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Introduction

THE HARD TRUTH ABOUT SOFT SKILLS



Why didnt someone tell meand if they did, why didnt I listen?

This, as they used to say when I was growing up, is the $64,000 question. Its the one that comes up over and over again when the thousands of business professionals I coach and train each year tell me their tales from the trenches. Whether young or old, experienced or inexperienced, what strikes me most about their stories of missed opportunities and derailed careers is this: The source of their anxiety and frustration is rarely a shortfall in technical or professional expertise. Instead, it invariably stems from a shortcoming in their soft skills repertoirethe nontechnical traits and behaviors needed for successful career navigation.

But if these soft skills are really that important, why do so many people learn them the hard way? Because for the most part, people think soft skills dont really matter and are confused over exactly what they are.

IN SEARCH OF A DEFINITION

When it comes to soft skills, most people think they are all about those warm-and-fuzzy people skills. Yes, its true people skills are a part of the equation, but thats just for starters. While hard skills refer to the technical ability and the factual knowledge needed to do the job, soft skills allow you to more effectively use your technical abilities and knowledge. Soft skills encompass personal, social, communication, and self-management behaviors. They cover a wide spectrum of abilities and traits: being self-aware, trustworthiness, conscientiousness, adaptability, critical thinking, attitude, initiative, empathy, confidence, integrity, self-control, organizational awareness, likability, influence, risk taking, problem solving, leadership, time management, and then some. Quite a mouthful, eh? These so-called soft skills complement the hard ones and are essential for success in the rough-and-tumble workplace. You can have all the technical expertise in the world, but if you cant sell your ideas, get along with others, or turn your work in on time, youll be going nowhere fast.

NO RESPECT

However you define them, soft skills still suffer from a fundamental lack of respect. After all, how could anything described as soft be valued in the hard-charging, results-driven business world or impact the bottom line? Soft skills are generally viewed as nice to havemaybe even something you are just born withbut not critical for success. This attitude always makes me chuckle. Its like saying that Yo-Yo Ma has a brilliant career as a cellist solely because of his genes. While no doubt some of his musicianship and subsequent greatness may be linked to DNA, it belies all of the other elements that have contributed to his phenomenal success: disciplined study and practice, collaboration with ensembles, making sound career decisions, taking risks, developing and promoting his brand, dealing with conductors, and connecting with his audience. In Yo-Yo Mas case, as in most situations, the soft skills are as important, if not more so, than the hard ones and deserve our respect. In other words, theres nothing soft about soft skills.

In fact, companies are finally starting to respect their value, linking competency in the soft skills arena to positive performance appraisals and salary increases. Soft skills have also become a significant consideration for firms in their recruitment efforts. A recent flurry of studies has underscored their value in the workplace, showing that soft skills competency can be as reliable an indicator of job performance as the more traditional qualifications of technical mastery or experience. One study found traits like conscientiousness and agreeability to be equally accurate predictors of work success as cognitive ability and work accuracy. Additional research, conducted with Fortune 500 CEOs by the Stanford Research Institute International and the Carnegie Mellon Foundation, found that 75 percent of long-term job success depends on people skills, while only 25 percent on technical knowledge. Another study of headhunters hiring CEOs ranked the ability to communicate and motivate as necessary attributes for positively affecting the bottom line.

Even though companies today are placing more value on soft skills, most of us are still out on our own when it comes to developing our personal repertoire. Despite collectively spending more than $50 billion on training programs for employees, many corporations fail to offer soft skills programs at all. And when they do provide them, the programs are often exclusively reserved for high-potential employees or senior executives. A comprehensive analysis of U.S. employer-sponsored training confirmed that the most frequently provided instruction consists of new employee orientation, computer applications for end users, technical skills or knowledge, and customer education. Soft skills trainingwhich typically focused on communication and leadershipwas provided as needed, primarily for top executives. Unfortunately, college and university curriculumseven for advanced business degreesare doing little more than the corporations when it comes to teaching soft skills. And it shows. A survey conducted by the Graduate Management Admission Council found that although MBAs were strong in analytical aptitude, quantitative expertise, and information-gathering ability, they were sorely lacking in other critical areas that employers find equally attractive: strategic thinking, written and oral communication, leadership, and adaptability. Increasing workplace and customer diversity across age, gender, racial, and ethnic linesalong with business globalization and virtual officeshave only heightened the need for strengthening soft skills competency.

HOW THIS BOOK WORKS

Throughout the years, Ive collected stories about struggles and triumphs in the workplace based on thousands of hours training, coaching, and interviewing people at all levels on the corporate ladder. From these experiences, Ive distilled fifty-four important workplace lessons that will increase your understanding and awareness of soft skills by showing you how they are woven throughout your career. Within these lessons, youll also find practical insights, strategies, tools, and techniques for learning or improving a particular soft skills area. The lessons are organized into eight chapters, each covering particular aspects of your career in which soft skills play especially significant roles: career management, getting the job done, communication, handling critics, office politics, self-promotion, dealing with differences, and leadership.

In chapter 1, well dive into the most critical aspect of your career: managing it. Beginning with self-assessment and self-management, well explore a variety of soft skills topics, including lessons about decision making, risk taking, integrating work with your life goals, and maintaining high ethical standards.

Career survival depends on meeting your supervisors agendanot necessarily yours. In chapter 2, I shift the focus onto getting your job done. Well cover the entire gamut of mission-critical soft skills lessonsfrom managing the details to managing your time, from being viewed as a problem solver with a can-do attitude to not letting the use of common sense fall through the cracks.

When it comes to communication, the whole shebang can do you in. Thats why you need to be on high alert when it comes to everything from minding your words to minding your manners. And although technology has revolutionized communication, youll find out in chapter 3 why the basics matter more than ever in a world thats filled with increasingly distracted people. Ill zero in on soft skills under the communication umbrella, such as opening your ears and adjusting your communication accordingly, asking the right questions, and displaying confidence and authenticity when presentingeven when your nerves are trying to get the best of you.

Chapter 4 brings you face-to-face with the realization that you are always being judged, so you better get used to it. From making a good impression the first time (and every time!) around to drawing on conflict-resolution techniques when confronted with heated situations, the lessons in this chapter will bring to life a variety of soft skills needed for handling criticism and your critics.

Are you apolitical and proud of it? Like the air we breathe, politics is everywhere, including at work. Yet when it comes to office politics, most people fall into three camps: those in denial, those who think they are above the fray, and those who claim playing politics at work simply isnt that important. Chapter 5 focuses on how misperceptions like these can send a career into the danger zone and why its critically important to learn the unspoken rules of your workplace. Ill highlight some of the essential soft skills of office politics: organizational awareness, spreading your influence, having a mentor, managing up, deflecting gossip, and handling office romance.

Chapter 6 starts off with a simple question: Do you think branding is just for cows and that brag is a four-letter word? If so, think again. In this chapter, Ill be covering some of the key soft skills associated with self-promotion, from personal branding so you stand out in the crowd to learning how to toot your own hornespecially when surrounded by people with sharp elbows.

As the forces of technology and globalization merge, our workplaces are becoming increasingly diverse. The lessons in chapter 7 highlight the factors that can bring about friction, while offering a whole slew of soft skills for dealing with issues that rise from generational, gender, and cultural differences: emotional self-control, motivating those who operate from a different competitive mind-set, finding the best in every person, and keeping ourselves in check when it comes to stereotyping.

Do you have an assistant? Surprise! Youre a manager. While for many the holy grail is a position in management, not everyone is cut out for the joband those who do advance into management roles often struggle with their leadership skills. From recognizing your strengths and weaknesses so you can address shortcomings to influencing people to think and act the way you want, in chapter 8 Ill uncover some of the most important soft skills just beneath the surface of good leadership. Ill end with some final thoughts on the benefits of having enough humility to know when its time to go back to the drawing board.

So keep reading, and youll find out more about how soft skills have a tremendous effect on nearly everything you need to do to get ahead at work. And thats the hard truth.










One

CONTROL YOURSELF




	Knowing yourself is as important as knowing how to do the job.

	Theres no such thing as work-life balance, only trade-offs.

	Years of loyalty can work against you.

	Listen to your gutits full of data.

	No risks, no rewards.

	Get out of your own way.

	Learn the honest truth about integrity.

	You have to be good to be lucky.



A few years ago, an HR executive at a Fortune 500 company said to me, Peggy, I cant believe how many people believe their bosses wake up in the morning thinking, Gee, lets see what I can do for you today. Her point was this: Chances are, nobody will ever care about your career more than you doexcept for, well, maybe your parents or spouse. This means you must take responsibility for managing your own careerdont even think about leaving it to anyone else. Im not saying that those around you at work arent interested in helping you succeed. But their focus is mainly on themselvestheir own projects, trajectory, and careers.


And similarly, your focus should remain squarely on you. Even when you dont work for yourself, managing your own career means wearing the many hats of an entrepreneur. Start thinking like the CEO, marketing manager, sales force, HR director, head of product design, and talent coordinator of your own companya company of one, which is you.

Why is it so important that you take the reins when it comes to career management? First, gone are the days of job security. Mergers, acquisitions, downsizing, and international competition have done away with that. The average working American will now have between ten and twelve jobs and three to five careers during his or her lifetime. Second, people across the boardincluding your boss, his or her boss, and the HR directorare being asked to juggle more and more assignments, often combining the responsibilities of two or three people into one job. Most of the folks you assume are thinking about your career simply dont have the time or the energy, and you certainly cant expect them to be psychic when it comes to knowing what you want for your future. Third, those who let their careers just happen or expect employers to orchestrate them will end up disappointed. Unfortunately, most graduates are completely unprepared for their first encounter with these harsh realitiesespecially given that some of them have grown accustomed to e-mailing their college papers home for their parents to edit!

Whether just starting out or well on your way, one of the most important things you can do is take responsibility for yourselfyour career, your goals, and your own behavior. Doing so begins with a very healthy dose of self-awareness and a commitment to self-management. Indeed, both are at the foundation of soft skills masteryyoull see them time and time again throughout the rest of the book. In the lessons presented in this chapter, youll find a variety of soft skills at play, including engaging in self-assessment on a continual basis, being personally accountable, creating a work life that makes sense, taking risks, listening to your intuition, and attracting luck. Ill also touch upon another soft skills area 	that will never go out of style: old-fashioned honesty and integrity.









KNOWING YOURSELF IS AS IMPORTANT AS KNOWING HOW TO DO THE JOB.

Climb every mountain / Ford every stream / Follow every rainbow / Till you find your dream. Sound familiar? Sometimes when attending professional conferences, I feel like I am in a never-ending stage production of The Sound of Music. Motivational speakers shout from on high, Follow your passion! If you think it, you will achieve it. I swear, if I hear one more person say something like that, Im going off a Swiss alp. Which is probably why I relate so well to people who tell me how they wish theyd realized sooner that being passionate about something doesnt automatically mean youll have the talent or aptitude to be successful at it. And even having all threepassion, talent, and aptitudestill doesnt guarantee success. One way of finding your bliss, your lifes work, or simply something you wont mind spending eight to ten hours doing each day is to get to know yourself really, really well.

From my front-row seat, theres nothing soft about taking a hard look at who you are. After more than a decade of coaching people on all rungs of the career ladder, I find time and time again that the ones who have never taken an inventory of themselves wind up doing things that they arent successful at or are miserable doing. They havent thought enough about what kinds of tasks they like and dislike, which talents and interests they want to incorporate into their work life, or how their strengths and weaknesses might impact career choices. Its pretty simple, actually. Each of us has special gifts that are better suited to certain kinds of careers than others. If you seek out a line of work thats a good match, youll more likely flourish. If you pursue an incompatible line of work, youll more likely struggle. In order to learn where youll thrive the most, take the time to get to know yourself better. Think of it as buying a special type of insurance that will make you less vulnerable to heartaches, anxiety, stress, and losing time or money.

That said, knowing what you are best suited doing workwise can be tricky. Its not always clear where your strengths lie from the start, so it can take some time and experience to figure it out. And sometimes we can learn the most from paying attention to our weaknesses. This was the case for thirty-eight-year-old Marta.

In the early years of her career, Marta changed jobs so often that it started to raise eyebrows and make potential employers think she was uncommitted, flighty, or someone who bored easily. In fact, her college friends nicknamed her Froggy from watching her leap from one job to another. But once she examined her strengths, she realized something very powerful about herself: she was what you could call a fixer-uppernot of old homes, but of businesses. As she explains, I held a series of management positions at midsized firms. Each time I was hired, I was drawn into spending significant amounts of time finding ways to overhaul and improve the organization. As soon as things were running smoothly, I would become restless and move on to the next company and challenge. At first this pattern caused her to doubt her ability to stick with a position. The more she thought about it, however, the more she realized that her real passion and talent was not as a manager but as a business development specialist. So before her habit of switching jobs could become a career liability, she decided to launch her own consulting firm, which has since grown into a multimillion-dollar operation.

Whether just starting out or farther along the path, becoming and remaining successful is dependent not just on knowing who you are and what you are great at, but also on knowing how others think about youeven when the review is unfavorable. This means embracing your annual performance appraisal or 360-degree assessment (an approach that incorporates comprehensive feedback from everyone who interacts with you at workcolleagues, supervisors, team members, clients, and direct reports). Use these as an opportunity to think about your competencies and achievements, identify gaps, and make sure you are staying on track for doing what you want to do. Yes, what you want! Not what your parents, spouse, or bosses have in mind. Additionally, particularly in the early years of work or during a major transition, many people find meeting with a career counselor very helpful and clarifying.






THERES NO SUCH THING AS WORK-LIFE BALANCE, ONLY TRADE-OFFS.

Peggy, for years Ive juggled it all between my personal and professional life and I have just one thing to say about work-life balance: Theres no such thing! said Gabriella, the district manager for a major software development company. Ive had to come to terms with the fact that I cant be perfect or do it all, at least not all at the same time. Some days Im a better sales manager than mother, other days a better spouse than a boss. She proceeded to explain that meshing work with life is an ongoing process of making choices and trade-offs, not some static state you achieve called balance.

I couldnt agree more. As Drew, one of my CEO clients, puts it, If you keep adding new things to your plate, something thats already there is going to slide off. In his case, he was lamenting over what happened when his wife sent him to the grocery store over the weekend to pick up a few items. She had given him a list that instructed him to buy a box of Dannys favorite cereal. Standing there in the aisle, scanning the rows of colorful boxes, he realized that he had absolutely no clue which one was his four-year-olds favorite. This got him wondering: When was the last times he had even been home when his son was eating breakfast? Which begged an even bigger question: Was this the life he wanted?

A major part of knowing yourself is making sure the career you create makes sense with the rest of your life. Just like you check the oil in your car, check in with yourself on a regular basis to keep tabs on how your trade-offs are affecting you. While its true that certain personal characteristics remain constant, other aspects continue to evolve as we go. Oftentimes life intervenes and the objectives that once drove us, the values that influence our behavior, or our tolerance for risk change. What we were doing when we were younger may no longer suit us as we hit middle age. We get married or we get divorced. Children enter the picture and the circumstances in which we do our work matters more than the actual work we do. Or the business climate alters. The company gets sold. A new boss enters the picture. The firm or the economy hits a downturn. Or we simply become bored and restless from doing the same old thing. The ways in which our lives alter over time are endless. So thats why its imperative to review on a regular basis your values, goals, and objectives to make sure that your work life and the rest of your life are still a good fit in terms of the trade-offs you are making.

One of my drama-school friends from Englanda very good actor and directoris the perfect example of someone who was in desperate need of a work-life tune-up. After two decades in the business, he was still earning a marginal income. He had to admit to himself that not only was he never going to become a star earning the big bucks, but there were no signs of him being able to support himself and his wifeand certainly not the children they were hoping to have somedayin the style he had imagined. It was then he realized that during the years, his greatest strengthhis talent as an actorhad become his biggest liability by preventing him from having the life he wanted. So, yearning for a steadier paycheck, he put the word out that he was looking for a new line of work, something that would build off his creative strengths as a performer and as a people person. Before long, he picked up a temporary assignment with a consulting company coaching business professionals on their presentation skills. Not only was he happily able to use many of his acting and directing skills, but the firm eventually hired him for a full-time position, which he has held for the last five years. And, just last summer, he asked for and was given six weeks off so he could direct a production of Shakespeares Twelfth Night in Sweden. Finally, hes crafted a career for himself that he finds very rewarding on all levels.

So whenever your circumstances significantly change or you are feeling dissatisfied about work, do a trade-off assessment of how your career choices are impacting your overall life. Pay attention to gaps between the kind of life you want and the life you are actually living. If there are any big discrepancies, consider how to better align the two spheres and construct a career that makes more sense.

First and foremost, assess your employers policies (flex time, part-time, etc.) and think about where you might be able to stretch them, like proposing a job share when there isnt already a program for that. In other words, dont rule things out just because the company or someone in your department has never done something before.


For instance, Lorraine, a fairly senior manager at a pharmaceutical company and mother of two young children, was going through a difficult divorce and had reached her wits end. I just cant do this anymore. Im going to march right in there and resign, she announced to me.

Whoa! I said. Sit down and dont do a thing until we hash this out.

With nearly full custody of the children, she really needed more time at home instead of traveling so much. Lorraine longed to walk her kids to school and meet them when they got off the bus, at least one day a week. For several months, she had been thinking about asking her boss if she could work from home on Fridays. But Lorraine was afraid to broach this, especially since she was worried about how the team of twenty people she managesmany with children themselveswould react.

If you dont ask, you dont get. Whats the very worst thing that could happen? I asked her. Together, she and I role-played various scenarios, including possible responses from her boss. The next day she approached him. She said she felt like she was facing a firing squad.

Apparently, her fretting had been a total misfire. Her boss was incredibly understanding, I didnt know you were going through all of this. Why didnt you mention it earlier? Of course you can take Fridays at home. Figure out how you can stay in touch with your group on that day and what you need to do to shore things up to make it work out as well as possible. In fact, if you need to work from home for two days for a while, then do that.

Sometimes we work ourselves up into such a dither that we box ourselves in and fail to see the possibilities. While Lorraine finally calmed down, she realized that when it comes to most things in lifeincluding your careereverythings negotiable.


Start off by getting clear with yourself about what you want and what trade-offs you are willing to make and live with. For instance, are you willing to take a new job or lesser position within your existing company that you might not enjoy as much, but that offers a more flexible schedule? Can you afford earning a smaller salary for a job that better fits your current needs? Once you determine what will work best for you, strategize how to make it happen. Identify people who have been successful navigating through the company to get what they need and ask them for advice. Then go for it. Bottom line? While its true that if you ask for something you may not get it, if you dont ask, you definitely wont get it!
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