How to Succeed in Business by Really Trying

Prof. Skutski’s 22 Sure-Fire Ways to Get Your Career Off to a Fast Start

Okay—now you have your degree, and you’re chomping at the bit, ready to go out and impress the world with your acumen and talent. But what does it really take to succeed in the professional world these days?  As a former business owner, I have had the privilege of hiring and working with dozens of young professionals. And, alas, I have fired quite a few as well.  What separates the solid citizens of the business and professional world from the would-be contenders?  Sure—knowledge of your chosen field (be it accounting, law, public relations or health care) and experience (which all employers want but nobody has starting out)—are important.  But in my experience, I’ve discovered that it is the “intangibles” that often separate the reasonably content career-climbers from those who drift from job to job, and beat their dogs when they get home after a bad day at work.
1. Attitude—Nothing turns a boss off more than a young employee with a bad attitude. Act like the world owes you a living, or you think you’re special because you have an MBA, or graduated from a snobbish private school—and you’re out of there. No one expects you to have all the answers year one, so don’t act like you do. Let your attitude and actions demonstrate that you are eager to learn what you can and just want to do the best job you can.  Be the humble, obedient, eager-beaver servant year one (and you’ll be on your way to becoming a top dog sooner than you think).

2. Learn, learn, learn—Of course you don’t know much. You just started. But you can ask questions. When given an assignment, don’t just sit there. Ask your boss and co-workers every question you can think of. You want to know what they know. Ask your boss how you can learn more. Are there books you can read?  Old files you can look over? A journal you should subscribe to? A local conference you can attend?  Most employees just try to get by doing the minimum. You can distinguish yourself by demonstrating your deep interest in the field—and desire to learn more.

3. Nose to the grindstone—Your employer is paying you to do a job, not just show up.  Excessive time around the water cooler, chit-chatting with others, and long lunch hours amount to flat out stealing. Got a tough job to do? Close the door and go at it for two hours (hold the phone calls), take a break, and go back at it.

4. Extra effort—In spite of what they told you in the interview, few professional jobs can be accomplished on a 9:00 to 5:00 basis. Successful professionals give 110% (but 120% might be excessive—you do have a life). Don’t be a clock-watcher.  If it takes an extra two hours on Saturday to meet a deadline, so be it.  (But don’t go whining to your boss afterwards that you had to work harder than others, and expect comp time.)
5. Be pleasant—Speaking of whining, don’t. Everyone has too much work to do. Everyone has other things to do in life. Everyone has a difficult client or an uncooperative supplier. And no one ever cleans out the coffee pot. Keep the negative vibes to a minimum.  If you’re miserable, don’t take it out on everyone else. Constant bitching damages employee morale and can ruin a business. It’s not as bad as you think.  If you don’t like it, leave.  In the meantime, be pleasant.

6. Tough it out—A corollary to the above. There will be times when it will all hit the fan.  You might suddenly find yourself up against three totally unreasonable deadlines—the same week you have to go to a conference and your daughter is performing in the regional gymnastics finals. It happens to all professionals—maybe three or four times a year. You tough it out, figure out a way to get everything done.  So you miss a little sleep. You’ll survive, and feel good when the week’s over and you did it all. (Just don’t make a habit of it.)
7. Letter perfect—College is over. No more cutesy e-mails with everything in lower case and smiley faces (even if your co-workers continue to do so). No run-on sentences or silly grammatical errors. No typos. Few people in business can really write well. You can distinguish yourself by ensuring that every e-mail, letter and document is letter perfect and written in the finest King’s English. Proofread everything twice before hitting the send button. (Have others proofread the important stuff you write before it goes out the door.)
8. Rise above it—Avoid cliques like the plague. That’s high-school stuff. Don’t bad mouth anyone—ever. Gossip and office politics divide companies and ruin many a career.  Don’t fall into that trap. Rise above that stuff. You’re a professional. Your job is to work together with your co-workers to get a given task done to the best of your ability—for the good of the customer, client, patient, etc. You don’t have to be bosom buddies with all of your co-workers. So long as they are a member of the team, treat them with respect.  Bugged because she got the promotion and you didn’t?  Deal with it.  After all, you only compete against yourself.  (If you have a misunderstanding, sit down and talk it out, with or without your supervisor—then move on.)
9. Speak up—There might have been a time when you could sneak into the back of the classroom and stay under the prof’s radar. But those days are over. You’re paid to make a contribution and make your presence known. If you’re in a meeting, or invited to lunch with the client, and don’t say a word, your boss will wonder why he’s paying you so much.  Show some initiative. Voice your opinion (after you have done your homework on the topic, of course). If you don’t have much to say, you can at least ask questions—to show your boss and client that you are interested and not just out for a free lunch.  Be a player.

10. On your feet—Better yet, get on your feet.  Or at least be good on them when it comes time to speak in front of others. Communications is at the heart of professionalism and leadership. Hate to speak in front of a group? Most people do. The only cure is practice, practice, practice.  And being prepared.  Join ToastMasters, if you need to.  Take advantage of the company’s internal training courses.  The more you do it, the more comfortable you’ll feel—and the better you will be at this indispensable art.

11. Get out there and network—My old boss used to say that my “office” was out there, not in front of the typewriter (yes, I am that old)—and that if I were really good at my profession, I should rarely have to buy my own lunch.  Contacts, contacts, contacts—you can never have enough of them. Have a free hour at lunch?  Sure, you can do Subways—or you can use the time to enhance your company’s (and your professional) relationships—with members of the media, local professional or trade associations, community leaders,  suppliers, consultants, etc.  You never know when these contacts will come in handy.
12. Plan your work—Sure, in college you were able to forget about that term paper until the day before the deadline, then pull an all-nighter, Google a few sources, and have a perfectly acceptable C+ paper banged out by your 9:00 class (with the help of a few Red Bulls and black coffee). You may be able to pull off a similar trick once, maybe twice, once you are on the job. But if you get the reputation of letting things go to the last minute, your boss will probably figure out that it’s better to let you go than jeopardize a big account or client. Besides, a term paper for your film class will look like child’s play compared to the kinds of projects you’ll be given. You just can’t study the entire medical implant market, do a competitive analysis, interview customers, conduct a survey, write a proposal, and prepare a big presentation in a single day.  When you get assigned a big project, you have to plan it out, knowing exacting where you need to be in week three, say, in order to have the proposal and presentation ready in six weeks. Sure you can cut corners. In college, it might only cost you a grade or so. But in business, if you turn in a C+ performance, your competitors will make mincemeat out of you. Call them demanding, but customers and clients prefer to hire businesses, consultants, law firms, suppliers, etc., etc., who have done their homework and knocked their socks off with an on-time, A+ performance. (You also need to remember that you are no longer working alone.  Most likely, others will be depending upon you to deliver your part of the proposal on time. If you let it go to the last minute, and someone else is depending upon your input before they can complete their portion—well, let’s just say that your co-workers won’t have very kind things to say about you when they are forced to work until midnight to get the proposal and presentation out the door on time—to meet the deadline you knew about six weeks ago.)

13. Show initiative—You’ll soon learn that there are two types of meeting goers: (1) those who walk into a meeting with one goal in mind—namely, to escape from the conference room without having to take on any extra work, and (2) those who enter the meeting with the attitude that they want to give it their all, suggest ideas, and do whatever it takes to address the issue at hand (it could be how do we get foundations to give more money to our non-profit, or how are we going to upstage Apple at the next consumer electronics convention, or whatever).  The former are easy to spot.  They slouch in their seats, prefer to sit as far away from the VP as possible, and speak only when spoken to.  The latter actually enter the meeting with their homework done and a few ideas, speak up, and aren’t worried about what it means to them in terms of extra work.  (Guess who gets the promotion?)
 
14. Do the little things well—There’s an old adage that secretaries (or administrative assistants, if you prefer) can better predict how well a new employee will perform than the boss.  That’s because they see how you deal with the basic disciplines of business—like turning in time sheets and expense reports on time, how neat and complete your paperwork is, how much time you spend on personal calls, when you get back from lunch, how prompt you are in returning calls, etc., etc.—and perhaps most importantly, how you treat them, mail room clerks and the cleaning people.  If you act like a big shot who doesn’t have time for such petty little things, or if you treat people poorly, chances are the company will not have much of a future for you. You may have an important meeting, or a big project, but bills still need to be paid, letters have to go out (error-free), and phone calls need to be returned to keep the business running smoothly. Ignoring these tasks is just downright disrespectful of others, and will mark you as a sloppy, careless elitist. 

15. Lead by serving—You may very well find yourself in a position early on in your career where you have the opportunity to be a leader or supervisor of a group of co-workers.  Thousands of business books have been written on the topic of business leadership (just check out Amazon.com). You won’t become a leader over night. But, in my humble opinion, there are a few characteristics of effective leadership that you can adopt early on.  Good leaders view their mission as serving the group—by being facilitators and participants, not aloof, know-it all “generals.” After all, to be effective, you have to have the respect of the group. (You might want to check out The Serving Leader by John Stalh-Wert.)

16. Get the job done—Always keep the goal line in mind.  Many employees come to work, grab some coffee, pull out yesterday’s files, and mindlessly go through the motions of working on parts of tasks someone else gave them to do, then leave at the stroke of five. To be valuable to your employer, you need to learn to think in terms of completed tasks. That means you need to be resourceful and constantly ask yourself, “What is the most effective and efficient way I can accomplish this task?” And every day, you should try to complete tasks.  If it’s 4:45, and you know you can finish up a project in an hour or so, stay that extra time and finish up the project. Otherwise, the next day you will lose a lot of time figuring out where you were on the project. Get the job done—and move on to the next challenge.

17. Develop a reputation for quality and high standards—Here are a few phrases you should strike from your vocabulary: “That’s good enough.” Or, worse yet: “That’s the way we always did it.” You want your company, or non-profit, or school, or hospital, to be known as the best. You can contribute by constantly asking, “Is there a better way”?  Or, “How do the best companies, non-profits, schools, or hospitals do it ?” That should apply to work processes, business systems—and your own work.  You can turn in a report that is “adequate” (a C+ paper), or you can knock your boss’s or client’s socks off with a thorough, top-notch report.  

18. If at first you  don’t land your dream job…Most college grads end up taking jobs that are less than their dream job. Don’t fret.  Your first challenge is to get your foot in the door, any door—and get some experience.  If you end up selling peanut butter, but would really prefer to make videos about peanut butter, sell peanut butter—for a year or so.  But make it known to those in charge that you have other interests and talents.  And go see the people who make videos in the company. Once you are in the door of a company, it is easier to make lateral moves.  In addition, take advantage of networking opportunities that your job offers—by joining a business association, professional society or civic group.  Attend conferences and workshops. Meet people. That’s how most of us moved from that first job to one that better suited our talents.


19. Stay the course (for a while at least)—You may feel a bit uncomfortable in your first job for a while. After all, it’s a whole new world for you. You may even downright dislike it.  Hang in there—for at least a year. You will become more comfortable as you learn, and may even like it.  You will learn a great deal in your first year—about the profession and yourself.  And you will have a whole year of experience under your belt, which will make you more “marketable” to your next employer. Hopefully, you will want to stay in your first job longer—for three to five years, which should make you even more marketable.  The last thing you want to do is to develop the reputation of a job-hopper.  Employers want people who show some commitment to their profession. (Whenever I received resumes from young people who listed five jobs in three years, I tossed them in the trash.  I just couldn’t take the risk of investing in a new person, and training them, only to have them bolt once they got to the point where they could actually contribute to the firm.)

20. Keep the balance—You need to take your profession seriously—but not too seriously.  You need to give it your absolute all—but not at the expensive of your family, important personal relationships, sanity, health, or personal contentment.  Only you can determine when things get out of balance, when you are pushing yourself too far—or if you suddenly feel trapped in your job, or if it is turning you into something you don’t want to be.  You’ll know if it suddenly feels wrong.  Even brain surgeons and priests have mid-life crises. If five to seven years down the road you need to do some deep soul-searching and reassess your direction, do it.  Life is too short.  
21. Work hard and play hard—Many companies today are working hard to create positive working environments that take into consideration the total lifestyle of their employees—by providing everything from fitness and day-care centers, to subsidized tuition for continuing education, opportunities to get involved in charities and community activities, social outings and wellness programs. But ultimately it is up to you to manage your career in such a manner that it provides you with “life opportunities” that extend beyond the office or cubicle and help you lead a more rounded and fuller life.  (In my own career, for example, what kept me going—beyond the professional and financial rewards—was the opportunity to travel internationally, serve on the boards of charities, get involved in local economic development activities, teach as an adjunct at local colleges, join professional societies, attend conferences, or just spend a few extra days in New York City or London, or on a trout stream in Montana, or with friends in Hawaii, at the back end of a business trip.)  Such “extracurricular” activities will help you keep the balance—and maintain life-long friendships.
22. Enjoy what you do—or get out—You’ve done all of the above, are still getting nowhere, and you’re just not having fun?  Guess what?  It’s time to leave.  Life is too short to put up with totally unreasonable bosses, back-stabbing co-workers, or a job that has you confined to a cubicle with no hope for advancement.  The ultimate key is passion.  You need to feel at least somewhat passionate about what you do (only a few lucky ones are truly able to combine their avocations with their vocations, as Robert Frost noted in one of his poems). If you don’t, you’re not alone. If you are a typical liberal arts grad, it will probably take you a few years of kicking around before you latch on to something that truly grabs you. But keep the faith. There are plenty of great career opportunities out there for you—if you have the passion, the work ethic and the perseverance.
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