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“Dr. Frankel develops organizations by focusing on the fundamentals: effective personal performance by fully functioning people. Her critical insights and tools for shaping complete capability offer personal and organizational tool kits for people and their managers. Individual inefficiency and personal barriers to success are the frightening cost issues of twenty-first-century companies. Lois offers useful means to avoid those costs beginning now!”
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“A must-read for coaches working with corporate employees. Each chapter is a mini-workshop, and the author’s generous use of client stories and coaching examples makes for an interesting read. This is the perfect gift for the client who’s ready to get back on track.”


Cheryl Richardson, founding president, International Coach Federation
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Preface

I’m delighted that Diana Baroni at Warner Books acquiesced to two years of my nagging by giving me the opportunity to update and re-release a book I wrote a number of years ago titled Overcoming Your Strengths: 8 Reasons Why Successful People Derail and How to Remain on Track (called Jump Start Your Career in the paperback version). One reason it was so important to me was that I wanted to respond to all the men who have asked me to write a book that’s not exclusively for women so they can read it without embarrassment. But the primary reason I kept pursuing it was that the world and the workplace are so different than they were a decade ago. Back then, terrorism and natural disasters on an epic scale were things that happened in other countries, not ours. WorldCom and Enron were well respected companies with trusted leaders. The Apprentice was not a television show but rather someone who learned a trade under the tutelage of a more experienced crafts-person. And Martha Stewart was a domestic diva, not a convicted felon.

In the intervening decade, business has become increasingly competitive, and many workplace mores have fallen to the wayside. Work formerly done by Americans is now outsourced to foreign countries, and laws have been enacted that circumscribe and regulate corporate governance. A new generation of savvy, swift, and smart workers who bring a set of values and a work ethic far different from their predecessors’ is poised to take over where the baby boomers leave off. Work–life balance has become an increasingly hot topic of concern to workers of all ages. Yet some things haven’t changed. People who rise to the top aren’t always those with the highest IQs. They aren’t the people who work the hardest or make the biggest sacrifices for the sake of their careers. And they certainly aren’t the people who keep their noses to the grindstone with their mouths shut. They’re the people who understand that nontechnical capability (often referred to as the soft skills) is every bit as important—if not more important—as technical capability when it comes to reaching their maximum career potential.

How, then, do some folks always seem to do and say the right thing, while others can’t quite figure out what it takes to achieve and, more important, maintain successful careers? Regardless of career path or position, most of us have experienced that sinking feeling of being on the sidelines watching as less qualified colleagues get the choice assignments, promotions, or developmental opportunities that are intended to groom them for the next rung of the corporate ladder. We may grumble about the injustice of being overlooked for opportunities we feel we deserve, but rarely do we take the time to examine why this happens and what we can do to make ourselves more competitive.

Three decades as a human resource professional, management consultant, and executive coach working inside some of the largest and most respected organizations worldwide have given me the opportunity to learn firsthand why some people surpass their professional peers indefinitely while others spin their wheels in what are at times lucrative but dead-end jobs. One principal reason why companies bring in business coaches to work with executives is that they know even the most talented professionals can have Achilles’ heels or blind spots that preclude them from achieving their full potential. Savvy companies, like sports teams, turn good players into great ones through coaching. They understand that the cost of turnover is too high to let them fail. My access to the best and the brightest was as a consultant and business coach committed to helping organizations achieve extraordinary results through maximization of their human resources.

If you’re reading this book, it’s likely that your profile resembles that of many of my clients: You are good at what you do, and may even be recognized for one or more particular strengths, but are somehow stalled and unknowingly sabotaging your best professional efforts. This phenomenon, whereby fast-trackers are displaced from successful career paths by over-relying on the skills that helped them achieve past success, is called derailment. Researchers from the Center for Creative Leadership in Greensboro, North Carolina, estimate that 30 to 50 percent of high-potential managers and executives derail. In my own practice, I’ve found that such derailment occurs at every level of the workplace with just about the same frequency as it does among executives—and always for the same reasons. That’s why this book provides a broad context for understanding workplace behavior geared toward anyone at any professional level who wants to stop sabotaging his or her career and learn the essential strategies for becoming and staying competitive in the workplace.

I define derailment as “any unexpected change in career momentum.” Successful people find that their careers begin to stall or fall off track entirely for seemingly inexplicable reasons. People who work hard and have been rewarded for their contributions to a firm through promotions, choice job assignments, or special perks and incentives find themselves suddenly being overlooked for further recognition for no apparent reason. Their opinions may no longer be solicited, they may not be included in meetings with key people, or they may be given more routine, low-profile assignments than in the past. These people suddenly feel invisible.

When I first started out as a business coach, the profession was just emerging, so I had to develop my own models for understanding workplace success and helping people become more competitive in the world of work. My experience as a human resource professional with a doctoral degree in counseling psychology proved an invaluable combination as I became one of the pioneers in business coaching. It helped me determine that people who experienced career setbacks almost always behaved in ways consistent with childhood expectations and relied almost exclusively on these behaviors for continued success. Typically, these are employees who have no history of job related performance problems. In fact, they have frequently been identified as high-potential candidates targeted for upward mobility.

Looking inside organizations that downsized, I realized that the survivors of layoffs were frequently not the most technically proficient, best educated, or most productive employees. As corporations cut more closely to the bone, there appeared to be few notable differences between those who were given their pink slips and those who remained. As I examined the situation more closely, however, a pattern emerged: The people kept on staff had the widest array of technical and interpersonal capabilities, rather than very specific but more limited ones. This is what has become known as the best-player approach to downsizing: keeping those people who can function successfully in a wide variety of areas and with a diverse group of people.

Managers are forced every day to make choices about who will be promoted, given a larger raise, or provided with a developmental assignment among people who, on the face of it, appear to be equally qualified. How, then, do they choose one over another? The answer lies in infrequently commented on, less tangible aspects of workplace behavior. Remarks such as “Steve’s a great worker, cranks out the work like no one else, but he doesn’t get the big picture” or “Ann is one of our most talented engineers, but she doesn’t get along with people” give us our greatest clues as to why some people are recognized and rewarded while others languish in roles for which they may be overqualified. Career setbacks don’t always equate to automatic layoff, termination, or demotion. Less extreme, yet equally damaging to your career, is when you are simply overlooked again and again. Your input may be ignored, or you may be overlooked for further growth opportunities. Whether you are laid off, ignored, or overlooked, the result is the same: career stagnation.

The common thread for people who don’t progress in their careers to a degree consistent with their intelligence or capability is that they often exhibit superior skill in a particularareato the exclusion of developing complementary behaviors. Even when a change in job assignment requires them to apply a different skill set, or when they see people around them develop in diverse areas, they fail to notice that they themselves have limited skill sets. Instead, they turn up the volume on those behaviors that they already do well, hoping that doing more of the same will save them! How do intelligent people neglect to notice something as important as their own lack of a diversified approach to other people and problem solving? The answer to this question requires an understanding of how their strengths were developed and reinforced in response to early-childhood expectations.

Let me give you an example. Jamie comes from a home where her mother was an alcoholic and her father, partially in response to her mother, was a workaholic. Jamie grew up knowing that her survival depended on taking good care of herself, because there was no one else to do it for her. She learned to be independent and self-sufficient. Initially, she was a terrific employee. She was self-motivated and required little coaxing or direction. Eventually, however, Jamie began missing deadlines because she became overextended and failed to ask for assistance. Paradoxically, Jamie’s strengths were what ultimately caused her to fail. She must learn to overcome her strengths, through the development of complementary skills, if she is to remain successful over the long term.

The truth is, we all have a little of Jamie in us. Maybe we didn’t grow up in the same type of household, but we did grow up in environments that placed certain expectations and restrictions on our development. Whether we learned by word or deed that Children are to be seen and not heard, or You must do things yourself because no one else is to be trusted, or Never disagree with authority, those internalized past messages affect our present behavior in the workplace. Our subconscious tells us that if childhood survival depended on being quiet, independent, or compliant, then our adult well-being must certainly also be contingent on exhibiting those same behaviors. People like Jamie need to be coached to add complementary skills to their existing strengths to help them stay on the track to professional success.

Starting out as a business coach in 1987 with no models for how to do it was probably a good thing for me. It enabled me to use my experience and education to develop a process that would focus not on what people were doing wrong, but rather on what they were doing right and how this was actually impeding their career progress. The coaching philosophy I developed is simple: People should not stop engaging in behaviors that work for them, but rather identify the gaps in their repertoire of skills and fill them in with complementary behaviors. People should remain essentially the same while adding new skills. It’s a bit like learning a sport. When the golf coach suggests that the student change his grip, the coach isn’t asking him to fundamentally change who he is. She’s only giving a tip for how to be more successful on the golf course. If the student incorporates this tip into his game, he’s rewarded with better scores.

Much has been written lately about allowing people to succeed from a place of their strengths rather than focusing on development areas. I had quite a heated discussion with an audience member at a keynote speech I was delivering who espoused this philosophy and totally disagreed with my model for developing a broad skill set. Nonetheless, I stand by it, because I’ve seen it work for hundreds of people over two decades. As I told this woman, change is difficult. We would all like to think that we can simply beef up our strengths and come out as winners, but all we end up with is overdeveloped strengths—and we haven’t addressed our performance gaps.

The process of learning how to achieve your career goals by balancing old skills with new ones needn’t involve a lot of time or money. It isn’t always necessary to hire an outside coach or spend countless years in psychotherapy. You can coach yourself to success by taking the eight proactive steps I describe in this book needed to make yourself an invaluable member of any work environment. The book is designed for anyone who ever wondered why his or her career has gotten off track—and everyone who wants to prevent that from happening in the future. The Career Status Check in the first chapter will help you objectively assess possible blind spots that may be causing you to unknowingly sabotage your career. Suggestions throughout the book offer specific ways that you can enhance your existing skill set to become more competitive and recognized as a winner in your workplace. The key to using this book effectively lies in your willingness to critically assess your background, your behavior, and the direction of your career.

Throughout this book, you’ll find inspiring stories of how top professionals—some famous, some not—both avoided and came back from dramatic career setbacks to become leaders in their fields. Specific suggestions for building your career muscle are contained at the end of each chapter. As you read, it’s likely you’ll discover you have more in common with Bill Clinton, Margaret Thatcher, or Bobby Knight than you realized—because even people who achieve great things must never stop looking for ways to succeed in spite of themselves.

Lois P. Frankel, PhD
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