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			Whatever you dream, or dare to dream, begin it.

			—Goethe

			The universe rewards action.

			—Anonymous
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			Introduction

			Imagine that you are driving home on a beautiful sunny day. You don’t have a care in the world. You’re familiar with the road. In fact you have driven it so many times it is as if you are on autopilot. You roll the windows down. As the wind starts to blow through your hair, you pop in one of your favorite CDs, turn up the volume, and let your mind begin to wander. “I’d like to try that new restaurant I read about” . . . “maybe we should take a cruise this summer” . . . “I need a haircut” . . . “I think the kids need—” BANG! Another car violently smashes into you. You are thrown forward with incredible force, only to be whipped backward from the impact of your head hitting the air bag. Glass shatters and hundreds of small shards fill the car, covering your hair and clothes. The car spins around, causing you to become disoriented. When it finally comes to a standstill all you notice is the smoke and the silence.

			You have no clue what happened. You never saw the other vehicle. It came out of nowhere only to leave a path of destruction in its wake. You check yourself and although not seriously injured, you are confused, stunned, and shocked. As you climb from the car, your mind races as you quickly begin to assess the situation. “How bad is it?” “How will I get home?” “Was it my fault?” “I can’t afford for my insurance rates to go up.” “That jerk should have been paying attention.” “Was anyone else hurt?” “I’m lucky that the kids weren’t in the car.” “How much is this going to cost me?”

			At a minimum you are facing a financial and material loss. Not to mention your lost time and your shaken mental and emotional state. One moment you are cruising along and the next your peaceful existence is suddenly shattered. Without warning your plans have changed and your future is irrevocably altered.

			If you are wondering why I would start a career and self-help book by describing a car wreck, the answer is simple. That’s because a career setback or knockdown is a lot like the scenario I just described. When you lose your job or suffer a business failure, regardless of the cause, it feels like a wreck that catches you off guard, violently shakes you, and leaves you disoriented, angry, hurt, and asking questions of yourself and others.

			But a career setback isn’t always a crash that results in losing your job. Sometimes getting knocked down professionally is like a breakdown along a busy highway at rush hour. You find yourself stalled at the side of the road, unable to go any farther or move ahead. Meanwhile traffic is passing you by and there is no tow truck in sight. Your career has become the lemon that is constantly in the shop. Frustrated, you want to abandon it but you can’t.

			Or maybe your career setback has you feeling lost and isolated. You set out toward a particular destination, but somewhere you missed the exit or took a wrong turn. The next thing you know, you are miles from your destination without a map and you have no idea how to get back.

			So when you think about it, a career setback can be like either a car wreck or a breakdown. Except it doesn’t matter if the wreck was your fault or not, or who got the ticket. It doesn’t matter if you were blindsided or if you saw the other car coming but were unable to get out of the way. It doesn’t matter if you looked at the map or if you forgot to check the tires and change the oil. All that matters is that you have experienced a life-changing setback, disappointment, or loss, and right now the most important thing is getting your career and life repaired, on the road, and running smoothly again.

			You’ve chosen to read this book for a reason. Maybe you’ve realized that your work or life is missing something, but you don’t know what it is or how to find it. Perhaps you’ve lost your business and are trying to get back on your feet. This might be the first time in your life that something you have tried has been unsuccessful or that you have met with failure or disappointment. Maybe you have recently been part of a downsizing, layoff, restructuring, realignment, contraction, elimination of redundancies, or reduction in force (RIF), or perhaps you were simply fired or “involuntarily separated from your paycheck” and feel powerless and out of control. Regardless of the reason, you are at this point of your life and career because something is not working (possibly you) and a change is necessary.

			Employment has been in the news and on the minds of millions of people over recent months. Even if you yourself are not currently unemployed, underemployed, or living in imminent fear of getting a pink slip, there is practically zero chance that you or a family member don’t know someone who has been directly impacted by a downturn in the employment picture.

			Beyond Every Headline Is a Face

			The headline in the Washington Post read “MCI WorldCom to Cut 17,000 Jobs.” The article that followed reported the financial hit the company would take in the next quarter, the economic reason for the layoffs, and what the downsizing would mean to customers and to the company’s future. But beyond the dry, impersonal “business” issues, the story failed to communicate the headline’s additional impact:

			

			♦                  17,000 families thrust into uncertainty

			♦                  17,000 dreams crushed

			♦                  17,000 men and women questioning how they will pay the rent or mortgage

			♦                  17,000 families hoping their savings will sustain them until they find work again

			♦                  17,000 men and women who regret not saving more for a rainy day

			♦                  17,000 mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, sons and daughters who must face their loved ones to explain that they won’t be going to work again

			

			Losing a job, being laid off, or suffering a major career setback or business failure has been described by psychologists as a life-changing event, on par with losing a loved one or going through a divorce. Once you lose your job or find yourself trapped in a dead-end career, everything can go downhill from there . . . professionally, financially, emotionally, and socially. Your family and relationships, your self-esteem, even your health can take a hit from which it can be difficult to recover.

			When You Become “Someone Else”

			People think that unemployment always happens to someone else, so when you become “someone else” it can be unsettling. These days no one is immune. The playing field is suddenly leveled. Millions of people currently feel out of control and out of options. An hourly retail worker can have the same concerns and anxieties as the six-figure executive vice president of a telecom firm. They both have conversations with their spouse about money, the future, and what they will do next. At the same time they silently wrestle with self-doubt, anxiety, fear, anger, bitterness, depression, or despair. These concerns result from their jobs . . . but impact every area of their lives. Work is so much more than what you do from nine to five.

			When a person leaves his job, whether by choice or by force, he asks himself serious questions . . . What next? What do I do now? Why me? Who will want me? What did I do wrong? Where do I go from here? How will I get by? Have I peaked? Am I damaged goods? What will I do when the money runs out? Will I lose the house? What will my family and others think of me? These questions may be asked in private . . . and are often answered silently as people choose to suffer and search alone.

			We tend to judge others and ourselves by what we do for a living. Of the many roles we play, we most commonly define ourselves by our occupation. “I’m an attorney.” “I’m an engineer.” “I’m a teacher.” “I work for XYZ Company.” When that identity is altered or threatened, we feel detached, lost, and in some cases less valuable. For many of us, our jobs are a source of pride, social standing, power, and relevance. So when you lose your job or your career becomes derailed, you may view it as a form of professional, social, or personal impotence. People are reluctant to discuss the emotional price or personal impact with anyone—including their own family. We like to give the appearance that we are in control and successful. So when the wheels suddenly fly off your career, which had been rolling smoothly along, it becomes a personal little secret that nobody discusses or acknowledges publicly.

			Friends, family, clergy, career gurus and counselors, even strangers are happy to lend an ear, share a weak smile, or offer job leads, introductions, contacts, or help writing a résumé. In fact anyone can teach a chimp how to write a resumé, what job board to use, and that you shouldn’t pick your nose in an interview. Information abounds on the nuts and bolts or how-to aspects of job search or career management. The problem is that nobody ever fully acknowledges the real toll a job loss or career setback takes on your personal life and how it impacts those around you.

			This book is about making you and your life work again. My goal is to help you experience a comeback, a resurgence, and to give you the tools to get back on your feet, dust yourself off, and find your stride again.

			Career Comeback is dramatically different from anything you have previously read on this subject. The advice and information in these pages are a departure from what you have heard from any outplacement expert or career counselor you have met with or at any seminar you may have attended. That is because as we progress over the pages to come, we will bridge the gap between the emotional and the practical elements of picking yourself up after you have encountered a major setback or disappointment in your career and your life.

			Despite the plethora of books, tapes, and courses available, opinions and advice tend toward two opposite extremes: clinical, mechanical, and “how to”–oriented information covering only the practical elements, or abstract theory instructing you to choose a career that will change the world or to simply “do what you love and the money will follow.” The second sort tends to offer unrealistic profiles of people who at age forty-five discover their true calling is to dump their paying job and become an alpaca rancher or open a bed and breakfast. Both these approaches are valuable and have their place, yet a major disconnect occurs in the middle, where “real people” live.

			The same holds true for many of the career coaches, counselors, and gurus out there. Don’t get me wrong, there are many excellent ones, but in general there has been an incredible disconnect between job search and career experts and the people they serve. Rarely must a “job search” or career expert practice what he or she preaches and actually find a job or overcome a career challenge. They are simply out of touch. How do I know? Simply put . . . I’ve been one of them.

			For over eight years I was recognized as one of America’s top career and job search experts. I worked with countless job seekers and the companies that hired them, including organizations such as Southwest Airlines. I wrote, coached, spoke, and consulted extensively in this field, and, like many, looked at it from a clinical or mechanical perspective. Job search and career management was a process, or so I thought. Having already created a successful business, I never imagined that I would have to look for a job again.

			But in 2000, I decided to try another entrepreneurial venture. When that company failed, I suffered a major career setback and was forced to become a job seeker myself. In case you think it was easy for me because I was a professional or had “special inside knowledge,” forget it. Despite all of my experience and the fact that I knew better than the average person how to find a job, I still went through the same frustrations and fears that everyone does when looking to find work. I felt the same stress, worry, anxiety, nervousness, elation, vulnerability, despair, anger, and ultimately joy and satisfaction that everyone goes through when “selling” himself or herself. The teacher became the pupil again.

			Over time, I went through the entire range of possible emotions, as did my family. I used every job search and recruiting trick I knew and learned many more along the way. I rediscovered the “tricks of the trade” and returned to my roots. I honed my techniques and skills to be razor sharp, but as I proceeded on my comeback, something else happened. I gained a new focus on my work and my family, and a new appreciation for the physical, emotional, psychological, and even spiritual impact that work (or lack of it) has on you and those around you.

			Ultimately, my comeback was successful. Using many of the tools I will share with you in this book, I was able to get back on my feet both professionally and emotionally. Today, my personal and home life has never been better. I enjoy a successful career at the Wall Street Journal, and continue to work with job seekers through coaching, speaking, and seminars. But this time I keep it where “real people” live.

			Career Comeback is the result of the lessons I learned during my own personal odyssey and from my years of helping thousands of job seekers and the companies that hire them.

			We will start by taking a look at exactly what you should do the moment you find that your career has gone foul or that you are headed for a crash. From there, I’ll give you a simple but powerful eight-step plan to help you do the following:

			

			♦                  Find Solid Ground

			♦                  Find Out What Happened

			♦                  Find Out What Others Need from You

			♦                  Find Your Support System

			♦                  Find Out What Matters to You

			♦                  Find Your Next Move

			♦                  Find Your New Job

			♦                  Find Your Stride and Get Back on Track

			Want Things to Change? Buy a Ticket

			One of my favorite jokes begins with a man praying to win the lottery. Every week, the man prays the same hopeful prayer, where he asks, “Please, God, let me win the lottery.” Yet he never wins. One day, as the man once again prays, “Please, God, let me win the lottery,” God finally answers and a booming voice from heaven says to the man, “I’ll answer your prayer, but you have to meet me halfway—buy a ticket.”

			Let’s get this straight right now. You can try to hope your way into a better future. You can change your attitude and your outlook. You can wish for a new job or pray for the phone to ring with lucrative offers, but the fact remains: if you don’t get out there and make it happen, you will be just like the guy who wanted to win the lotto without buying a ticket.

			As the saying goes, “It’s not whether you fall down, but whether you get back up that counts.” Are you in a situation where you’ve been knocked down and have no choice but to get up or give up? Are you ready to take control of your job and not let your job (or joblessness) take control of you? Are you ready for a new direction and strategy for moving ahead? Are you ready to stop letting others determine your future and learn how the game is really played, so you don’t find yourself in this situation ever again? Are you ready to look yourself in the mirror and like who you see? Are you ready to face your friends and family with your head high and enjoy life again? If so, then this book is your lottery ticket.

		

	
		
			When Your Back
Is Against the Wall

			The Boy Scouts Have a Point: Be Prepared

			Those trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent Boy Scouts have the right idea. Their motto is “Be prepared,” and you would be wise to make it your motto too, at least where your career is concerned.

			It has been said that luck is when preparedness meets opportunity. When you are prepared, you will have more choices, and more influence and control over what happens to you. You still may not be able to control certain outcomes, but by knowing what to look for you can at least be prepared when the worst does occur.

			People plan for their retirement, they plan for their vacation, they plan what they will do this weekend, they even plan for their estate after they die. But the sad fact is that people simply don’t adequately plan for losing their job or hitting a dead end.

			If you haven’t planned for a career setback, don’t be embarrassed. People don’t plan for it for the same reason they find the idea of a prenuptial agreement sickening. They feel as though they are admitting failure before they get started.

			You anticipate success. But it is like when you board an airplane. The pilot and crew certainly don’t expect to crash, but they still show you where the exits are and let you know that your seat can be used as a flotation device.

			You may not have any warning before a bad situation occurs. You may be caught totally off guard or in a situation where you have to leave quickly. What is stopping you from being prepared? Is it hubris, arrogance, laziness, fear? “Oh, this can’t happen to me.” “I’ll be safe.” “I know lots of people.” “Maybe things will change.” And then there’s the greatest lie we tell ourselves: “They need me.” If you are still working, here are a few steps that you can take to prepare yourself now in the event you need to make (or are asked to make) a dash for the door.

			Back Up Everything . . . I Mean Everything

			If you learn one thing from this section, it is this: BACK UP EVERYTHING THAT IS IMPORTANT TO YOU! Back it up and keep a copy offsite at home, in a safe deposit box, anywhere other than your office.

			In the best-case scenario you might have a few minutes to retrieve your files. But don’t count on it. You may be shown the door and have your things mailed to you later. There are no second chances to come back. You won’t have time to go through files, forward or retrieve e-mail, and make copies. Files may be blown away from your computer.

			If it is a layoff or firing situation, a company will likely shut down your network access and change your password while you are tucked away in a conference room learning about your fate. Companies assume that you might be a little hot under the collar since you were just let go, so they are reluctant to let you back on to the network or near a computer for fear that you might want to retaliate by sabotaging equipment, files, or information. You will also likely have your e-mail cut off immediately so you don’t send a flaming message to everyone in the company or to your clients.

			Respect what is proprietary and confidential to the company. But otherwise make copies or backups right now of any projects, letters, referrals, numbers, figures, and statistics you might need. Copy lists or directories that you think may help you later in a job search. Copy your personnel files and performance appraisals and reviews.

			In the best of times, make sure to back up things at least once a month. When things are shaky, you should back up every week.

			Make a Duplicate of Your Rolodex and Contacts

			Careers are made on skills and contacts. Some would argue that depending on your profession, contacts are more important. Having access to those names, numbers, addresses, and vital data is critical not only to business, but to finding another job.

			Make it a point to make a backup of all your contacts, databases, and important lists. This includes client and contact names, addresses, e-mail addresses, and phone numbers. Keep both a hard copy and a copy on a remote server, website, or disk.

			Update Your Résumé—Now

			After backing up your information and contacts, this is the most important thing you can do to prepare. The last thing you want to do is to waste time trying to craft the perfect résumé when you are stressed out and under pressure and you need to get something to an employer. It’s like filling up the car with gas before a trip. When you are cruising down the highway, late for a meeting, you don’t want to stop at the side of the road to fill up. Get it done now and forget about it.

			Establish a Generic Personal E-mail Account

			This is helpful not only to send your backup files to, but to use as a main contact for employers and job leads. Start using your new address for résumés and in all of your job search correspondence. Both Hotmail and Yahoo allow you to set up free e-mail accounts that can be accessed from any Internet browser.

			Try to choose an e-mail address that is close to your name. Some people try to choose a name that reflects their profession, like SuperSalesman@xyz.com or Great Designer@xyz.com. I think it is cheesy, but it is certainly better than an e-mail address that reflects your personal habits or interests like Born2rock@xyz.com, ozzierules@xyz.com, or suprdad@xyz.com

			Create an Achievement File

			Create a folder that includes a running list and samples of your achievements, kudos, and successes in your position. After a successful achievement, write a one- or two-paragraph synopsis of the project, as well as the specific results and what you learned or the skills you used to successfully complete it. Keep this at home.

			When you need to update your résumé or make a case for yourself (internally or in a job search), your achievement file gives you accurate and specific information so you don’t have to rely on your spotty memory.

			Take Inventory

			When the sky starts falling, you won’t be in any mental condition to be reflective, so take a moment now to do a quick mental inventory of your career. Look at your recent accomplishments. What have you learned? How have you grown as a professional? What are you now qualified or equipped to do because of this experience? What is the likely next step if you were to leave? Could you easily go to a competitor? Do you want to stay in this field? What skills and experience can you transfer to other fields?

			Renew Your Memberships and Subscriptions

			Now might be a really good time to renew your subscriptions, association memberships, certifications, or anything that the company currently pays for that can help you professionally. This way they will remain active after you leave the company and you can still benefit.

			Keep Up with Industry Contacts

			These should include clients, people you have met at trade shows and through professional associations, even competitors. This doesn’t have to be an in-depth contact. It can be as simple as a phone call, voice mail, or even a “Hey, how are you?” e-mail. You want your name to be fresh on their minds in case they have an opportunity that might be a good fit for you, or so that if you need a favor during your job search they don’t think, “Huh. Who is that? Oh yeah, I haven’t heard from him in a year.” Start priming the pump a little bit, by putting the word out that you “might be in the market soon,” “are ready for a change,” or “see the writing on the wall.” Begin to raise your antenna for new opportunities.

			Line Up Your Referrals, Letters, and Recommendations

			It can be tough to locate people who are willing to give you a reference if they are scrambling to find jobs themselves. After a successful project ask a coworker, boss, or client if he or she would write a quick note for you. Strike while memories and positive feelings are hot. Tuck that note away for a rainy day. If you think that is too bold, at least identify peers, managers, and clients who you would like to have vouch for you at some point in the future and ask if they might serve as references for you sometime.

			Start to Get Your Support System in Place

			Just as you should begin to identify your referrals and contacts, you should give some thought to who you can lean on in hard times . . . should they occur. This can extend to emotional or spiritual support, advice and counsel, or even financial support should it come to that. (For ideas on how to land financial support while you still have a job, be sure to check out “Get Cash and Credit While You Can”.) Give a heads-up to the people who can help you to bridge a gap in case you need it. Tell a few of your confidants so that it doesn’t come as a complete shock.

			Visit Your Doctor and Get Your
Health Care Needs Taken Care of Pronto

			If you were to ask several people who had been laid off or jobless for a period of time which was more important to them, salary or health insurance, you would likely have a pretty healthy debate on your hands. If you are in a shaky situation or are planning to make a move, get any medical needs, such as checkups, physicals, and prescriptions, taken care of now, while you still have health insurance and are not burdened by COBRA expenses.

			Act Fast

			If your company makes a layoff announcement or says that they might be cutting jobs in the future, act now. Do whatever it takes to prepare yourself, but act fast. Don’t wait to see what happens, what the fallout is going to be, or if it will affect you. Do the things I’ve mentioned. If you survive it, great, you’ve prepared for nothing. But if it ever comes time for you to exit stage right, you are prepared.

			A Storm on the Horizon

			Have you ever been caught in a sudden rain shower or thunderstorm? If you are unprepared, you get soaked. It is as simple as that. Yet had you watched the news, read the forecast, or known what signs to look for in the sky, you would have been prepared. And while you couldn’t have stopped the storm, you could have reacted accordingly.

			The same is true in your career. You need to know some of the signs, a forecast so to speak, of whether a storm is about to hit your company, your industry, or you. You may not be able to stop it from happening, but if you know what to look for you can prepare so you aren’t caught in a downpour.

			Over the next few pages I’ll help you identify the signs of a potential career setback.

			

			Just because I’m paranoid doesn’t mean that they aren’t out to get me.

			—Woody Allen

			Signs That Your Career Is in Trouble . . .
or That You Are About to Get the Boot

			I want to be very clear about one thing. These are not absolute signs of a professional apocalypse. Don’t overreact, panic, or work yourself into a frenzy thinking that evil forces are conspiring to get rid of you just because your boss’s door is closed, you weren’t copied on a memo, or your budgets are suddenly cut. Sometimes it is just business as usual and has nothing to do with you. As Freud once said, “Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.”

			If one or two of these things occur, don’t pack your bags and head for the exits yet. Be rational and keep things in perspective. You are looking for consistent and dramatic trends.

			

			♦                  Your boss, mentor, or champion leaves or is suddenly rendered powerless.

			♦                  You fail to meet expectations or are a poor performer.

			♦                  You are on progressive discipline (verbal or written warning).

			♦                  You find yourself increasingly out of the loop.

			♦                  You are given a less desirable or lucrative territory.

			♦                  Your compensation structure changes dramatically.

			♦                  You are watched and micromanaged where you once had freedom.

			♦                  You are given new, unattainable goals or targets.

			♦                  You get a new boss who comes from the outside.

			♦                  You are in an underperforming unit.

			♦                  You are in a nonrevenue-producing or overstaffed unit.

			♦                  You are in a remote office.

			♦                  You have the least tenure or were the last one hired.

			♦                  You have a significant salary.

			♦                  You are no longer included in future plans or upcoming projects.

			♦                  You are passed over for a promotion.

			♦                  You fail to accept a position or relocation.

			♦                  Your opinion is now worthless.

			♦                  You are reassigned to a lower-profile project.

			♦                  You are demoted.

			♦                  You are given a “take it or leave it” or “no win” option.

			♦                  Management makes your life a living hell.

			

			Your lives are in the hands of men who are no smarter than you or I, many of them incompetent boobs. I know this because I’ve worked alongside them, gone bowling with them, watched them pass me over for promotions time and time again . . . and I say, this stinks.

			—Homer Simpson, of the television show The Simpsons

			Make Yourself Bulletproof

			It’s only logical to think that working hard and being productive is enough to keep your job safe. It is great in theory, but the truth is, sometimes that is not enough. Or worse, it doesn’t matter. The bottom line is no one is immune. It can happen at any time, regardless of your industry, job function, experience level, or competence. Still, here are a few things that you can do to improve the odds that the ax doesn’t fall on you.

			

			♦                  Be visible—keep your name in front of people.

			♦                  Make a case for your value—know what value you offer to the organization and, more important, know what the organization values.

			♦                  Know how you are judged and what is valued—know and understand the criteria by which you are being judged.

			♦                  Document your results.

			♦                  Make your numbers, hit your goals, and justify your existence.

			♦                  Let your boss know that you want to be there. Don’t let there be any question about whether you “love” your job, and don’t assume that your management knows.

			♦                  Understand where the company is going—try to see the big picture.

			♦                  Be on top of your game—now is not the time to show incompetence.

			♦                  Be up on office politics.

			♦                  Pick your projects wisely.

			♦                  Maintain key relationships with clients. They can be great references if you ever need one, and they can even be great job leads.

			♦                  Develop your network beyond your department and immediate boss.

			♦                  Don’t rely too heavily on your boss as your career savior.

			♦                  Stay away from “prophets of doom.” Avoid negative people and negative information.

			Know When to Jump Ship

			Signs That Your Company or Industry Is in Trouble

			As important as it is to be aware of how your individual career is going, it is equally important to be aware of whether your company or industry is in dire straits. Ask yourself the following questions and see if they apply to your field. Realize that not all of these are reason to head for the door and post your résumé. Some belt tightening may simply be necessary to increase effectiveness, profits, or productivity. It may just be “good business.” A cluster of signs, though, may be an indication of danger.

			

			♦                  Are you in a volatile industry?

			♦                  Are there excessive layers of management?

			♦                  Is your company or are other companies in your field beginning to outsource your position or relocate it to other parts of the world?

			♦                  Are supplies and equipment in short supply or not being replaced?

			♦                  Has there been a senior management shake-up?

			♦                  Has new technology or competition hurt your business?

			♦                  Are new products, research and development, and new initiatives missing from the pipeline?

			♦                  Has there been a major client departure?

			♦                  Is the organization strapped for cash? Have they had trouble obtaining funding, loans, or credit?

			♦                  Is there talk of a merger, acquisition, or sale of the company?

			♦                  Have salaries or bonuses been cut, frozen, or eliminated?

			♦                  Are workers being furloughed or forced to take unpaid vacations?

			♦                  Have there been key staff or leadership changes or defections?

			♦                  Has trade show traffic decreased?

			♦                  Have benefits and perks been eliminated or reduced?

			♦                  Is there a hiring freeze or are staffing requests being pulled?

			♦                  Are core expenses being cut to the bone?

			♦                  Have they missed payroll?

			♦                  Does the company significantly fail to pay creditors?

			♦                  What is being said on the message boards and newsgroups?

			Should I Stay or Should I Go?

			Should I stay or should I go now?
If I go there will be trouble. An’ if I stay it will be double.

			—The Clash

			

			The toughest thing can be to test the waters and then have the courage to jump. It can be a case of “the devil you know is better than the devil you don’t.” The choice to look for greener pastures or remain in your current job depends upon your individual situation, including your finances, tolerance for risk, existing opportunities, attitude, and family life, as well as the economy. Here are a few things to ask yourself that can help you to make your choice.

			

			♦                  Is your job making you toxic at home?

			♦                  Are you loafing on the job?

			♦                  Is now the right time in your life?

			♦                  Is the setback you are facing temporary or permanent?

			♦                  Are these legitimate concerns, or are you making too much of them?

			♦                  How long would it take for you to prepare for a departure?

			♦                  Do you need to reach a certain milestone, achieve a certain position, obtain a certain salary increase, or develop a certain skill level before you make a move?

			♦                  Have you been promised anything that may change your situation, and does your management usually keep promises?

			♦                  If things were to change tomorrow, would it make a difference?

			♦                  Can the company or job meet your needs?

			

			Take this job and shove it. I ain’t working here no more.

			—Johnny Paycheck, country & western singer

			Know Exactly Why You Are Leaving

			Ask yourself if you know exactly what is the core reason that you want to leave. Is it for money, more opportunity, to escape a toxic environment, because you don’t want to go down with the ship, you’re bored, you want to grow professionally, to improve the quality of your life, or to escape internal politics? It may be a combination of things, but before you commit to making a move, know in your heart why you believe you are making this move. If you take a step without having this resolved internally, you will have a difficult time communicating it to a potential employer.

			Put Your Toe in the Water

			Go on an interview or two. Submit your résumé. Talk to a recruiter in your field. It isn’t like you are making a huge commitment or getting married. You can always say no. No one will twist your arm and make you take a job unless you want to. Having a happy life and successful career is all about having options. Give yourself as many as possible.

			When You’ve Made Up Your Mind

			♦                  Don’t tip your hand. Keep your mouth shut and don’t announce your plans to anyone.

			♦                  Establish a time frame for action. Create several deadlines for yourself that lead up to your departure. For example: have your résumé completed—one week; complete your research—two weeks; begin contacting employers—three weeks; have a new job—three months.

			♦                  Continue to do a good job. When a person’s performance suddenly slips dramatically or it appears they have given up, it is a sign that they have already checked out.

			♦                  Don’t continue to wallow in negativity or self-pity and don’t bad-mouth the group. You have made up your mind. Feel good about your decision and wait until the appropriate time. You can’t change things, and you know that this career is not part of your future, so don’t waste time and energy dwelling on the negative aspects of it any longer.

			

			All right, now that I’ve unintentionally scared each of you into looking over your shoulder and wondering when the ax will fall on your neck if it hasn’t already, you are probably wondering what to do when everything does come unraveled. Up to this point you are still in the driver’s seat to some degree. You can choose to stick it out, look for other opportunities, or prepare for the impending storm. In any case, the key thing to remember is to prepare. Be ready for anything and leave yourself options.

			But what happens when your options have been diminished and you are dealt a hand that has left you without a job? Many of us are reluctant to make a move until we are forced to, and then it is not on our own terms. What do you do then? That is what we will discover on our comeback.

			Before we go much further, I want you to understand that this is going to be a difficult journey. For some of you it may be a short one and for others it will take much longer. Each of you will approach your comeback differently depending on your resources, your background, and your particular stage in life. But it will challenge everybody. As you go through these steps, take the pieces that apply to you and use them as you would a tool. Some things are meant to be acted on immediately, and others are intended to raise issues and open your eyes to thinking about your career in a way that you haven’t in the past. In the end, you control your comeback and decide where the journey will take you. Our comeback officially begins now, as we take the first of eight steps to get you and your life working again.

			[image: image]

			CAREER COMEBACK FUNDAMENTALS
When Your Back Is Against the Wall

			♦                   Be prepared. Always have a backup copy of your contacts and kudos, and samples of your work. Keep it offsite, away from the office.

			♦                   Stay in touch with your industry contacts and begin to put out “feelers” that you may be looking to make a career change or that you will soon be on the job market.

			♦                   Don’t rely on your boss or anyone else to “look out for you” or “take care of you” in the event of a layoff or corporate downsizing. No one will look out for you like you will.

		

	
		
			Step 1

			Find Solid Ground

			If you are going through hell, keep going.

			—Winston Churchill

			In the blink of an eye it happens. Your job, your source of income, your livelihood, your community, your identity, your stability—one day it is all there and the next day it is gone. It can happen suddenly without warning, or it can be like the dull aching pain and sick relief that comes after a loved one’s inevitable passing from a lengthy illness. You have lost something important. The world as you know it has suddenly changed and you have to pick up the pieces.

			When you are cut (no pun intended), you need a Band-Aid to stop the bleeding. You also need immediate “first aid” when you lose your job. The first step on your comeback is to deal with the event of losing your job, determine your immediate priorities, establish a safety net, and assess and contain the financial, mental, and emotional damage.

			Believe It or Not, You Can Make It Worse

			Don’t Blow It All by Blowing Up

			You have just been handed a box and told that you have thirty minutes to gather your things. “I’ll need your key and your garage pass. Good luck.” Your emotions range from pain, shock, sadness, and disappointment to full-on anger or rage. As badly as you want to throw a filing cabinet through a window, tell people off, and scorch the earth on your way out . . . DON’T. In the
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