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Introduction 

By reading this book, you will have taken the first step to keeping your job. You are aware, unlike many of your peers, that your job, along with your financial security, can disappear overnight. At no time since the Great Depression has the job market been as uncertain or volatile as it is today.

Too many people are still stuck in the romance of a bygone era when employees spent a lifetime faithfully performing their duties for the same company. Back then people arrived at work each morning not troubled about job security. And they left each evening never considering that their job wouldn’t be waiting for them when they showed up in the morning. Their reward at retirement for decades of dedication traditionally was a gold watch, the symbol of a business’s thanks for their years of hard work.

Technology has transformed that safe, predictable routine into the rough-and-tumble world of the global economy.  Within a few decades, American businesses have progressed from selling their goods locally, regionally, and nationally to competing for markets globally. Businesses have had to react much faster to continuously evolving trends. The marketplace will keep demanding that business be conducted faster, better, cheaper. Staying apace with the global economy will require companies to remain lean while constantly honing their staffs. Anyone who does not measure up to the demands of their job will be let go.

Even in that hectic environment, losing your job rarely happens overnight. Indeed, the signs are almost always present. People sometimes don’t recognize the harbingers of pending unemployment. Otherwise savvy, intelligent people simply choose to ignore or react to what they see going on around them. Instead they hope for the best, choosing to believe that everything will be fine in the long run.

That kind of head-in-the-sand approach does not work. You must commit to becoming a smart, proactive employee who quantifies their value to the company in real, hard numbers. How to Keep Your Job in a Tough Competitive Market offers 101 tips for staying employed in a slow economy. This book is based on extensive interviews with employment experts from across the country. Those people keeping their jobs, and whom companies will fight to retain, recognize that being at the top of their game is merely a prerequisite, and certainly not a guarantee, to collecting a paycheck. They understand that they must create, manage, and internally market their brand—who they are and what unique talent they offer—as different from everyone else. They realize that a successful career has to be planned, plotted, and adjusted as they head toward their goal. They recognize the benefits of eagerly and graciously helping their colleagues, including finding ways to support their manager. And they willingly pitch in to save a company in trouble by drumming up business and cutting costs and spending.

The people keeping their jobs at a time when everyone around them is losing theirs will do those things not just because it will help them stay employed, but because, in the end, it will also make them better people.



Part I 

Create Your Brand 
and Build Your Career 

Every product has a brand. The most popular and financially successful brands, however, are those whose names become synonymous with a particular product. Think about it. When people need a tissue, they ask for a Kleenex. And copying a document is referred to as Xeroxing. And when kids want gelatin, they ask for Jell-O.

As an employee, you want to become your company’s Jell-O, especially when the flavor of the day is Unexpected Falling Economy. You want everyone in the company, from the executive above you to the newest intern, to know that you are the person to go to when it comes to particular aspects of your job.

“Brand is different than just talking about what your job is,” Philip Berry, managing principal of Berry Block and Bernstein LLC, a New York consulting firm. “You can have five people who are doing the same job. But if an individual is focused on creating their personal brand, then they are identifying the unique ways they contribute to the organization in a way that others don’t.”

Several ingredients go into creating your brand. The first is patience. It takes time, hard work, and slavish attention to detail to develop a unique brand. But all the effort of developing, cultivating, and marketing your brand is well worth it because your brand, in a down economy, can help save your job in bad times. How? By setting you apart from your coworkers. Your brand tells an employer that you possess a certain value that is different from what every other employee brings to the company, even among a group of people performing the same or similar jobs. Decide what you want your brand to say about you and then get started creating it.

Establishing your brand is important for several reasons, not the least of which is that it provides a solid foundation upon which to construct your career. Building a career is not unlike building most other things. You start by determining your goal. Say you  are building a house. You begin with the style of house you want. Then you sketch out a plan that details each section of the final product, including the decorating touches. Once that is accomplished, it’s time to lay the foundation, followed by constructing the structure’s frame. Then come the walls and roof. Next, it’s time to work inside on the plumbing and the electrical. Finally, the drywall goes up, and the flooring goes down. Add some paint and decorations, and the house is finished.

You can follow the same plan for building a career, beginning with what you want to do, and where you want to be when the journey ends. But instead of using wood and nails, and drywall and spackle, the materials you will use to build a career are contacts and conversations.

“Sit down and have a conversation with key people around the organization,” says Roy Roper, president of the Delaware-based Roper Consulting Group. “That includes your boss. Explain what you are trying to do, and seek their advice. You are going to learn some things. But people are also going to have the opportunity to learn about you, which gets you some visibility.”

Don’t limit your conversations to the executives above you, Roper says. Find out who the key people are inside the organization and seek out their counsel. Ask them how they built their careers and what ideas and recommendations they have for you. The goal, Roper says, is to gain the perspective of people who have launched, and are maintaining successful careers.

“In those conversations, I think it is important for you, as the one seeking information and looking to build a career, to be strategic and ask what, if anything, you can do for that person. From a career-building standpoint, that is a smart political move, and it may get you exposure to some of the types of things that could help support building your career.”

All right, it’s time to forge your brand and pull out the schematics and start building your career.



1. Come in Early and Stay Late 

Arriving late to work is never a good idea. But when a business is floundering, sauntering in late or leaving work early makes you stand out as a target for an employer looking to trim payroll. When a company is in trouble, employers notice the little things, like who shows up early and who bolts for the door like an Olympic sprinter at quitting time. To keep your job during a down cycle, reinforce your brand as a hard-working team player who is willing to pitch in any way possible to help the company.

But in tough economic times, just doing your job, no matter how well you do it, is not enough. If you regularly chew through a day’s worth of work in six hours, great. But don’t waste the rest of your time trying to look busy. Instead, be busy. Any manager worth his pay grade knows his workforce. So don’t think that your fake industry is fooling him, or for that matter, anyone else. And really, why waste energy working at nothing when you can apply yourself and make a great impression? Go to your manager and say, “I’ve finished everything I was working on. What can I do to help?” You can even suggest where your talents might best be utilized—marketing, sales, public relations.

That extra effort almost certainly will mean more hours at the office. But when business is off, extra time behind your desk isn’t such a bad thing. Being seen working after regular business hours is just politically smart when the market is bad. But let’s say you are that super efficient and effective worker who flat out does more work in six hours than your colleagues can do in ten hours. If everyone else in your organization is logging extra hours and you’re not, the boss is going to notice your absence, and not in a, “Boy, I’m sure glad Mike went home because he works so hard,” kind of way. If your coworkers stay and you don’t, not only do they win the perception-is-reality competition, but you have probably lurched ahead in the unemployment derby.

If you rise before the sun comes up and go into the office extra early, chances are your manager won’t be there to greet you or see that you are logging those additional morning hours. Don’t be shy. Make sure the people in power know that you are an early bird. Send your boss an e-mail. Leave a voice message. Drop off a note. It doesn’t have to be elaborate. Just say, “I’m usually here around 7 each morning. If you need something done, just put it on my desk.”

BE SUBTLE 

Jeff Kaye, chief executive officer of Kaye/Bassman International, a Plano, Texas, recruiting firm, says it’s not unusual for employees who work late to poke their heads into his office to say goodnight. In fact, he applauds their effort because he believes that it’s important to master the art of getting noticed.

“The whole purpose wasn’t to say goodnight,” he says. “They wanted me to know that they were here until 7:30 p.m. It worked. I don’t begrudge it. I respect it. Letting yourself be seen so that people who might not otherwise have any idea what you’re doing know what you are doing—there’s nothing wrong with that if you do it subtly.”



2. Build a Reputation as a Hard Worker 

Strive to make your brand synonymous with “hard worker.” Developing that reputation starts with showing your manager and colleagues every day your pride and dedication to your job, the high quality of your work, and how, combined, they represent who you are as a person. In business, the people who are  successful recognize that they are a brand and understand that they must protect and market that brand’s reputation. To accomplish that you must:

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Consistently deliver what you promise.

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Be fair and ethical.

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Have personal integrity.

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Show people they can rely on you.

Once your brand is established, you want to remain in sync with your manager’s or the company’s goals. To do that, you must clearly understand what your manager expects from you, and, in turn, what kind of help you can expect from your manager. You can exchange that information through a framework of ground rules, or what can be called accountabilities and expectations. Having accountabilities and expectations in place makes it easier to track whether or not you are fulfilling your job responsibilities. Another way of thinking about accountabilities and expectations is as your personal mission statement. Every company has a written mission statement, a vision, and a set of core values that explains what it embodies. Most also list the company’s goals and where it wants to go in the future. How many employees do you think have even taken the time to consider a personal mission statement, let alone define their values, career vision, and long-term professional goals? Very few. In fact, odds are better than even that you have never written down a personal mission statement. Well, now is the time to do it.

Building a framework of accountabilities and expectations begins with a detailed description of job responsibilities. Together with your manager, create a very specific, quantifiable list of precisely what each side can expect from the other. For instance, you, as the employee, might say you can be counted on to:

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Be at work every morning by 7 a.m.  

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Return phone calls as promptly as possible, say within twenty-four hours.

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Be available in an emergency.  

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Make a deadline once you have committed to a project and a timeline, and if you cannot meet the deadline let the supervisor know 72 hours in advance.

In turn, your supervisor might agree to:

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Tell you if you are not performing to a level exceeding expectations.

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Explain the gap between what you could be doing and what you are doing.

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Give you the opportunity to correct any deficiencies before letting you go.

When you have a list of agreed-upon points, each party should sign it. You can use the same process with the people who work with you and those who work for you. View your accountabilities and expectations as a way of measuring whether or not you are attaining the goals that you have set for yourself, and if you are receiving the right kind of feedback to correct any problems.

If your supervisor won’t agree to a formal list of accountabilities and expectations, ask her to acknowledge these basic ground rules:

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] If you don’t hear anything from your manager, it means your work is fine.

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] You cannot be demoted, fired, or otherwise punished for work if you have not been previously told what you are doing wrong.

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] You will be given a chance to correct problems.  

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Your manager must be accessible and willing to talk about issues.

BEING A HARD WORKER LEADS TO THE WHITE HOUSE 

Before becoming a business consultant, Mary Crane attended the prestigious Culinary Institute of America. During a six-month externship at the world-famous Greenbrier resort in West Virginia, the executive chef told the students that they could use their time off to practice making different dishes at the Greenbrier’s expense. Crane pounced on the opportunity, spending most of her free time in the kitchen. A few months after graduation, Crane got a call from the chef, who had moved to a new address—1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, in Washington, D.C. He asked Crane to join his staff because she had proven her dedication to cooking by giving up her private time to improve her skills while at the Greenbrier. He knew that she would deliver for him as a member of his White House cooking staff.

Crane spent two years as assistant chef at the White House, where she learned a lot about food, life, and literally putting out fires in the workplace. During a dinner on the White House lawn, Crane accidentally set a tablecloth on fire. The flames were quickly doused and Crane learned a little bit about how to deal gracefully with an unexpected workplace crisis.



3. Know When to Say No 

When business is spiraling downward, you may be reluctant to decline a request from your manager to take on extra work. After all, you’re one of the lucky ones who still has a job. Shouldn’t you show your gratitude by taking on a pallet of extra work? It’s completely understandable to think that way, but not necessarily  smart. Sure, you should be flexible and open to helping out in any way you can. But you are, after all, human and have your limits. Moreover, employees who take on too much extra work actually put their jobs at more risk. Hauling the heavy load can cause a decline in the quality of your work. Deadlines may be missed, or problems covered up. What should you do? Be honest with yourself and your manager about what you can handle. After all, you won’t help anyone if you overload yourself. And yes, it is tough to say no because you realize that the company is in trouble and that you were among the very few to be kept on. But if you don’t set realistic boundaries, you won’t be helping anyone. When your manager comes to you with yet even more work, don’t be afraid to say, “Sorry, I’ve got all I can handle now and still do a good job. I just can’t do another thing right now.”

Your brand can help in this situation if it is universally acknowledged to represent hard work, high-quality standards, dedication, sincerity, and honor. People will accept that you are doing your best and not question your commitment. Your brand can also act like a compass, helping you decide which tasks you should take on, where to spend your time and energy, and with whom you should spend it.

One thing you don’t want to do is assume extra work that hasn’t been assigned by a manager because it may not be strategically relevant or immediately important. You may actually be unwittingly stepping on a political land mine. Perhaps even more importantly, you could be upstaging your manager.

If you can accept more work, figure out the best use of your talents and skills. Then go to your manager and volunteer your help. If your manager asks, tell her how you think you can best be utilized.

There is one last pitfall about knowing when to say no. If you continually agree to take on more and more work, somewhere along the line someone is going to start wondering about your job  and why you always seem to have the time to take on extra work. And when a company is looking to cut costs, you can bet the house that your role and responsibilities within the organization will come under scrutiny. Your desk may be an avalanche of paper and work. You may be spending so much time at work that you are having your mail delivered to the office. But the people farther up the managerial chain looking for budget cuts to enhance the bottom line won’t necessarily know that they are axing a workhorse from the organizational chart. By not combining the fourteenth and fifteen letters of the alphabet and uttering the word it creates, you may have inadvertently put your job at risk.

The moral of the tip: Just say no—occasionally.



4. Be a Low-Maintenance Employee 

Every office has one: the prima donna who is always singularly accountable for his or her success, yet never responsible for any setbacks or failures. Nobody likes office jerks, but management will usually tolerate their ego-feeding antics because they are money makers or high performers. But the moment the market tanks or their numbers drop, the shield of profitability that has protected them from being fired dissolves. The bottom line is, if you insist on being a jerk you had better be one heck of a rain maker, particularly in bad times.

In an economic downturn you don’t want the reputation of being a whiner—about anything from how much you make to the lack of hand towels in the bathroom. Drawing negative attention to yourself is beyond foolish. Instead, you want your manager to think of you as a rock of responsibility, someone that she can turn to in a crisis. So don’t complain, pass blame, or spread rumors of rack and ruin when things are going badly. Instead, focus on the positive. Dig in and work harder as an  individual and as part of a team. When times are difficult, your manager needs employees who can reduce her stress. You want to be that employee. Regardless of what everyone else in the office is doing, you deliver for your manager. You want to take on as much extra work as feasible. You want to make fewer errors than anyone else. And you want to make that extra client phone call or two or three, to show the manager that she doesn’t have to spoon-feed you instructions on what to do next.

If you really want to make your manager smile while simultaneously lowering your maintenance quotient and keeping your job, just do the simple things. For instance, when your manager requests information, respond immediately. Managers hate having to repeatedly ask for budget numbers, progress updates, and other routine information. So, when you receive a behest from the boss, get working on it. If the inquiry comes via e-mail or voice mail, don’t keep the manager wondering if you received the message. Pick up the phone, shoot back an e-mail, or stick your head into her office and say, “Hey, I got your request and I’m working on it.” That small gesture means your manager doesn’t have to worry about whether or not you are working on the issue or if you have any questions. But perhaps more importantly, by acknowledging the message, your manager considers you a responsible employee, someone they can depend on to do their job in a crunch.

Another way to buff your low maintenance bona fides and keep your job while everyone else around you is losing theirs, is to take a page from the Boy Scouts—Always Be Prepared. Finish your report or progress update with ample time to review it. Anticipate questions your manager may ask. Make sure that you have all the information necessary for a productive discussion. Nothing frustrates a manager more than conducting a meeting with people who have not done their homework. It makes you look bad. But more to the point, you look like you don’t care.

Being a low-maintenance employee means being positive, dependable, responsible, and a team player, all of which make your manager’s job easier in good or bad times. But in a shrinking economy, being a low-maintenance, highly productive employee vastly increases your chances of keeping your job.



5. Set High Standards for Yourself, and Then Exceed Them 

With your accountabilities and expectations in place, set up a spread sheet listing your projects and personal goals. Track them by the week, month, and quarter. Doing so allows you to assess the current status of each project, where you can work to exceed management’s expectations, and how the work can quantify your value to the company.

Say you have a project due next month. Make your goal to complete it two weeks early.

By bringing in the project early, your immediate manager will notice that you are working at a higher level and standard than your peers. Equally important, however, is that your stated and achieved goals and objectives, along with your standards of hard work and high quality, will translate into your value added to the company. And the people in power will notice.

Of course, with your commitment to setting and exceeding high standards expect some grousing among your peers. A friend once complained to Lisa Quast, president of Career Woman, about a new employee who she said was brown-nosing the manager. The friend said the new employee had met with everyone in the department, asking what they were working on. He used that information to develop a list of his own projects, which he gave to the manager. If that wasn’t bad enough, the new employee started scheduling department meetings to update everyone on the progress of his projects.

When it came time for performance reviews, the new employee didn’t wait for the manager, who was notorious for never conducting reviews, to schedule one. Instead the new employee wrote his own review, went over it with the manager, and had the manager sign it. He then photocopied the performance appraisal, had human resources put the original in his file, and kept the copy.

The friend was outraged by what her colleague had done. It was pointed out to this person that the new guy wasn’t being a brown-noser. He was merely establishing his brand—as a hard worker willing to go above and beyond his job description for the betterment of the department and company—with his manager. If you were the manager, the friend was asked, and it came to a decision where you had to downsize one person, who do you think you would choose? Would it be someone who had been with the company for a while and was more or less on cruise control, or the new person who has been there six months and has a list of all his projects, goals, and objectives, where he was with each of those, and a performance appraisal on file?

The friend got the point.

STANDARDS CHANGE 

Like just about everything else, the definition of high standards is constantly changing. What passed as setting the bar high ten or fifteen years ago may now be nothing more than an easy hop. Jeanine Tanner O’Donnell had a client who got caught in the time warp. The manager made it clear to her client that business was slow and employees needed to pick up their game and do it quickly. Rather than ask what he could do, O’Donnell’s client simply ignored the warning, reasoning that he had risen to his current level because he so often had exceeded everyone’s expectations. O’Donnell urged him to do something strategic to show that he took the warning seriously. But just as he had turned a deaf ear to his boss, he disregarded O’Donnell’s advice. The client was fired.

“You cannot assume that the patterns you witnessed over the past ten or fifteen years are going to be the same,” O’Donnell says. “Don’t assume your position is safe.”



6. If You Make a Mistake, Own Up to It Quickly 

To err is human. The urge to cover it up is even more so. When you make a mistake at work, no matter how foolish or costly, it is imperative that you own up to it immediately. Businesses today are so interconnected that hiding a mistake on your project may have adverse effects on work being done elsewhere in the company. And creating problems for colleagues because you were afraid or unwilling to say you goofed is a great way to destroy your brand, as well as make yourself a target for firing. So if you make a mistake, don’t hem and haw, try to mitigate, or in any way shun responsibility, especially if you are the team leader. Standup people don’t do that. What they do is have the courage to tell their manager about the mistake and then fix it by doing the following:

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Explain why you think the mistake was made.  

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Explain why you think the mistake was Assess the immediate damage done.  

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Assess possible long-term damage.  

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Lay out a plan to fix the problem.  

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Turn the mistake into a learning opportunity.  

[image: Il_9781605506517_0026_001] Put measures into place to make sure it doesn’t happen again.

Will the price of owning up to the mistake be your job? Probably not. Will your boss be annoyed with you for a couple of days, perhaps a week, certainly no longer than a month? You bet. But he will also know that you can be trusted to do the right thing, regardless of the consequences. And because you reported it immediately and accepted responsibility, your brand will actually be stronger.

People often think they can fix a mistake on their own and that no one will ever be the wiser. Well, forget that idea. It is almost impossible to keep an important business mistake secret. Jane, the team leader of an information technology system integration project, found that out the hard way. Early in the project Jane became aware that the manpower and time needed to conduct system testing had been woefully underestimated. Rather than tell her boss and ask for help, Jane kept the mistake hidden and tried to work through the problem on her own. It wasn’t long before cost overruns reached $250,000 and Jane had no choice but to reveal the mess to her boss.

The blindsided executive suddenly found himself explaining cost overruns to an Executive Steering Committee that thought everything was running smoothly. Needless to say, the committee members were not happy. Jane’s failure to alert her boss immediately embarrassed him in front of the committee and made him look incompetent. Thankfully, the boss was able to redeem himself by recouping the lost money from other parts of the project.

When the dust settled, Jane’s boss sat her down. He told her that she should never worry about making a mistake because he viewed mistakes as normal and a learning tool. He then explained that by not coming to him at the first sign of trouble, she allowed the mistake to grow and affect other areas of the project. Had she been upfront, the boss said, Jane would have earned points with him. She would have been given credit and acknowledged for her awareness and ability to identify problems.



7. Dress for Success 

If you want to be treated like a professional, dress like one. How well, or not so well, you dress influences how people perceive you, which, of course, makes it part of your brand. And for many people, your boss and clients included, perception is reality. Whether fair or not, some people will judge you on what you wear and how you present yourself. You don’t have to look like you stepped off a fashion runway or the pages of GQ magazine, unless, of course, you have an affinity for wearing and paying for labels with fancy names. But you do have to look the part. So make sure that you are in line with your industry’s uniform. How can you tell if you have the correct look? Just dress like other people in your position or at your level. Failing to meet expectations can translate into lost business, lost respect, or worse, a lost job. Why? Because the perception people have is of the way somebody in your position typically looks. So, if your manager has two people and she must let one go, then perception holds a lot more weight than it otherwise might.

MEASURE UP , BUT JUST A LITTLE 

Early in her career, Lisa Quast, founder and president of Career Woman in Seattle, Washington, asked someone she admired what advice they had for her. The answer—always look professional. You do that, she was told, by observing how the people two levels above you dress, and then emulating that style.

“In other words, don’t go all the way to the top,” Quast says. “Go just a couple of levels above you, and look for any difference in how those people dress or look professionally. What happened then is when I got a promotion people would say, ‘You really were always a cut above the rest.’ A lot of that is just perception.”



8. Use Colors to Convey the Right Message 

Now that your wardrobe meets your profession’s standards, it’s time to learn a little about using colors to your advantage. It may seem hard to believe, but the color of your clothing can tell people a lot about how you feel and, to a certain extent, what you are doing that day. Studies have found that colors can actually affect the way people feel about themselves. But the color you wear can also influence the way people react to you. That is why, for instance, you will see many Western male world leaders, and the CEOs of big corporations, decked out in dark suits, accented with either a red or blue tie. Dark colors, especially black, are a sign of power, elegance, and mystery, while a red tie represents passion, excitement, and danger. Blue, on the other hand, signifies trustworthiness, peace, and loyalty.

The colors you choose, then, can save your job by giving you a psychological edge on the people you work with. Say there is a staff meeting that you know has the potential to be testy. You can select your wardrobe colors based on the reaction you want to elicit. For instance, if you want to be center stage, red is your color. Red is an attention grabber. It says, “Look at me. I am confident and self-assured.” If you just want to cow your colleagues, you might select something dark—a black or dark gray. Maybe you want to be a calming presence at the meeting. In that case, add some green or earth tones to your ensemble.

Using colors is a little easier for women—when was the last time you saw a guy wearing a red blazer at work and wondered if he got dressed in the dark? But there are still some hard and fast rules. Business people who want to be taken seriously, men and women alike, dress in colors appropriate for the situation. For instance, a woman giving a presentation to the board of directors isn’t going to show up in a hot pink suit or a screaming yellow outfit and not expect people to be distracted. No, she will  most likely be wearing a dark gray, black, or dark blue conservative suit.

One last thing about appearance. Both men and women should also be careful about how they accessorize their outfits. For instance, if you are a woman entering an evaluation meeting with your manager, do you really want to be weighed down with gold or blinding him with the glint from the precious stones in your rings? If you are a guy, the last thing you want is your manager commenting on your ultraexpensive wristwatch. By paying attention and putting a little effort into the color selection of your outfits, you wardrobe can contribute to helping you save your job.



9. Blow Your Own Horn, But Never Too Loudly 

Sometimes it pays to advertise, especially when your brand is the product and your manager is the customer. The trick, of course, is to do it subtly. If you receive a letter praising your work, make a few copies and give one to your manager and place another in your personnel file. If the letter is exceptional and comes from a prominent client, you might consider hanging it inside your cubicle or office. Again, you want to display the letter discreetly so that it draws peoples’ attention without you mentioning it. For instance, you might want to situate the letter so that it will catch the eye of someone sitting in front of your desk. Don’t go overboard. One or two neatly framed letters will suffice.

There are several pluses to blowing a mellow note or two from your horn. For one, it shows your manager that important customers admire your work and respect you as a business partner and person. And when done judiciously, it doesn’t come off as arrogant or obnoxious. Finally, because you have  skillfully reinforced your brand as an overall great employee and swell guy, you can be more generous in sharing credit with colleagues for jobs well done. Of course, that further burnishes your already gleaming brand while adding another layer of job security.

For whatever reason, trumpeting personal accomplishments seems to be something women are uncomfortable doing. In general, women have been socialized not to call attention to their successes. Bragging is, well, not ladylike. Women are consensus builders. They are “we” people, not “I.” Good work matters. But what matters even more is that your boss knows about it. It is easier to let someone go if you are unfamiliar with their individual accomplishments. If you are always the quiet, unassuming person in the meeting, you can expect that when it comes time for layoffs your name is going to get mentioned.

As more women climb the rungs of the success ladder and settle into upper management postions, they are becoming acutely aware of the need to indulge in a little self-promoting. They understand it’s their responsibility to tell the boss exactly what they are bringing, day in and day out, to the table. Instead of always promoting the team, more women are learning to refocus the spotlight on themselves. In today’s business world, women know that they have to quantify and be precise about their contributions to projects. Women have to become comfortable saying, “I helped the project succeed by doing this.”

Men are less likely to be inhibited and more artful when it comes to self-promotion. Take the case of Bill, a human resources manager for a large company who was part of an advisory committee charged with negotiating a new health care benefits contract.

Bill was the only committee member with experience negotiating health care contracts. So while committee members droned on meeting after meeting about how much they would pay for the benefit package, Bill was quietly meeting with the  provider. A few weeks later he brought the board a contract proposal that included a seven percent reduction in premiums and administrative costs.

The committee was thrilled. When Bill wrote his report, he credited the hard work and negotiating skills of the committee for saving the company money. Bill then was asked to make a formal presentation to the company’s top executives. Again, he lavishly praised the committee’s hard work. He talked about how well “we” worked together, and the long hours “we” put in. It was a “we” fest. Only once did he mentioned how “I” convinced the provider to discount our premiums because of our long relationship.

The committee members, many of whom were senior level managers, knew that Bill could have played the entire performance in front of the executives as a solo. Instead he chose to play almost all harmony.
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