Marketing Your Personal Potential
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When I landed a job in a top public relations firm after my college graduation, I thought the toughest part of my entry into the business world was over.  I dumped my extra résumés in a recycling bin and eagerly awaited a paycheck that would scarcely cover my rent.  I looked forward to worldly business trips, stimulating office brainstorms and hanging out with my co-workers every Friday at happy hour. 

A few years later, I realized I had never made it to a happy hour gathering because on Friday nights I was passed out exhausted.  I held an entry-level position for 16 months while people with half my intelligence and work ethic lapped me.  My résumé listed four positions in three years because I job-hopped to better opportunities.  These brought ever-elusive job satisfaction.  

Eventually, I considered joining the large numbers of my friends who were leaving the corporate world in favor of business or law school thinking more is bound to be better.  The idea of going back to school is tempting, and why not?  We're comfortable with the concept of school because we know how the game goes: if you work hard, you get good grades and everyone is happy.  Right?

The business world is so different from any academic world.  Politically motivated and fraught with nonsensical change, it's not a natural fit for ambitious graduates who leave school expecting results from a logical combination of education and effort.  Suddenly, the tenets of success we've followed since kindergarten don't apply, because getting ahead in the business world often has nothing to do with intelligence or exceeding a set of defined expectations. 
Here are suggestions to help you win at the business world's game.  I call these the magnificent seven because they produce magnificent results:  
1. Network profitably: Networking in business settings is a valuable activity for gaining information.  It provides visibility and opportunity.  Visibility encourages people to know about you.  Opportunity encourages you to learn, serve, and succeed with others.  Increase your visibility in your field and make connections that will help you move forward in your career.  Seek out new contacts and potential mentors whom you like and admire and whose interests you share.  Serve those mentors so they will remember and recommend you in the future.  On the home front, don't expect your boss to figure out what you're all about.  Determine her/his priorities, find out what she/he wants from you, and brainstorm ways to surpass her expectations.  Know what you are worth by knowing what you do and what your work brings into the company.  

2. Market a persona: Think of yourself as a publicist with the task of promoting you.  Learn to capitalize on your skills, succinctly assert your achievements and project a corporate persona -- or your most mature, professional and competent face.  Develop one or more 30 second commercials to use as power statements when doors of opportunity open briefly. 
3. Master mobility skills: You might do not have to know exactly what you want to do with your life.  Having skills that are transferable and help you be mobile/flexible will serve you well no matter what opportunities present themselves to you and no matter what you decide to pursue.  Make your time count now by partnering with your boss to set and pursue specific, reasonable, and attainable goals for your job now so you will be qualified and prepared to advance to the next level.  Skills like goal setting, effective communication, and time management should be developed and demonstrated where you are now so you will have them ready for your next assignment and future career development. 
4. Immerse yourself: Learn and live what your employer needs you to accomplish until you cultivate your resume and relationships into a better employment opportunity.  Harvey Mackay’s Beware the Naked Man Who Offers You His Shirt tells how J. W. Marriott worked an 18 hour day for years and is quoted as having said: "No person can get very far in this life on a forty-hour week."  What he did not tell us is that J.W. would work eight or more hours for his employer and then work the rest of the 18 for himself by networking, studying, planning, negotiating, etc.  
5. Stay motivated: Manage your life in ways to create sustainable energy and buoyancy in spite of frustrations, setbacks, and surprises.  Always remember you can choose how you respond to what you get.  If you make a conscious decision to begin each day, week, month, etc. with a positive outlook, negative conditions at work and home can't take that away from you.  Aim to increase your self-awareness so you can better understand your emotional hot buttons.  You will achieve it if you believe it enough to live as you believe. 
6. Persuade people: Know how to work with and on people.  Many do not care how much you know until they know how much you care.  Others don't care what you want -- they want to know what's in it for them.  Seek to understand others before getting others to understand you.  By approaching person-to-person negotiations with an attitude that allows both parties to win, you'll be more effective at eliciting cooperation and ultimately getting what you want.  You can get almost anything if you’ll help almost everyone to get what they want. 
7. Demonstrate self-leadership: Approach your formal performance reviews strategically by soliciting feedback on your progress well before when performance appraisals are created.  Identify new goals and growth opportunities and then write a personal long-term promotion plan to keep private until it can be used safely constructively.  Ask your boss for a raise after you know you are succeeding and what you are worth; be prepared with a list of contributions that have positively impacted your employer’s bottom line. 

As with newborns and new businesses, incubation is necessary.  During incubation of any person, business, or career, struggling is appropriate.  When struggling to survive at the start of any difficult job, it might be an achievement just to make it through the day as an average performer.  Don’t give in to such pressure.  If at any point you feel like taking these steps is not worth the effort it takes to get ahead in life, just consider how much time you are likely to spend in the business world.  Assuming you work from age 22 to age 65 for 235 eight-hour days each year, you'll be on someone else's clock for about 80,000 hours, or at least one tenth of your life.  Isn't it only fair smart that you do everything you can (that is ethical) to create a rewarding job experience for yourself?


Some of this material came from "They Don't Teach Corporate in College: A Twenty-Something's Guide to the Business World" by Alexandra Levit of Inspiration @Work, a career consulting and corporate training business. Web site: www.corporateincollege.com.
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