your engine; you’re making it more powerful.

You may need to take multiple actions to master a single skill.
Gaining financial proficiency, for example, may require asking ques-
tions of the controller, poring over the MD&A (the Management
Discussion and Analysis, as auditors call it, of the company’s finan-
cial conditions and the results of its operations) of your company’s
annual report, reading a book like Finance for Dummies or taking a
course in the subject, or all of the above. 

Whether one action or many, the key is to have a specific plan
with targeted dates for each action. Here’s a model self-reinvention
plan; fill in the blanks:

REINVENTING YOURSELF

1. 1.
2.
3.

2. 1.
2.
3.

3. 1.
2.
3.

4. 1.
2.
3.

5. 1.
2.
3.
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R O A D  S I G N  6

Adapt: Fit In or Find a New Road 

Janice: When assessing people’s fit with their company, what do
you see as critical for staying on the career highway—critical for
making sure they don’t get derailed? 

Bill: No question about it in my mind: the ability to adapt to the
culture and operating style is the most crucial element for stay-
ing on track. As in evolution, those creatures who adapt sur-
vive. The dinosaurs failed to adapt to climate change and went
extinct. I know an awful lot of managers who very nearly went
extinct because they failed to adapt to a merger or a new mar-
ket or even changes in the sales approach.

Janice: Absolutely. Evolution is a perfectly apt metaphor. In a cor-
poration, the way of life is a changing environment, and the
fittest survive in the environment because they adapt to the cul-
ture as it changes. And change it does—constantly!

Bill: I can hear the dinosaurs screaming. Too bad they didn’t have
a road sign. Yield is a sign everyone will see on the career high-
way, because if an organization is not changing, it’s probably
going to die. So, too, for the individual in that company.

91
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there’s a company picnic and a company Christmas party: all of
these things will help you decide which descriptors in the matrix
to circle; all are hints to the corporate culture.

TASK 2: ASSESS HOW WELL YOU FIT IN THE

CORPORATE CULTURE

It’s the key question: Is the organization’s culture one you can
commit to? That is, how much do you have to adapt, if at all, to
be at home in the culture?

To help you answer that question, we’ve prepared a question-
naire. Mark each statement as either true or false for you:

1.  ___ I enjoy working with my peers.
2.  ___ I share this organization’s values.
3.  ___ I am comfortable with the way this organization

operates on a daily basis.
4.  ___ I have no problem achieving things within the

framework of the organization’s structure.
5.  ___ I believe this is a place in which I can achieve the

goals I have set for myself.
6.  ___ I understand and can play by the rules of this 

organization.
7.  ___ The teamwork here is effective and welcoming.
8.  ___ There are role models in the organization whom 

I can emulate without sacrificing my personal 
style.

9.  ___ I am comfortable practicing the kinds of behaviors
this organization prizes.

10.  ___ I believe the organization appreciates the way I 
conduct myself.

11.  ___ I believe instinctively that, overall, this organization
is a good place for me.
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12.  ___ I rate this organization higher than other 
organizations in which I’ve worked in terms 
of how it treats its people.

13.  ___ The organization offers sufficient latitude for 
deciding how I want to carry out an assignment.

14.  ___ People here are judged on performance above all.
15.  ___ I am confident my peers and my superiors will 

back me if I make a mistake—at least, the first 
mistake.

16.  ___ I believe I can trust people in this organization.
17.  ___ This organization uses its resources efficiently and 

is, overall, an effective organization.
18.  ___ This organization offers opportunities to learn new

things and develop as a person.
19.  ___ I am satisfied with the opportunity to make a 

difference in this organization.
20.  ___ I believe I have a good chance to achieve the most

senior-level position I seek in this organization.

If you have sixteen or more “true” answers, this is the place for you.
Clearly, you are comfortable in the culture and can easily commit to it.

If you found between ten and fifteen statements that were true
for you, that indicates a small but perhaps important adaptation
gap. Turn back to the matrix in Task 1 to analyze carefully where
the gap is. What is it about this organization’s type, leadership
style, operating style, and personality that makes you feel a discon-
nect with the organization? Assess how important the disconnect
is; it may be too important to ignore, or it may be possible to adapt
to it. 

If you have fewer than ten trues, it is probably going to require
a major effort for you to adapt to this organization. Think hard
about staying here. 
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Finally, if you answered “true” fewer than five times, move on.
This is not the place for you. Find another road or take another
direction on your career highway.

TASK 3: FIGURE OUT WHAT YOUR ADAPTATION TUNE-UP

WILL REQUIRE

Anything more than five true statements certainly positions you to
adapt to the organization’s corporate culture, but it’s essential to
know the extent of adaptation that will be necessary, what behav-
iors you’ll have to change to adapt, and what resources will be
needed to make the changes. Bottom line: you need to assess your
own adaptation gap and develop a plan to close it. Your assessment
should cover two aspects of the gap: the disparity between your
behavior and that of the organizational drivers, and the discomfort
you may feel with the type, leadership style, operating style, and
personality of the organization.

Start by checking out the difference between your behaviors
and those of the fast-trackers who are setting the organization’s
pace and managing the forward direction. Study how they operate
and how they interact with others. Compare that to the way you
operate and interact with others, and determine what behaviors
you might emulate to enter more comfortably and successfully
into the culture.
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Who Is on a Fast
Track? Names
and Titles

Their
Operating
Behaviors

Their Interaction
Behaviors with
Others

Behaviors I Feel
Comfortable
Emulating
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My Comfort Gap
1–10 (Low to
High)

Changes/Actions 
I Can Make to
Close the Gap

Describe Your
Organization

Now consider your level of comfort or discomfort with the cul-
ture as you described it in the culture matrix, measuring the gap on
a scale of 1 to 10. How ill at ease are you with the type of organi-
zation it is? To what extent do you think the organization’s partic-
ular leadership style is keeping you from achieving what you could?
How at home are you in the organization’s operating style? And
how far out of tune are you with the organization’s personality—
i.e., how big is the gap? Measure the gap; then note the changes you
would need to make or actions you would need to take to close it.

Type 

Leadership Style

Operating Style

Personality

You’re just about ready to go. But before you carry out the plan,
there is one final task you need to carry out.

TASK 4: DECIDE IF IT’S WORTH IT

You understand now the culture in which you live and the actions
you must take to adapt to that culture. But whether the adaptation
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R O A D  S I G N  7

Drive Carefully: Don’t Skid 

on Corporate Politics 

Janice: Particularly today, how do you recommend avoiding politi-
cal corporations? 

Bill: It’s a way of life: you have to be politically astute and under-
stand the politics. If you don’t, you can get caught in a crossfire
of bullets. It is messy, but it is also what makes it possible to get
things done.

Janice: So the politics make for a slippery road ahead. 
Bill: No doubt about it.
Janice: Let’s look at how to drive on a slippery road and still get to

our destination—safely! 
Bill: You have such a way with words . . . 

A POLITICS-FREE ORGANIZATION? 

Fresh out of business school and burning with the desire to do well
in corporate life, Joe vowed he would eschew politics—which he
defined as keeping an eye always on the main chance and scratching

107
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Peers Who
Openly
Support Me

How They
Support Me

How Much I
Trust Them 
(1 low/5 high)

How Influential
They Are 
(1 low/5 high)

might be a well-positioned staff person, who always knows who’s
up and who’s down. Yet another might be an obvious star, some-
one being groomed for promotion at any moment. The point is
this: if people of this caliber support you, others will hear about it,
for while all support is good, the support of the powerful is better.
It goes further, and it works harder.

That’s why it’s essential to analyze where your support is, how
valuable it is, and how reliable it is.

Start by asking yourself who in the organization supports you.
Who among your peers is an ally? Are these allies public about
their support? What does their support consist of—good wishes
or demonstrable actions? To what extent do you trust them—
how much can you rely on them? And how influential are they
in the organization—what buttons can they push, and what will
be the impact?

Answer these questions in the following chart, and you will
have a good idea of which passengers are riding with you to your
goal, and which are just along for show.

PASSENGERS IN MY CAR

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Peers I Support How I Have
Demonstrated
My Support

How I Can
Demonstrate
Support in
Future

Who Is Most
Influential in the
Organization 
(1 low/5 high)

Remember the number five; that’s the number of influential
and knowledgeable supporters you’d like to have helping you navi-
gate the slippery road of corporate power. And also remember that
you cannot do it alone. So assess who your supporters are—and
cherish them.

One way to do that is to support them in turn. Political support
is a two-way street, after all, and just as it’s important to have sup-
porters among your peers, it’s equally important to be one for your
peers. As always, it’s best to be a supporter of people with power and
influence in the organization—for two reasons. First, it is good to
be associated with rising stars. Second, when those stars recipro-
cate the support, it will make a louder noise and increase your vis-
ibility and stature in the organization.

Fill out the following chart about the people you carpool with.
How have you demonstrated your support of these people recently?
How can you demonstrate your support in the future? Which of
them are more influential or powerful in the organization?

THE PEERS I RIDE WITH

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Why? Which of the 
Three Types Are They?

How to Win Them
Over or Avoid Them

Nonsupporting Peers

Finally, while it’s good to know that there is a carload of people
who are political allies, it’s essential to know who among your peers
cannot be counted as a supporter. The chart below will help you
ascertain who’s throwing eggs at your car. List the people you know
are against you—that is, the people you cannot count on for support.
Why don’t they support you? Is it because they perceive you as a rival
with similar ambitions, or is it because they perceive that your goals
are so different from theirs that you must always be at loggerheads?
Whatever the reason, how does this lack of support play out? Here
are some questions to determine the type of “adversary” you face:

•  Do these nonsupporters deliberately want you to fail,
and are they acting overtly to thwart your success?

•  Are they trying to hog more credit for themselves but
not deliberately trying to hurt you? 

• Are they just oblivious and concentrating on being a
steamroller?

Can you win any of these nonsupporters to your side? How?
How can you convince them that their self-interest is closely bound
up with yours? Failing that, how can you keep out of their way—
and keep them out of your way?

WHO’S THROWING EGGS AT MY CAR?

1.

2.

3.
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Why? Which of the 
Three Types Are They?

How to Win Them
Over or Avoid Them

Nonsupporting Peers

4.

5.

Take a close look at the three charts you have just completed to
see who and what constitute your car pool—your political support—
and where you cannot find support. Ask yourself these questions:

•  Are your supporters reliable but not influential?
•  Who are your influential and realistic supporters?
•  Are the people in your car pool grateful for your support?
•  Do the egg throwers actively work against you and hurt

you, or just ignore you because they are self-absorbed?

The answers will serve as a profile of where your car pool needs
shoring up—additional members? replacement members?—and
where you run the risk of colliding with those ready to throw eggs.
With that information, you can work to redress the imbalances
and fill your car with supporters so strong and influential that the
egg throwers will just stay home.

TASK 2: CULTIVATE THE COMPANY STARS

“Hitch your wagon to a star,” the old saying goes, and there’s a
good reason for it. You shine in the star’s light, and the brightness
radiates outward—particularly if and when you have been respon-
sible for helping make the star shine. In other words, make some-
one look good, and you look good too.

The lesson is obvious. Identify the stars in your organization, cul-
tivate them, and help them shine. And be assured of this: anyone
who has become a star in the organization knows how its politics
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work. You help their agenda, and they’re bound to help yours. Over
time, as you support their causes, projects, and efforts—providing
of course that you believe in them too—they increasingly see you as
a supportive passenger in their car, and they will be ready to ride in
your car as well. 

The first thing to do, therefore, is to identify the company stars.
Usually, they light up all by themselves. You rarely have to go
searching for them; you can spot them from miles away. They’re
the ones who get the promotions, get the press coverage, and get
talked about. It’s worth studying these people to learn what it is
about them that the company values—and to think about how
you might learn to shine in the same way.

Here’s a chart to help you log the company stars. Note the per-
son’s name and title; then jot down his or her most recent notable
action or achievement. What’s the last thing the person did or said
or achieved that made people sit up and take notice—and perhaps
got them to start using the word star to describe the person? Now
dig deeper to analyze just what it is that makes this person a star
at this company—i.e., what value does the company place on this
person? Finally, it’s important to note who in the company values
the person. Does he or she have a powerful mentor or supporter
advancing his or her interests? If so, that may be someone you
need to cultivate as well. 

DRIVING WITH THE STARS
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Name Title Most Recent
Notable 

Action or
Achievement

Value 
in the

Company’s 
Eye

Who in the
Company
Values the

Person?
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FINDING THE FUEL LEAK

Total it up. Then assess your data. If a task has none of the
effects noted but takes up four days a month, it’s time to turn that
responsibility over to the others on the team. If a task has all of the
effects noted, it’s yours to carry out; wherever your absence from
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Effects

Describe 
Your Key 
Tasks

Task 1

Time to do the
work: ____

Task 2

Time to do the
work: ____

Task 3

Time to do the
work: ____

Visible? Of Wide
Impact?

Strategic? Something
That Causes
Disruption/

Impacts
Reputation?

Something
That Affects

Bottom 
Line?
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TUNNEL

R O A D  S I G N  8

Bosses Matter: Learn How 

to Manage Your Boss

Bill: There are bosses and then there are bosses. The trick is getting
one who will not only help you navigate your career highway
but will also help you get to your destination without accidents
or delays. 

Janice: Yes, and many of the people I interview for jobs really are
running away—mainly from their boss—not usually the com-
pany. Being put in charge of people is a competency a lot of
bosses do not do well, if at all. 

Bill: That’s a clear road sign for every professional: you must get
through that dark tunnel of managing your boss so that you
don’t get run off the road. And if you can’t manage the boss,
you may have to find another road. 

Janice: And reading the signals that you are getting from your boss
correctly will help to make the ride an easier and more produc-
tive one for your career.
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traits that bother you about the person; then set down the ideal
traits you would want in your next boss—and keep this in mind at
your next interview.

Here are some classic bad-boss traits: narcissistic, paranoid, con-
trolling, inept, unconsciously incompetent, consciously incompe-
tent, a bully, a glory seeker, takes all the credit and gives little, not
available, not approachable, extremely/unfairly political, leaves
people twisting in the wind, moody, unpredictable, dictatorial,
absent, not respected, bad communicator. 

DO YOU HAVE A “BAD” BOSS?

We wrote “bad” in quotes because we don’t mean a bad person; we
just mean a boss who undermanages, overmanages, or perhaps sim-
ply fails to manage at all—and who leaves you less enthusiastic and
less productive than you might be about your work. By taking a
close look at the bad-boss indicators lighting up on your dash-
board, you’ll be drawing a picture of the kind of boss you’d like to
have next—and perhaps also of the kind of boss you ought to be.

The bad-boss indicator lights are specific behaviors that start
flashing when you see your own performance and future fading out
because you can’t deal with the boss. Write those behaviors down
here, and then set down the ideal behavior that would quickly turn
off the bad-boss indicator light and help you do your job better.

TUNNEL 123

Boss’s Behavior That Turns On the
Bad-Boss Indicator Light

Ideal Behavior That Would Turn Off
the Bad-Boss Indicator Light
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BAD BOSS INDICATOR

job and place in the organization—and the weaknesses, failures, and
areas of incompetence or indifference he or she exhibits. For exam-
ple, Bill tells of a guy he coached—we’ll call him Pete—who was
merely competent at the main task assigned to him, but who had
such a forceful and charismatic personality that others around the
organization simply deferred to him. Yet another interesting boss—
we’ll call her Nancy—was an absolute whiz at what she did in man-
aging a large division, yet neither the job nor managing interested
her; all she cared about was the politics of the place. Not surpris-
ingly, Nancy was a lot easier to manage up than Pete was.

Note your boss’s strengths and weaknesses. Where is he or she
“merely competent” like Pete, and to what is your boss indifferent,
as Nancy was? What does the boss find easy to do—and what gives
him or her problems?

Now put yourself inside your boss’s head and heart and try to
determine, from all you sense about this person, exactly what he or
she aspires to. In dealing with people at any level on any subject, it’s
usually possible to tell after a while what their true ambition or ulti-
mate goal is. Try to ascertain your boss’s hoped-for aim. Write it
down. It should tell you a lot about this person you report to.

BOSS PROFILE

TUNNEL 125

Boss’s Strengths Boss’s Weaknesses Boss’s Aspirations—
Where S/he Wants to Go
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Spoken Expectations Unspoken Expectations

126 DRIVING THE CAREER HIGHWAY

TASK 2: PROFILE YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH THE BOSS

Once you know who your boss really is, you need to look at your
relationship with your boss.

First, what does your boss expect of you? Use the chart below to
list at least three expectations your boss has “told” you are foremost
in his or her mind—and should therefore be foremost in your
mind.

Second, what do you believe are your boss’s unspoken expecta-
tions of you? Again, set down three things you think the boss wants
from you—perhaps concerning the way you dress, or a commit-
ment of time in the office, or certain proficiencies you bring to
the job.

THE BOSS’S EXPECTATIONS

Third, what is the bottom-line appraisal of you that you have
heard from your boss? Write down the three top words you know
your boss would use to describe you.
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in which you determine how you can enhance the boss’s strengths
and shore up the boss’s weaknesses to advance him or her toward
the aspirations you’ve articulated. 

The reality check of understanding the boss’s true perception of
you is essential to the management task. You cannot really change
your boss, but you can change how he or she perceives you. If you
believe the boss secretly thinks you’re lazy, you will need to change
that perception if you want to manage the boss toward taking bold
action. If you believe the boss thinks you have no interest but self-
interest, you must show him or her that his or her self-interest is
what matters. If you suspect the boss finds you loyal, steadfast, and
true, you must also show the boss you see things through his or her
eyes—and will use your loyalty to help. 
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Boss’s Strengths Boss’s
Weaknesses

Boss’s Aspirations How Can I
Enhance Boss’s
Strengths and

Shore Up
Weaknesses to
Help Achieve

Boss’s
Aspirations?
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EXTENDED BOSS PROFILE 



R O A D  S I G N  9

Avoid Being Crushed: Learn to Manage 

the People Around You 

Bill: What do you do when the people you work with seem to be
turning against you—when they cross the solid double line to
pass and come into your lane? They are speeding along without
concern for others in their way even though they are in your
space—your lane! 

Janice: My clients tell me that, yes, they want to recruit rainmakers,
but they also want them to be team players—not stars who hog
the road and try to get all the credit.

Bill: Being an individual and a team contributor is a balancing act.
You don’t want it to look like your show. You need to give others
credit.

Janice: Absolutely. People need to know you support them, will
give them credit—that they can trust you.

Bill: It all comes down to the fact that everyone needs his or her
own raving fan club. People are much quicker to support you if
they like you and respect you.
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Interact 
Very Often

Interact
Frequently

Interact
Occasionally

together, and they feel—rightly, much of the time—that those who
have power over them don’t share in that understanding. Managing
your peers means making sure they see you as a team member, so
that when you need them to be a “sales force” for your career, they’ll
be there.

So here is a three-task process for making sure you will have the
people power you need when you need it.

TASK 1: FIND OUT HOW YOU’RE PERCEIVED

Want to know how well liked you are—that is, how much support
you can count on if and when you need it? Ask. Not formally and
not outright, but gradually and comprehensively.

Start by creating your own personal 360 list. Look around you—
all around you, the full 360 degrees—and list the subordinates,
coequals, supervisors, and others with whom you interact regularly,
frequently, even just occasionally. Write it down.

Subordinates
Name

Name

Name

Coequals
Name

Name

Name

Supervisors
Name
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Interact 
Very Often

Interact
Frequently

Interact
Occasionally

Name

Name

Externals
Name

Name

Name

Now fold the list into a six-month schedule of lunches, coffee
breaks, or other forms of informal meetings. Make sure you meet
with each person on your list at least twice during the six months.
At each meeting, ask for feedback on your performance in general
and on your interaction with the individual in particular. At the
end of each meeting, assure the person that you would welcome
ongoing feedback and request each of them to advise you on how
you are doing. Everyone likes to advise, right?

The six-month effort should show you clearly how you’re per-
ceived by those you work with and should serve as a guide directing
you toward actions you should take. Where you sense you’re not
well regarded, get to work becoming more accepted and respected.
Where you see that you are well thought of, strengthen that base
even more with further effort.

TASK 2: MAKE AN EFFORT TO GAIN AFFECTION AS WELL

AS SUPPORT

How does one become better liked? Obviously, we are not here to
bend your personality out of its natural shape into another. But
in a work situation, there are some things an individual can do
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PEOPLE YOU INTERACT WITH



Name Function Relationship

sales force and the possible troublemakers. For your sales force,
you are looking for people who can cover the entire life cycle of
the “product,” which in this case is, simply and quite baldly, your
advancement along the career highway. Start by listing five key
peers; the hope is that you will add to the sales force over time. To
find the five, ask yourself who in the organization you would go
to, before you go to a supervisor, should an issue arise or a prob-
lem surface. Set down what each of the five does and his or her
relationship to you—that is, the capacities in which you work
with the person—as follows:

MY PERSONAL SALES FORCE

Unhappily, you need to do the same thing for prospective trou-
blemakers—those people who could conceivably impede your for-
ward progress or actually harm your career. To find them, think
back on your career thus far: Who has put up obstacles to you in
the past? Who is a rival for the same wedge of pie for which you
hunger? Where are these people in the organization, and what
levers of power do they hold? Go back to Chapter 7 and look at
the chart showing the egg throwers. Clearly, the presence of more
than three potential troublemakers in key positions is a major red
flag on your career highway.
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MY POTENTIAL TROUBLEMAKERS

Task 3 should now be clear. For those peers who constitute your
potential personal sales team, determine what you can do to help
each of them help you.

MY PERSONAL SALES TEAM

For those peers who might conceivably put roadblocks in your
way or actually try to run you off the road, what steps can you
take to change their perceptions, neutralize them, or at least con-
tain them? 
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Name Function Hierarchical Level/
Levers of Power

Function Relationship Helping ActionName
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MY POTENTIAL TROUBLEMAKERS

Certainly, it is not pleasant to think about people who may not
wish you well, or to devise strategies for counteracting their possi-
bly harmful actions. And cooking up tactics for helping supporters
can also sound manipulative and disingenuous. But in today’s cor-
porate environment, which is and will remain determinedly team
oriented, it would be foolish to ignore or dismiss these realities of
corporate life. And it would be downright negligent not to prepare
yourself to deal with their impact on your ride down the career
highway.

SUMMARY

Obviously, the people you work with can be either a help or a hin-
drance to your career. To make sure they’re in your lane and not
bearing down on you as oncoming traffic, do the following:

1.  Find out how you’re perceived.
2.  Make an effort to gain affection as well as support.
3.  Proactively manage your peers: help your potential sales

team; change your prospective troublemakers. 
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R O A D  S I G N  1 0

Get in the Fast Lane: Learn How 

to Compete So You Win

Bill: We’re constantly being told that an organization is a competi-
tive arena and that we have to fight to get ahead. What about
today’s job candidates? Are they fighters?

Janice: Some shy away from the battle; others are so combative
they’re not well received. The most talented are not afraid of
competition but do it in a winning way. They understand it’s
how you compete that counts.

Bill: Competition is healthy, and there’s competition in everything.
When we wake up every day, we’re competing for resources,
money, status, prestige, good friends. All of this really advances
humanity.

Janice: Sure. Being competitive is good for the organization. The
organization exists to win, and the people in the organization
are there to make that happen.
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as of operating style. Are bonuses given for demonstrating good
teamwork or for individual achievement—or for both?

Do the most highly paid competitors in your organization dis-
play or possess a certain something extra that makes them stand
out—superior expertise or intelligence, something exotic in their
background, some particular achievement or even personality
characteristic that distinguishes them? 

Write it all down here as you identify what pays at your
organization.

COMPETITIVE SUCCESS IN MY ORGANIZATION: 

WHAT PAYS?

But don’t look only at pay scale. Check out who sits at the right
hand of the chairperson, who are the bright stars obviously being
groomed for advancement, who is making the speeches and writing
the articles that get the company’s name in the news. Determine
what it is these people are doing or what it is about them that has
brought them these markers of success.
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What Functions
and/or Divisions
Get Rewarded?

What Operating
Style (Individual 
vs. Teamwork)
Gets Rewarded?

What Other 
Behaviors Are
Rewarded?

In My 
Organization, 
the . . . 

Highest Pay 
Goes to:

Highest Bonuses
Go to:

Best Assignments
Go to:

Recognition
Goes to:
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COMPETITIVE SUCCESS IN MY 

ORGANIZATION: OTHER FACTORS

Add together the information from both charts, and drill down
through it to come up with a definition of competitive success at
your organization:

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

WHERE DO YOU STAND?

If these are the criteria for gaining the competitive edge, do you
meet the criteria? If not, you’ll have to take steps to do so. That’s
what the next two tasks are about.
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Names of 
Successful 

Competitors 
in My 

Organization 

Connected Rising Stars Names in
the News

Other Reason for
Their Success
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TASK 2: MEASURE YOURSELF AGAINST YOUR

ORGANIZATION’S CRITERIA FOR COMPETITIVE SUCCESS

How do you measure up to these criteria? Where do you stand on
the pay scale? Are you in the “wrong” function? Are there any
points of commonality—or could there be—between you and
that guy who is always giving speeches at key conferences?

Put it all together here:

CRITERIA FOR COMPETITIVE SUCCESS IN MY

ORGANIZATION: HOW DO I MEASURE UP?

Finally, what can you do about all this? Where you don’t measure
up, should you try to? Should you try to expand on the characteris-
tics or achievements you have in common with the organization’s
top competitors? 

TASK 3: DETERMINE THE ABILITIES YOU’LL NEED TO

SPURT AHEAD IN THE COMPETITION

Some people are born winners, with an innate vision they can see
and articulate and an inherent ability to realize the vision. But
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Operating Style

Connections

Rising Star

Name in the News

Other Behaviors

Where do I stand? on a 
scale of 1 to 5 (low to high)

Why?
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Get Involved Externally. It’s amazing how doing something
important outside the organization makes you look important
inside the organization. Involvement in your community, in a
local or national charity, or in an event that seemingly has noth-
ing to do with the office can get you noticed at the office. Tally it
up. What have you been involved in externally? 

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

Where do you stand in the Seabiscuit syndrome? What do you
need to add to your own list of capabilities to put yourself in your
organization’s victory lane? Is it a matter of formal study, informal
observation, or just practice? Look over the answers you gave
above, and put together your plan here:

THE SEABISCUIT SYNDROME:

LEARN HOW TO WIN

Knowing

Communicating

Listening

Having Courage

Showing Confidence

Taking the Initiative

Getting Involved 
Externally

Winning By: What Do I Need 
to Add?

What Do I Need to Do
That I Am Not Doing?
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WATCH

CHILDREN

R O A D  S I G N  1 2

Caution: Family Matters

Janice: Family matters, particularly children, can create major pot-
holes on the career highway. Children take time, effort, energy,
and all your focus. And if it is not children, these days it can
often be elder care. Handling family responsibilities and a full-
time career is tricky!

Bill: Yes, and either way, that sometimes means time away from
the career. Any time you do that—any time you take substan-
tial time off from the career to attend to family matters—at
most companies, there is going to be a price to pay. And it can
be very difficult to come back. 

Janice: I see this often in my work with women who have taken
time out to have kids. They’ve been off the career highway four,
five, maybe even ten years, and there’s no way they can simply
waltz back into the professional job market and pick up where
they left off.

Bill: The world may have changed multiple times while they’ve
been away. Their skills and training may be entirely outdated.
They try to start over, but now they’re competing against people

165
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Basic Factors 
to Be Considered

Other Options Solutions

Financial Implications 
• Single income
• No income for a while
• Savings
• Potential unexpected costs 

for twins, sick child, 
elder care, etc.

Nanny/Caregiver
• Cost
• Comfort with person

Backup Care 
• Family
• Friend
• Another nanny

Household Accommodations
• Space for child
• Space for nanny
• Space for home office
• Space for other needs

Communication Issues

Doctor Support and Location

Other Issues

By the way, the dilemma Jack and Molly faced was resolved in
an interesting way. Although Molly loved her baby unreservedly, at
thirty-eight, she found motherhood something of a drain on her
time and her energy, and the idea of spending all day every day
with the baby was simply not appealing. Jack, on the other hand,
was enthralled with fatherhood. Weary of the infighting at his com-
pany, he suggested becoming the stay-at-home parent; although
they would lose his salary, they would not have to pay for full-time
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PLANNING FOR A CHILD



PRIORITIES

It may be a cliché, but it’s worth repeating: nobody ever goes to the
grave wishing they’d spent more time at the office. Your work is
important: it gives you choices you might not otherwise have, and—
we hope—it enriches your life. Some people work for the money,
some for power, some for social interaction, some for the toys they
can accumulate, and others because it’s part of their DNA. And for
some, it is a means to an end. But for most people, when they do a
reality check, it is not the most important thing in the world. 

PRIORITY CHART

Rate what really drives you—what makes you get up in the morning 
and go to work: 1–19 (1 being most important)
_____ Money _____ Travel 
_____ Power _____ Office
_____ Social interaction _____ Being viewed as an expert
_____ Recognition _____ Being wanted/included

_____ Intellectual stimulation _____ Being involved
_____ Corporate toys _____ Subordinates
_____ Overall relationships _____ Boss
_____ The work itself/achievements _____ Peers
_____ Status or title _____ Clients
_____ Other:_________

Rate your Personal Priorities: 1–12 (1 being most important). Cross out
those that do not apply. 
_____ Significant other/Spouse _____ Civic responsibility
_____ Children _____ Board/Association 
_____ Parents work
_____ Siblings _____ Extracurricular activities
_____ Church _____ Your physical, personal, 
_____ Charitable work professional needs
_____ Friends _____ Other: ______________
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R O A D  S I G N  1 3

Integrate Life and Work: Resume Speed 

Bill: Ever feel like all the personal aspects of your life are taking
over your career, and that so much is going on that you just
have to pull over and stop? 

Janice: Absolutely. Who doesn’t? We keep hearing about work/life
balance. Totally wrong. It will never happen. What we need to
do is integrate work and life if we can—and sometimes it is
questionable.

Bill: Exactly. You can’t pull over for personal life; if you do, the
world will pass you right by.

Janice: You know, you spend maybe twelve hours a day on the job—
maybe even more time thinking about work. Work becomes
your life.

THE WORK/LIFE IMBALANCE

Overbusy? Overburdened? Overwhelmed? 
You know what? Who isn’t? 
We all have personal lives, and not a single one of them is perfect;

that’s a given. The problem comes when personal needs take their
toll on your professional life.
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TASK 2: ANTICIPATE POTENTIAL CRISES

To get a handle on potential crises, fill out the following chart.
First, list the personal issues that are emerging in your life, even if
they seem to be on the back burner for now; these are issues that
might conceivably move to the front burner to affect your daily
decision making. Then, on a scale of 1 to 5, assess how much each
might affect your work, where 1 is the least disruptive and 5 is the
most disruptive. Finally, take a hard look at which of these issues
should be dealt with now, before it becomes a crisis that could
send you flying off the road and braking hard.

Child in Need

Family/Friend in Need

Job Changing

Money Issues

New Home

Depression

Physical Concern

Health Problem

Other Problem(s)

EMERGENCY STOPPING ONLY 187

COLUMN 2

Deal with It Today?
1 = Least Essential to

Deal with Today
5 = Most Essential to

Deal with Today

COLUMN 1

Potential for Crisis? 
1 = Least Probable
5 = Most Probable

Personal Issue
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POTENTIAL CRISIS



Personal Issue Total of Columns 
1 and 2 in 
Prior Chart

Schedule of Dealing
with Each Issue

TASK 3: PRIORITIZE

Now that you know the potential for crisis, you’re in a position to
prioritize the requirements of work and home in a way that will let
you deal with the crisis as you continue to carry out responsibilities
in both arenas.

Structure how you will approach the situation by answering the
following questions:

1. What are the issues I face? 
2. How much time will I need away from the job to deal 

with issues at home? 
3. How much time will I need away from home to deal 

with issues on the job? 
4. How can I be sure to tend to my personal needs and 

meet the demands of the job?

PERSONAL ISSUES PRIORITIZED

Child in Need

Family/Friend in Need

Job Changing

Money Issues

New Home

Depression

Physical Concern
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How to Fulfill BothProfessional TaskPersonal Need

Personal Issue Total of Columns 
1 and 2 in 
Prior Chart

Schedule of Dealing
with Each Issue
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Health Problem

Other Problem(s)

While tending to personal needs, I will fulfill the following pro-
fessional tasks, and here’s how I’ll do it:

You certainly need to be very clear about your feelings in the
midst of a crisis so that you don’t, under any circumstances, allow
them to intrude into your professional actions. Knowing what
your feelings are will enable you to recognize if and when they do
begin to intrude—and you can quickly draw the line.

One thing is clear: you can’t “lose it” at work. Certainly, you can-
not ignore the reality of a true personal crisis, but bringing your
personal crisis into the work setting is both unprofessional and inap-
propriate. If you feel close to losing it, close the door to your office
or walk around the block or stay home for a mental-health day;
whichever stratagem you choose, the aim is to deal with the personal
issue in the personal arena—not in the workplace, where it simply
does not belong. If you don’t deal with it, you run the risk of having
it explode, and that won’t help your professional or your personal life.

And here’s something else that’s important to note: while it is
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ADOPT-A-HIGHWAY

1-866-ADOPT-A-HWY
Volunteer or Sponsor

R O A D  S I G N  1 4

Give Back to the Community: 

Expand Yourself as a Person

Janice: It’s important to take care of the highway you’re driving
on, as well as the car. You ride better and more smoothly when
the road is well maintained. And that means giving something
back to your community or to the world at large.

Bill: Absolutely. If each of us just tends to our own vehicle, the over-
all highway goes to pot. Adopting a highway keeps us in touch
with reality. We do, after all, have a larger responsibility to society.

Janice: And in carrying out that responsibility, we actually do
something beneficial for our careers. When the world is out of
sync, so is the job. When we do something to try to put the
world back in sync, our professional life blossoms as well.

GIVING BACK

Richard was in many ways an exceptional executive—detail ori-
ented, focused, extremely motivated. But he was also myopic: there
seemed to be nothing in his life but the task at hand. To execute the
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Specific Ones in
My Area

Focus of Charity

Medical Area

Children

The Elderly

The Poor

Housing

International

Other

TASK 3: HAVE A TRYOUT: ATTEND AN EVENT OR VISIT

THE LOCAL ORGANIZATION

Once you have identified one or more of your local options, give
them a tryout. At the same time, of course, you may find that you
yourself are auditioning for a role in the organization.

Your aim is to see what kinds of activities the organization car-
ries out—and to meet the people involved. Do the activities seem
worthwhile to you? Well run? Effective? If not, could you help
make them so? Are the people agreeable? Could you see yourself
working with them? Do they seem to be doing a good job?
Bottom line: Does this organization do work you want to do—
and can you add value to the doing of it?

One more thing: Take the family to the event. Maybe it’s a spon-
sored fund-raising race or a field day or a concert. Your own
involvement in a local community organization can be greatly
enriched if your family joins you in it—and your family can be
enriched as well.
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My Interest Level
(1 low–5 High)

Who I Know on the
Board of Directors
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Names of Charities Their Needs Value You Bring

construction or real estate business? Do you have risk manage-
ment expertise? Those are two business skills that would probably
bring real value to a board in that situation. The key is to identify
what your favorite charity needs. We’ve provided a chart that will
help you do that. 

YOUR VALUE TO A BOARD

We don’t give many guarantees in this book, but we guarantee
you this: whatever the portion of highway you adopt, wherever it
is, whatever you do to maintain it, you’ll get back far more than
you give.

SUMMARY

Your drive down the career highway will be smoother, faster, and
far more rewarding if you pay attention to the road itself and
extend a helping hand to maintain it. Here’s how to get involved:
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SORTIE

EINTRITT

R O A D  S I G N  1 5

Cracking the Corporate Code: 

Learn the Language of Success

Bill: Like learning a foreign language if you move to another
country, it is critical to learn the company jargon. In Paris,
you’d better know the difference between allez and arretez, or
you’ll be cruising for a crash. 

Janice: That’s true; it’s essential to master the corporate language,
not just of the job but of your company’s culture and style. You
simply have to learn to read the signals. 

Bill: Absolutely. If the name of the corporate game is “teamwork,”
and you work in the “I” mode, you could be in big trouble.

Janice: And it’s not enough to be able to understand the obvious;
you also have to crack the unwritten code. I’m talking about the
unspoken rules of the road, where there are no road signs.

Bill: For the newcomer, there are potholes everywhere. And you
can be sure the rules of the road from your last job or your last
company won’t totally apply in your new place.

203
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Mack was used to. His relentlessly competitive, score-keeping style
worked better on Wall Street, and that’s where you’ll find him
today, stylistically comfortable and at home since 2005 as chair-
man and CEO of Morgan Stanley.

Style is very much part of the language of a company, and style
clashes can be brutally destructive. That’s why it’s essential to read
the style of your new organization and get in sync with it as soon
as possible.

This is not a question of personal style; your personal style is
something you bring with you always, wherever you go. What we
mean here is the distinctive idiom of the organization—the behav-
ior and customs that are peculiar to it and to no place else. Is the
company run by consensus, consultation, dictatorship, or democ-
racy—as you observed back at Road Sign 6? However it is run sty-
listically, clash with the style as a newbie in the organization
—especially as an executive—and you could be en route to an early
smashup on this career highway. 

So take a moment to reflect on the style of the organization
you’re in—and assess how well you understand the stylistic code.

CRACK THE CODE—STYLISTICALLY

Language/jargon unique to the organization

What am I unfamiliar with?

How do I get comfortable with jargon?

Where and when do I demonstrate my knowledge 
of jargon?

We’ve seen instance after instance where a stylistic disconnect
between a new executive and the company has been deadly—with
lots of accidental tourists getting smashed in the pileup. That’s why
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Mandates: What Is Expected 
of Me, and By Whom?

Stylistically, How Do I Execute and
with Whom Do I Communicate?

it’s so important that when you’re new to a place, you learn to
translate the signs at every level and in every encounter—with your
boss or other superiors, with subordinates, with those who lost out
on the opportunity you got, with any subsidiary you may be work-
ing with, and with such external constituents as clients, analysts,
and competitors. With each, you must know exactly what your
mandate is. 

For example, if your boss hired you to be a “change agent” and
turn things around, you need to know what that means—and you
need to ask if your assumption of the role has been communicated
to the troops. If not, nothing you say or do will be understood. If
it has been communicated, what do you need to know to operate
in such a way that the changes happen? With whom should you
be consulting? How does it work? How do you get input in this
place? How do you get buy-in? All are aspects of style. Go against
the style in any of the key ways—or misunderstand the style, or
worse, spurn the style—and you’re setting yourself up for failure.

Here’s a chart to help you block out an approach:

1. 1.

2. 2.

3. 3.

Maybe you’re used to a consultative style, and the style in your
new organization is distinctly monarchical. That means that all
your efforts to consult with a range of stakeholders seem like just
so much brownnosing. Or maybe you have come from a top-
down hierarchy to a matrix organization—and right off the bat,
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STYLE ASSESSMENT



R O A D  S I G N  1 6

Don’t Be Held Back by 

Gender, Race, Pedigree: 

Learn How to Get Invited to the Party

Janice: In your coaching, do you get a sense from the women and
minorities you work with that they feel their career options are
limited? Or do they believe they’re in demand as companies
seek diversity?

Bill: Both. There’s often a sense of insecurity about how they arrived
at the job—and a sense of resentment that their opportunities are
limited. Many feel—rightly—that they have been asked to the
party, but only to sit there and look pretty, not to say anything.

Janice: Does a corporate snobbery still exist about background,
elite colleges, other affiliations?

Bill: Yes.
Janice: I see that as well. I think pedigree and education are still

issues. And those who did not graduate from top-tier schools
and who are women or minorities get a double dose of that kind
of elitist rejection.

213
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216 DRIVING THE CAREER HIGHWAY

Progress
Indicator

You Men Nonminority Pedigree
(Social Status,

Schools,
Family Name)

TASK 1: FIND OUT IF THERE IS A DO NOT ENTER SIGN

ON YOUR CAREER HIGHWAY

The first task is to assess candidly and carefully if you’re being
deliberately kept away from the top of that hill. To do that, you
must take a hard look at your own performance in the context of
the performance of others—men, nonminority members, and
those whose pedigrees mark them as belonging to the same “tribe”
as the company’s senior managers and culture shapers.

Use this chart to help you track where your performance has
taken you versus where the similar performance of those others has
taken them. How are you doing relative to men, if you’re female;
to nonminorities, if you’re a minority; and, whether you are man,
woman, or minority, relative to those with better pedigrees? If
there’s a disparity in favor of white males who wear the right tie,
that’s a hint that you may be seeing a Do Not Enter sign up ahead.

DO-NOT-ENTER INDICATOR CHART

Pay

Perks

Promotions

Choice 
Assumptions

Title

Special 
Project Task 
Forces
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Progress
Indicator

You Men Nonminority Pedigree
(Social Status,

Schools,
Family Name)

Informal 
Time with 
the Leader

Office 
Location

Support Staff

Other

Also, of course, check out the numbers of people from your
“tribe”—women, minorities, etc.—who have been appointed to
senior positions. Are their jobs substantial assignments in terms of
budget and staff—or are they “soft” assignments, with little impact,
direct or indirect, on the bottom line? If the latter, it’s a hint that
“diversity” is honored more in theory than in practice, and it’s a sign
that you, too, may be able to rise no higher than window dressing.

There is no doubt that with regard to both women and minori-
ties, progress is being made. But it is painfully slow. In her book
Why So Slow?, Professor Virginia Valian of Hunter College in New
York investigates a number of factors that have thwarted the
advancement of women. Here are a few:

1.  The minimal comfort men feel with women because
of the socialization process when they were young 
boys, which basically excluded girls

2.  The fact that most of men’s associations with women 
outside of the workplace have been with people who 
looked after them—mothers, wives, etc.
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Action Step 1 Action Step 2 Action Step 3 Action Step 4

the outer circle is for those who might connect you to other
organizations. 

To assist your internal bridge builders in helping you, you will
need an action plan. The plan should focus on your doing three
things in particular:

•  Demonstrating a unique ability to your current boss
•  Identifying the value you can add to your organization in

other divisions
•  Articulating the skills you have and will develop to meet

the company’s changing needs

Plot your action plan here:

Make Myself 
More Valuable 
to My Boss

Value to 
Other 
Divisions; 
How to 
Transfer the 
Opportunity

Skills Needed 
for Future
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ACTION PLAN



R O A D  S I G N  1 7

Ethics and You: How Not to Compromise

Your Values or Tarnish Your Reputation

Bill: Are candidates concerned about company executives being in
the press regarding corporate governance issues and inappropri-
ate behaviors? 

Janice: People are concerned about what that will mean regarding
their long-term careers, although some see it as an opportunity
for them to bring order to chaos and an end to corruption.

Bill: And the executive compensation issue has certainly raised
the eyebrows of employers and shareholders. The Financial
Times reported that from 1991 to 2001, the CEOs involved in
the twenty-five largest business collapses walked away with
$3.3 billion in personal compensation: so much for “pay for
performance.” 

Janice: Exactly. It’s no wonder trust in top management is at an all-
time low—from leaders who failed to lead to those who were
corrupt. Yes, they all got big bucks, but a lot also went to prison.

Bill: Candidates and current employers have to be concerned that
they don’t drive onto the soft shoulder and ruin their careers.
How to do that is key to one’s reputation.
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the official corporate statement on values and to make sure you
understand it.

How many others understand it? Is the “values list” widely
disseminated—or is it an afterthought? Is it paid lip service—
or emphasized routinely by corporate leadership? Put it this way:
What significance does the statement of values have in your
company?

What should these values cover? That is to say, what makes a
corporation ethical? Expressed commitments to product quality,
customer satisfaction, employee wages and benefits, fairness and
respect in personnel matters, transparency and accountability in
all functions, and local community and environmental responsi-
bilities are rock-bottom basics. All of these, by the way, are issues
that a company can actually influence.

But as we all know, words can obscure as well as illumine.
That’s why this task isn’t just about finding out what the com-
pany’s values are, but about getting clarity on them—making
absolutely certain you understand them. This chart will help you
do both: 

YOUR COMPANY’S CORPORATE VALUES

Value Statement of What They Mean

1._________________________ _________________________

2._________________________ _________________________

3._________________________ _________________________

4._________________________ _________________________

5._________________________ _________________________
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Corporate Values Behaviors of Corporate
Management That Show

Support for the Value

Behaviors of Corporate
Management That

Show Lack of Support
for the Value

CORPORATE VALUES MAP

For example, the statement of a
corporation’s values announces
loud and clear that “our employees
are our most valuable resource.”
How does the company show sup-
port for that value? What behaviors
have you seen that bring that
announcement to life? 

Judy Johnson worked for a com-
pany that listed that very statement
as its absolute top value. Yet when
she told her boss she was expecting
a child in six months, he took her off the team of a major account
“as a precaution,” he said, in case she “couldn’t be there when the big
campaign kicked off.” But what if a man on the account team were
to become ill during the big campaign? Wouldn’t the team have had
to muddle through somehow? Judy rightly saw this “precautionary”
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Ethical axioms are
found and tested 

not very differently
from the axioms of

science. Truth is
what stands the test

of experience. 

—ALBERT EINSTEIN,
1879–1955
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Here’s a chart to help you work through Task 3: 

EXECUTIVE COMPENSATION: 

THE STOCK-OPTION DEBACLE

How much is too much? That is certainly part of the problem
with today’s executive compensation packages, at least in the
eyes of most Americans. The excesses that were focused on after
2001 struck the bulk of the nation as simply unfair—outsized
in terms of the value received for the dollars paid, and unjust
in terms of taking dollars out of the pockets of shareholders,
many of them working families with retirement savings.

But what really bothered people most was the makeup of
many executive compensation packages—specifically, the
reliance on stock options, which were seen as an incentive to
bad, short-term decision making with no downside risk for
the executive making the decisions. Moreover, because stock
options did not have to be expensed in company financial
statements, a lot of companies began to see them as free
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Corporate Value
Not Practiced

My Value Importance 
to Me
1 to 5 

(low to high)

Action Plan
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R O A D  S I G N  1 8

The Business of Etiquette: 

A Tool for Competitive Advantage

Janice: I don’t think people understand how important etiquette
is in business. 

Bill: Time after time, I’ve seen really talented people get known for
their lack of etiquette instead of for their talents.

Janice: I see the smartest candidates asking the dumbest questions.
They seem suited in every way for a position, and then they do
or say something totally inappropriate. 

Bill: It happens on the job as well, and it is a shame to see people
fail, not because their job performance is inadequate, but because
they don’t show basic courtesy. They become self-centered, arro-
gant, and downright rude!

Janice: In fact, basic courtesy is getting harder and harder to find
in the business world, so those who do have it will stand out
even more.

237
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KEY INDICATORS OF BASIC COURTESY

Indicator Feedback You 
Have Received

Needs
Improvement?

Action Plan

If you think you need to brush up on any of these—either because
you’re not sure how you stand or because there’s a standard out
there you’ve seen, admire, and aspire to—check it off. Then find a
way to get the improving instruction you need.

Table Manners
(Knows the Rules
or Not)

Dress (Fits the 
Company Style 
or Not)

Appearance 
(Cleanliness, 
Hygiene, 
Neatness)

Interview Manners
(Asks Questions, 
Listens, Makes 
Eye Contact)

Communication 
Style (Audible, 
Concise) 

Telephone 
(Responds to 
Calls, Pleasant in 
Greetings)

E-mail (Replies 
Promptly)

Listening (Asks 
Questions)

Other
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Indicator Organizational Standard Boss’s Preference

TASK 2: LEARN THE PARTICULAR CODE OF YOUR

ORGANIZATION—AND OF YOUR BOSS

In addition to the universal standards of courtesy, there are codes,
as mentioned earlier, within every organization that define such
aspects of behavior as dress, meetings, presentations, use of the
Internet, appearance, use of the telephone, and of course, your boss’s
own particular code. You need to learn these codes at the same time
that you are mastering the universal standards of courtesy. 

For example, what does “casual-dress Friday” actually mean in
your organization? Does it mean one thing at the corporate level
and something else in your department? Does it mean one thing
for most Fridays but something else altogether if you’re meeting
the boss?

What’s the story on Internet use in your organization? Can you
do a little personal shopping on the Web? How about if you do it
during lunch hour? What if you feel like shopping on “adult” sites?
What’s the code? 

How are you supposed to answer the phone? If most people
answer with a sullen “hello,” won’t you do yourself some good if
you answer with your name and a pleasant “May I help you?” 

You gained five pounds over the holidays, and you know you’ll
take them off at the gym, but in the meantime, does anyone care
if your clothes fit a little tightly? Find out.

Again, here’s a chart that will help you keep tabs on the rules of
etiquette in your particular organization. Note the standard in the
organization, and take special note of your boss’s particular prefer-
ences vis-à-vis each etiquette indicator:

Dress

Appearance
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RULES OF ETIQUETTE

Indicator Organizational Standard Boss’s Preference

Communication Style

Telephone Conduct

Internet Conduct

E-mail Manners

Other

Add the two codes together—the particular codes of your
organization and the universal codes of basic courtesy—and fol-
low both. And if the two codes are at loggerheads, stick with basic
courtesy; experience shows that if you practice standards of civil-
ity at all times, you can’t lose.

APPEARANCES DON’T DECEIVE; 

THEY REVEAL

It is said that in social settings, appearance accounts for more
than half of the first impression you make—55 percent, to
be exact.

In business, 75 percent of the hiring decision may be based
on appearance.

But isn’t appearance deceptive? Isn’t it just outward—on
the surface? Not really. Outward appearance, after all, reflects
the inner person and transmits a message about the effort
you’ve made. That kind of “appearance” includes your dress,
hygiene (clean nails, cleanly shaven, etc.), posture, neatness,
speech, manner, and general comportment. And it tells a lot
about you.
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PASSING
LANE

R O A D  S I G N  1 9

Choose Your Car: 

Learn How to Market Yourself

Janice: Does it seem to you that some people have green lights all
along their career highway?

Bill: Certainly. Whatever the twists and turns, whatever the obsta-
cles, they stay on track, hug the road, and end up in front. In
fact, they probably run a few red lights.

Janice: I think the reason is that they market themselves well. 
Bill: They market themselves as winners, and they are perceived as

winners. Of course, there has to be something to market! You’re
a winner—how did you do it?

Janice: Thanks, but frankly, everyone has something they can mar-
ket, some distinctive qualities they can claim for themselves.
The trick is to position yourself so that you can show those
qualities when the opportunity arises—and claim the prize.
Bill, it’s like your having run multiple businesses, published
eighteen books, and still having time to give back, particularly
to kids. You marketed you, but with a passion for everything
you develop.
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My Product Features:
Distinguishing
Characteristics

My Product Benefits:
Impact on the
Organization

BRAND IDENTITY

Skills

Assets

Liabilities

Accomplishments

Clarity is essential here—no fuzzy abstractions, please. Janice
tells of how frustrating it is when candidates answer a question
about what they’re best at with clichés like, “I’m good at manag-
ing change,” or “I like to build things.” These say nothing. 

“Oh, really?” Janice is apt to respond. “What have you built? Is
it still standing today? If not, why not? Did the change you imple-
mented work? How is it doing now?” Clarity above all. 

TASK 2: LOOK IN THE REARVIEW MIRROR FOR ANOTHER

TAKE ON THE PRODUCT—AND AIM FOR A TAGLINE

Back at Road Sign 9, you started a 360 survey to see how you
were perceived by your peers. However far along you are in
assessing how you’re perceived by your peers and subordinates,
add the results of that survey to the mix as market research on a
product, the product being you.

You’re aiming to find out how you’re perceived on the career
highway—whether you’re seen as someone who guns the motor or
eases into action, someone who brakes hard or starts fast but then
slows down. Are you seen as taking shortcuts? Arriving on time or
showing up late because you just felt like cruising? 
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keting campaign needs to start with your understanding of the
marketplace need. Then offer the unique selling proposition you
can bring to answer that need (i.e., you), describe your product
and its features and benefits in detail, focus on how the product
differs from the competition, and offer a deal or present an “ask”
that seeks a response from the “customer.”

A good way to start is to follow an outline you might use in cre-
ating any sales brochure. We’ve reproduced it below, so you can
write the brochure for Brand You:

BRAND YOU

1.  The organizational need that you perceive: 

_____________________________________________________.

2.  Your unique selling proposition—the distinctive value you can bring to
answer the need: 

_____________________________________________________.

3.  Product You: What are your features and benefits?

_____________________________________________________.

4.  Brand You bragging rights: what you’ve done that made a difference in
contributing to the organization, and how it shows that you’ll make a 
difference in the future: 

_____________________________________________________.

5.  The “ask”: what you’re asking/offering, the deliverable response you seek: 

_____________________________________________________.

How do you execute the marketing plan? That is, how do you
communicate the “brochure” for Brand You? Every which way you
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R O A D  S I G N  2 0

Your Career Highway

Janice: Well, Bill, are we at the end of the road?
Bill: The beginning.
Janice: And where are our readers headed?
Bill: To a bright future—if they’ve done the work of this book.
Janice: Absolutely. If they’ve done the work of this book, they’re

on their way to a successful future—and they’ll be driving there
in the fast lane.

Bill: And passing just about all the other cars on the career highway. 

EQUIPPED AND READY

An awful lot of cars these days are equipped with global position-
ing systems. It means their drivers always know exactly where they
are, have a record of exactly where they’ve been, and can see
exactly where they’re going. If you’ve done the work of this book,
you’ve equipped your career car with its own GPS—a system suf-
ficient to have you tooling along in the passing lane at top speed.
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soft shoulder of dubious ethical behavior, even go to 
dinner with a prospective client and not use the 
wrong fork.

•  You’re ready to market yourself for who you are—and for
the unique talent you offer.

In fact, you might find it helpful to continue to review the
actions you take on your career highway, and we’ve created a tem-
plate that will help you with your review. It asks you to clarify and
summarize what you’ve done and what you’ve learned at three-
month, six-month, and twelve-month milestones. 

PROGRESS REPORT: HOW AM I DOING?

Actions I’ve Taken

3-Month Review of Actions Taken

6-Month Review of Actions Taken

12-Month Review of Actions Taken

There’s a good reason for all this work of review and distillation. 
The reason is this: your career is worth it.
From his solitary cabin on Walden Pond, Henry David Thoreau

wrote long ago that he knew of “no more encouraging fact than the
unquestionable ability of man to elevate his life by a conscious

END ROAD WORK 265

00-01 Driving Career design  2/27/07  10:57 AM  Page 265


