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Making Ends Meet and Making The Job Journey Meaningful - 

2009 Reflections and Tips on Getting Work and Managing a Career


After the last ASTD luncheon presentation for 2008, our host, Pride Industries, provided a tour.  As we weaved through the warehouses, I marveled at how the employees were performing what appeared to be routine, rote or simple tasks.  At closer look, I saw people with mental, emotional and physical challenges engaged in their work, whether arranging gift baskets, sweeping the floor, operating machinery, transporting materials, filling boxes or breaking down cardboard.  Under the surface, on a much deeper level, Pride employees find a connection to a community and meaningful work through participation with structure.   What I also observed are the basics of any workplace training, learning and performing.  


Pride is a community of practice; an ASTD strategic concept based on Wenger’s 1998 learning theory of the inter-connectedness of people creating and participating in formal and informal work groups as they pursue shared enterprises and histories of learning over time.  Communities of practice is a systemic way of intersecting issues of community, social practice, meaning and identity.  As workplace performance and learning professionals, we know that ongoing  learning, belonging and collaboration are secrets of employee engagement, thus enhancing retention, performance, productivity and bottom line profits.   Wenger’s communities of practice findings could represent the secrets to 21st century organizational or workplace survival.  ASTD professionals have the keys to unlocking optimal learning and performance. 


Here are a few excerpts from Pride employee testimonials about their work community:

The first day I set foot on PRIDE's production floor and saw what the folks were doing--and the happy looks on the faces--I knew this was the place I wanted to work. Why do I stay at PRIDE? Because I love the way it makes me feel to work here.




“The big reason I chose Pride was management’s support of work-life balance…The leadership encourages individual, entrepreneurial thinking…”  “We treat people as individuals, work with them to identify and capitalize on their strengths, create choices and options, and help them make important contributions in their community.”  


Wow.  Wouldn’t we all like to have a workplace experience like Pride.  Wouldn’t we all like to have work that matters, with people who care, where we are mentored, challenged and rewarded,  make a difference, and work with pride.   On Pride’s website is a list of Groovy Jobs.  When was the last time you were feeling groovy?


For many of us 2008 was a very challenging job market.  Some of our colleagues are struggling to survive, to make ends meet, in a roller coaster economy where we do not have a lot of control.  Greed is not as good as Gordon Gekko proselytized in the “me decade of the 80’s.”  The movie Wall Street prophesized the demise and deconstruction of the 21st century financial markets, creating a domino effect for every major industry.  The repercussions and ramifications resulted in major layoffs, in industries where ASTD professionals support learning and performing.  Budget constraints mean training, consulting and professional development are among the first red lines.   


To paraphrase Matthew Fox, author of The Reinvention of Work, when we are not working, it is as if the universe is giving us the message that our skills are not needed.   Fox makes the case for inner work = authentic work.  His paradigm shift is from a mechanistic era to a green era; from industrial to environmental revolutions; from learning by objectivity to learning by participation and creativity; from pursuit of knowledge to pursuit of wisdom; from the art of war to the art of living fully.  Fox makes a distinction between work and job.  He sees the job crisis as a symptom of a deeper issue of our relationship to work, and the challenge to reinvent work as an expression of our inner being.  Work gives us the opportunity to be in relationship with others in service; in contributing to our communities and mutually beneficial visions and goals. 


From my conversations with many professionals who have been laid off or are securing fewer contracts this past year, we are experiencing a shift in collective consciousness that is precipitated by the market meltdown.  Most of us do not make significant changes unless we are forced to.  In Developing a 21st Century Mind, change specialist Marsha Sinetar, also author of Do What You Love The Money Will Follow, would concur with Fox when she states that we are entering an era of a synergistic frame of mind rather than egocentric; where we must change to survive within global diversity and complexity.  Sinetar proposes that we cultivate the art of creative adaptation as personal reinvention.  She envisions the 21st century as an era of  entrepreneurs.   I approach work as an intrapreneur; I work best in charge of a project or program, within a larger organization or larger vision.


ASTD Past President Paul Briley suggests that many of us are becoming and being multi-preneurs.  Trainers already adapt to diverse assignments, and are adept at Sinetar’s paradoxical survival concepts: playfully solve problems, incubating solutions, being logically intuitive, enjoying ordering chaos and being whole–seeing.  To paraphrase Einstein, we cannot solve problems in the same mindset that got us into the mess.   This applies to how we pursue jobs, work and career.  


Career counselors predict more emerging green careers and “portfolio careers,” or using multi-faceted talents for multiple streams of incomes from diverse careers.   The millennials or Generation Y already instinctively “get” this new world of work.  Ironically, piecing together temporary assignments was how work was when we were in our teens and twenties.  When I worked in the entertainment business, it was de rigueur to be in a matrix model; to bring your expertise to a film or TV project, and when it wrapped, you went back to your specialty area or had your agent find you another job.  Technology work teams use this model.  However, when you worked, you made great money; when you were laid off after each project, you did not know when or where your next job would be!   Today I am grateful that I never made any major purchases that could result in years of debt, especially when I did not know where my next paycheck would come from.  Instead, I saved my money, modeling my parents’ post Depression frugality.  It takes a certain temperament to adapt to piecing projects together to make a (w)holistic career.   Einstein alluded to a new attitude; to pursue and be in work in a different way.


In the last year, many of us found that we could not get the salaries, benefits and jobs we were accustomed to, and felt we earned.   Now there seems to be a Job Catch-22: contracts and full time work are being put on hold.  A December 2008 Wall Street Journal article profiled the dilemma of the recently unemployed as “…behind the dry labor statistics…dramas of fear, hope and starting over…who are asking ‘What’s next?’”  


At this time we need to find work that I call “pragmatic passion;” finding a job that pays the bills as a priority, yet utilizing parts of our expertise and experiences, rather than a perfect job that employs all our talents, education and passion.   This may be a time that we cannot be engaged in a vision, mission, project or goal that resonates 100% with us.  Sometimes we just need to be passionately detached since a job or contract may end abruptly, and to be satisfied with a routine or structure that supports us for now, even if it may not seem to be the most creative or logical circumstance – on the surface.  The deeper meaning of work is that we are contributing where we are needed, for now.   And, instead of perceiving this as letting go of our pride; it is a time to take pride in whatever work is available to us.


In a time of downsizing, rightsizing and capsizing, the Chinese see opportunity in chaos.  Henry Miller perceives confusion as a word that “we have invented for an order which is not yet understood.”  It has also been said that one does not discover new lands without consenting to lose sight of the shore for a long time.   Indiana Jones escaped the “bad guys” by envisioning and creating a bridge over an abyss, between two mountains, to land safely on the other side.   In quantum physics, there is order in chaos, and everything is inter-connected, even if we cannot directly observe the relationships or the bridge connecting the structures.   While observing individual Pride employees, the structure may not be overtly obvious with just one employee; the connection becomes apparent in the interactions or inter-dependence.  Relationships are what makes work “work.”


Now is the time to be together in a 21st Century new state of mind.  To see miracles every day, as the theme of A Course In Miracles attests:  a miracle is simply a shift in perception.  Every day ask yourself, “What would George Bailey do?”  Jimmy Stewart was ready to jump off a bridge to his death when intercepted by an apprentice angel who made the case for the meaning of his life; to help him realize how his contributions made a difference to people.  George Bailey was just an ordinary hero; not a superhero who fights crime by flying or leaping tall buildings.   It’s A Wonderful Life when we navigate life with pride, purpose and passion; when we do more than survive – we thrive – in every day communities of practice with others.  Together we can get past this challenging winter of our discontent or dis-connect with renewed spirit and pride for work that matters – with and for others connected in community.   


 I am honoring the wisdom of many people, practices, organizations, research, readings and my experiences as I propose tips for doing inner and outer work that will eventually help with the pursuit of paid work, rather than just the typical new year’s resolutions or job search strategies for getting a job, and for managing a career.   Let this article generate some ideas, action plans and dialogue about finding work and creating careers.  Some ideas are unconventional and metaphoric; some are what I call “the duh factor.”  Some are sound advice; others are irreverent and quirky.  Choose the ones that resonate with you.  Here are some ways to be engaged while in a job search.

First – Don’t Panic -  This is the message the hero of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy hears when he loses his earth home and job due to construction of an inter-galactic super highway!  This was light years beyond the mortgage  and construction industry crisis.  So, he hitched the ride of a lifetime, met interesting creatures and found his sense of wonder, humor and purpose.  What started as the worst that could happen became the best case scenario.  Channel your inner Yoda, the intergalactic guru or consultant of Star Wars.

Make the most of change – Bridges, author of Transitions: Making Sense of Life’s Changes and Managing Transitions, has consulted with individuals about career planning, and with organizations during times of major stress:  mergers, restructures, layoffs, and shifts in strategy, product or culture.   Endings are the beginnings of transitions: making sense and peace with the past and creating a new future.  Julia Cameron, author of The Artist’s Way and Transitions, encourages us to be reflective; to feel the anxiety, loss, grief, disorientation, depression, and then move towards “spiritual constancy even in the midst of strife.”  In Thriving in Transition, Perkins-Reed presents a holistic approach to negotiating loss, becoming more resilient and being a thriver, by turning stressful transitions into times of growth and regeneration.  These transition guides espouse embracing, rather than resisting, complex circumstances to make the most of any change.  There is transformation in transition.  This is ultimately what Einstein was alluding to.

Be the change – Sure, Gandhi didn’t work in California, however, if more of us make incremental changes, or leverage small stuff, as Senge preaches in The Fifth Discipline, eventually we will be reflecting positive change in those around us.  We will experience a collective sigh of being in sync.  And, as a Taco Bell commercial simply states, “Change the way you see change.”

Living In Ambiguity - There is a yoga asana called Eagle Pose, which is a metaphor for life.   We twist as pretzels, breathe, balance and recite to ourselves, “I stand serene in the center of life’s storms.”  

When the economy or company zigs, zag – There is a yin and yang and cycle to all life forms, including universes, continents, countries, organizations, communities, and your work.  Find your rhythm.  When certain industries or careers are experiencing major changes, it is a time to look at options and opportunities either in other industries or in different areas of an industry.  An HR colleague is experiencing difficulty in her job search.  When I found out she has excellent accounting skills, I encouraged her to pursue those areas, since they are in demand, to make ends meet, and then she can explore the HR department once she feels grounded financially.   A writer/director friend in Hollywood takes on substitute teaching assignments when there are industry strikes, or to just get some perspective.

Diversify your economic base – According to J.D. Stack, CEO of the Sacramento Area Regional Technology Alliance (SARTA), our region lost approximately 13,000 jobs since late 2007 to the end of 2008.  The lesson we learned is not to rely on one industry or sector.  ASTD workplace learning and performance professionals have many transferable skills.

Share Virtual Space – If you have limited resources at this time, propose sharing a website “office” with a colleague.  CareerBuilder’s BrightFuse.com is a social networking site designed to help you create a web presence (The Sacramento Bee, February 1, 2009)

Re-Boot or Refresh Your Life – Step away from Sacramento or job search for a few hours, or days.  Explore other horizons.  Take notes.  Get inspired.  Get some perspective.  Go to a movie.  Get a grip.  Go for a hike.   Join a Scrabble group.

Tame Technology – This may be a good time to clear out the emails, set up files, clean out documents.  Take a computer class for new tech skills.

Get on the bus – In Good To Great ,Collins (2001), co-author of Built To Last, found that choosing the right people in the right positions, or “on the bus,” is as crucial as vision, strategy or technology.   When you have a culture of discipline and entrepreneurship among employees, you do not need rigid hierarchy to monitor or motivate.   Effective leaders also channel their ego needs away from themselves and into building a great organization or team.  Deming’s total quality management taught the Japanese that leadership is within all of us.  Get on the ASTD bus.  Help guide ASTD from good to great, marketing great talent – like you - to our community.  

Be a boundary spanner – This public relations concept can be applied to networking: meet people in diverse groups, not just in your focused comfort area.   Find out what their needs are and what the market is willing to pay for solving their issues.  This can be applied to internet research: navigate related websites; expand your knowledge.  Participate with other related organizations, such as SaODN and SAHRA.  In this job market, we are not getting jobs the traditional way, by applying, posting resumes and interviewing; we get work by networking.  Cast your “net” wider in an inter-connected web of opportunities.

Get LinkedIn – Start an ASTD LinkedIn or other social networking account, and invite all members to participate.  Find a professional space for employers and professionals to get connected.

Get a theme song – when I write and teach, I create a playlist that speaks to the topic.  This gets my creative juices and energy going.  Rocky, the Olympics, ABC News, the Simpsons, TV shows, and other protagonists have their theme songs.  What’s yours?  Just don’t choose Jimmy Buffet’s Margaritaville or License to Chill.
Get Moving.  Don’t let your health club membership lapse.  This is a time to become more physical, which will elevate those endorphins and make you feel stronger.   Get into an exercise routine.  Join a walking group.  Find that tennis racket.  Energy management is the new time management strategy.

Find your funny bone; get your groove back– Yeah, losing work stinks.  @%#&*!  Take time to go through all the stages of loss, including anger.  Than get your groove back.  At one time I left a job that engaged me, in a community I enjoyed, however, I had a supervisor who managed pressure with blame and bullying.  My father was wise enough to tell me to take some time to get distance, get counseling, get perspective, get a grip, get my humor back, since my attitude was sabotaging my interviews.  When I lose my humor, I know something is not right.  In retrospect, it was time to leave that job. 

Brand New You – What is it that you do that shines; that helps others shine?  How would you sum up your brand in 30 or 60 seconds?  How do others perceive you?   Be your brand.  When I teach communication and career skills the key theme is “who you are speaks through everything you say and do.”  Nelson Mandela in his inauguration speech quoted Marianne Williamson about not being afraid to shine your light so others will be inspired to shine theirs.  Consider co-branding with another ASTD colleague.

Summarize or Sell Your Self in 60 Seconds – Time to practice your personal advertising campaign, focusing on skills, experiences, education, certifications, examples – in a minute!

When all else fails, get spiritual © – This is my personal bumper sticker.   Sometimes we feel we have hit bottom, lost our motivation, mojo or direction.  We are confused. This is the time to speak to your higher power and seek support.  We are remarkably resilient and have the answers within.  Take a leap of faith.  Find a spiritual community or practice like meditation or yoga.  Trust your Self.  Be converssionate © or be compassionate in all that we say and do.

Make peace with your paradoxes © - Be in duality with humility and integrity.  We all have parts of ourselves that we are proud of.  We also have shadow sides that seem to contradict who we really are in our hearts.  We bring all this stuff to work.

Clear the clutter, clear you mind – Ironically, an economic downturn could be the ideal time to reuse, recycle, reduce, use less stuff, organize that home office and closets, and even your computer files.   It does not have to be as formal as feng shui; it can simply be clearing your desk to have open space or an open mind.  Being clear will simplify your job search and career direction.  Create a To Do List that will help you become more authentic.  

Go on a Joy Diet – This is not “Don’t worry, be happy.”  This is Oprah Magazine columnist Martha Beck’s recipe for doing something different to make a difference in your life despite uncertainties.  My favorites are “doing nothing” for fifteen minutes a day to stop the chatter, worry and endless lists; being truthful; and being connected to people daily who care about you.  Practice being before doing.  

Giving Back – A Zen principle is to “view one person’s suffering as a river that flows through everyone.”   With city and county budget cuts, many social services are forced to do more with less.  Our HR For Nonprofits committee considers it a privilege to provide  resume and interview workshops for economically and educationally disadvantaged women who lost their homes and jobs, and need to start over.  It also meant so much to me to receive a thank you card signed by all the women.  SAHRA also provides resume review at job fairs and coaches high school seniors in job search skills.   

Be “ready to work” - Not “out of work” or laid off.  One of the communities of practice I connect with weekly is the Sacramento Professionals Network ( HYPERLINK "http://www.sacpronet.com" www.sacpronet.com).   We support each other in mock interviews, resume critiques, contacts, networking and peer coaching.   In 2008 I was involved in planning two career management workshops for HR professionals in transition.   It is crucial to be ready, willing and available to work, and to have a support group that is cheering, not competing.  Get that Sacramento Business Journal Book of Lists and ask others who they know so they can connect you.   Keep a spreadsheet of contacts and follow up.

Get a Grip – No need to remind anyone of the magnitude of this year’s economic forecast.  It’s tough out there.  Be careful out there.  You are not alone.  To get work you need to be ethical, creative, compassionate, persistent and connected to our community.  

Start a job club – Check out  HYPERLINK "http://a.abcnews.com/GMA/JobClub" http://a.abcnews.com/GMA/JobClub for ideas, tips, videos and articles on starting an ASTD Members In Transition or Finding Work Support Group.  For the Sacramento Professionals Network, I co-presented a concept called Peer Coaching.  It is an opportunity for 3 – 5 people to mentor or coach each other in clarifying goals, creating a Personal Strategic Plan ©, sticking with it, and being accountable for the results of a job search.  It’s having 3-5 professionals focus on you, care about your game plan, without spending lots of $$$

Navigate your career – Go to  HYPERLINK "http://www.careergps.com" www.careergps.com.  This is the new website for Sacramento area labor market trends, developed by SETA, LEED, major employers, SAHRA, education and training partners who formed Partners For Prosperity.  I represent SAHRA on the committee.  ASTD needs to have a seat at the table.

Perform miracles everyday – Shift your perception of how you listen, see and experience your daily life.  You will be surprised at how an attitude of gratitude and wonder does wonders for your job search, career management and connections with others.

Let go and letting go – We lost our contracts or jobs.  We were let go.  If you need support to sort it all out, find a counselor.  Tell your story.  Find the lessons.  Get direction.  Let go to get on with your next chapter.  Bring the lessons and experiences.  Let go of the baggage of anger, anxiety, resentment, ruminations.  Couldas.  Shouldas.  Wouldas.   Come to your next work experience with renewed spirit, focus and a willingness to learn.   

Pay Attention - One of my favorite career theories is “planned happenstance,” created by John Krumboltz at Stanford and Al Levin, CSUS Professor of Career Counseling.  Be curious.  Put yourself strategically in situations or with people that interest you.  Then be very present and watch what goes on.  Who knows.  You may find a new direction or a new way of using your skills or just become a new you.  Remember what it was like to take all those liberal arts or general ed courses.  Get out and about, explore cultural or special events.

Get A Tune Up – Now is the time to take care of all your annual check ups to ensure you are healthy.  Get needed medical or nutritional support.  This may be a time to detoxify and let go of unhealthy habits.   Also a time to take care of auto maintenance and house projects.

Be fiscally sound – review your finances and investments to better support your life and career goals for unemployment, retirement and beyond.  Having long term savings will ease anxiety of job loss.

Be proversity – This term is about exploring, encouraging and supporting diversity in many forms, faces, experiences and cultures, honoring differences and commonalities, as we work towards mutually beneficial goals.  Not being afraid of differences.  Wanting different points of view.  To me, this also means honoring our internal diversity, or multi-culturalism.  I participate in a dialogue on racial equity in South Sacramento, and what is being validated for me is that my DNA is evolving; that I may look white on the surface, however, many cultures, experiences and even reincarnations or reinventions are within.  I seek out diversity to better understand my internal conflicts and our commonalities.  Join a potluck of people who see the world differently, yet are committed to being in a community of practice to be the change we want to see in the world.

Be a long distance runner.  Not a sprinter.  Train your talents for the long haul.  Develop a Personal Strategic Plan © that is also flexible to weather economic vacillations.  Look for creating sustainability in your relationships, your talents, your customers, your community.

Know when to hold ‘em, and when to fold ‘em -  Keep your pulse on our community, your industries, your colleagues.  Learn what you are worth, what the market will pay, when to explore options, when to jump ship and when to build a bridge across the abyss. 

Going Back and Getting Ahead – Consider a degree program or the Certified Professional Learning and Performance (CPLP) certification to give you current skills, information, lifelong learning, confidence and credibility.  Alvin Tofler stated that the illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read or write; rather those who cannot learn, unlearn and relearn.   Be a lifelong learner.

Consult a career expert – These colleagues can help you with resumes, career coaching, assessments, networking, letters with impact and other job search strategies to help you get focused and accountable.   Ask about reasonable fees or packages.  Go to a college Career Center, especially if you are a graduate.   Find a SETA Career Center near you:   HYPERLINK "http://www.seta.net" www.seta.net.  Explore emerging industries that will need learning and performance pros.

 “Just keep swimming” – The theme from Finding Nemo: Never give up.  However, find other fish in the sea to help you along your journey.  We are all in this together.


As I reflect upon 2008, I realize that I have enjoyed a year of doing all that I love, with people and organizations I enjoy being with, yet not making a heck of a lot of money since being laid off as a nonprofit manager.   As a boundary spanner, I move fluidly among various professional groups, contributing my care and skills, listening and learning, as I explore my next professional adventure.  Yet, as John Lennon sang, “Life is what happens when we are busy making other plans.”  And, Michelangelo stated, “I am still learning.”   Where we are now is where reality is.   We are not in Kansas anymore.  Just don’t lose sight of the rainbow as we create a braver new world together.


Last night I saw a wonderful commercial.  I couldn’t tell you what the ad was for, since I was so immersed in the message.   A wide camera angle pans a group of about six runners racing awkwardly around a track.  Then one of the runners falters and falls.  One runner looks back.  The other runners do not notice this incident immediately.  Then, one by one, they all stop and return to help the injured runner get up.  As the camera zooms in we notice that these runners are Special Olympics contestants.  Then they all link arms and run together towards the finishing line.   Another way to compete and complete a race.  


The challenge for this new year is for us to look for abundance, not scarcity; to look out for each other, especially when we are competing for scarce jobs.  In this century, it is time for neo-Darwinism:   it is not survival of the fittest or smartest; rather, if you do not survive, we all do not survive.  And thrive.  Darwin’s message is really about being able to adapt to change; not just being the best and brightest.  There is a saying that our true work or calling is where our greatest talents intersect the world’s greatest need.  There is a place for each of us to contribute our unique gifts, where we are most needed.   This is what George Bailey did.  It is time to be a new you in a new year, in a new economy, and get a [wonderful] life with a little help from your friends.


May 2009 be good to you, and bring us peace, prosperity and possibilities.

Maureen White, M.A., Ed.D., SPHR, is an ASTD member, and serves on several Boards:  Sacramento Area Human Resources Association (SAHRA), supporting Members In Transition; President-Elect of the California Career Development Association; on the Leadership Team of the Sacramento Organization Development Network; and Marketing Chair and President for the Sacramento Professionals Network.   She is also a chaplain for Spiritual Life Center.  For twenty years Maureen’s expertise and passion are in career, organization and workforce development.  A recent article on careers and caregiving was published by the Journal of the National Career Development Association.  Dr. White is interviewed by local media as an expert on career resilience.  Maureen finds time every day to walk her beagle Magic.   She enjoys networking, conversations and reading voraciously.  This article is an excerpt from her book, Why Can’t I Have My Cake and Eat It Too?: From Having It All To Enough Already (I Am Enough).   
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