	Six Big Career Mistakes -- and How to Avoid Them
By Donna Brown Hogarty
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Ross Colby, a market researcher at a Midwestern firm , hit the print option on his computer. After months of research, hundreds of surveys and several tedious drafts, his marketing report was complete. And just in time. He was going away for the weekend and he wanted to relax, basking in the relief of a job well done. He carefully proofread his document and then delivered copies to all the executives on his distribution list. 

When he returned to his desk, he discovered his boss was livid. "I realized I had accidentally gone over her head," Colby explains. "She had given me the distribution list, and I thought I was just following orders. But she was extremely upset that she hadn't seen the final document." 

The boss asked Colby to retrieve the copies--but it was too late. "When I got to the CEO's office, he was already reading my report," Colby says. 

Colby had felt friction with his boss before. She was overbearing and tended to sit on his work after he'd broken his back to make deadlines. In this instance, however, he realized he'd made a serious error. "My boss was embarrassed," he recounts. "My mistake made her look like she wasn't in control of her department." 

"From the boss's point of view, Colby was usurping her authority," adds Albert Bernstein, a Portland, Ore., psychologist and co-author of a book on career obstacles. Colby left his job soon afterward. 

Colby's story illustrates a fundamental truth about the workplace: small, seemingly innocent missteps can sometimes become big career traps. Fortunately, you can avoid many of those traps if you know where they lurk. Drawing on interviews with more than 2000 executives, Ed Betof, a worldwide vice president of human resources at Becton Dickinson and Company, has identified some of the key ways that workers trip themselves up. Based on Betof's work and on studies conducted by the Center for Creative Leadership in Greensboro, N.C., here are six of the most common mistakes: 

1. Having no plan. Conflict is inevitable in the workplace. But when your conflict is with someone who could derail your career, always ask yourself, What exactly do I want the outcome to be? 

Ellen Tryon, a hospital executive, discovered that a colleague with a much lighter workload was earning a higher salary. Tryon was furious, but coolheaded enough to avoid storming into the boss's office. Instead, she carefully rehearsed what she planned to say. Wise move, says Judith Briles, a management consultant based in the Denver area. Briles recommends that before going into any workplace encounter that could turn angry, you prepare an agenda and stick to it. 

Tryon finally sat down with her boss and laid out her job responsibilities and those of her co-worker. When the boss responded that the corporation, not he, decided who made what, she had a reply ready: "If you believe strongly enough that we should be paid on an equal footing, then it can happen." The boss said he'd have to think it over. The following day, her telephone rang: she was getting a raise. 

By battling for what she knew to be right, but in such a way that her boss came to feel like her ally, Tryon achieved exactly what she wanted. 

2. Lacking expectations. People who don't understand their employer's "charter" may be headed for one of the most common and yet most avoidable career traps, says Betof. If your boss doesn't take the time to properly explain your position's parameters, keep asking questions until you know precisely what's expected of you. Don't limit your questions to matters of everyday routine, advises Lee Colby, a management consultant and career coach based in Minneapolis. Instead, Colby says, ask: "What are our department's goals? How does my work fit in with the overall objective of the company?" 

That tactic helped Lisa James, an administrative associate for Raychem, a Menlo Park, Calif., plastics and electronics company. When James was transferred to a new department seven years ago, she found herself not only working for the manager of quality assurance but assisting several other managers. 

Because the job was both demanding and ill-defined, James was putting in ten-hour days, then bringing work home. To clarify what was expected of her--and what she hoped to get from her job in terms of career growth--she drafted a list of goals in collaboration with her principal boss. The list proved so well thought out that her boss used it as the basis for her annual performance reviews. 

If your boss is vague about what your goals should be, try this technique suggested by Doug Lind, managing partner of the Sigma Group of America, a management-consulting firm in Stonington, Conn.: Read your position description (most large firms provide one) and identify the two or three most important tasks it mentions. Then meet with your boss, point out the tasks you've chosen and ask if they accurately reflect what your boss considers important. 

3. Being a loner. "Just as the golden rule of real estate is location, location, location, the golden rule of work is relationships, relationships, relationships," says Betof. Unfortunately, many workers focus so hard on the job at hand that they never develop useful relationships with people in other parts of their organization. Worse, when they do interact with colleagues in other departments, it may be under less than collegial circumstances. 

Samantha Baker learned that lesson several years ago when she switched jobs at a California computer firm. In her first position, as a field marketing manager, she frequently found herself slugging it out with the financial department over her staff's expenses. But in her new job as administrator of the career-counseling program, she needed the financial department to support her request for a training budget. 

Since the financial department's offices were located in another city, Baker's first move was to visit them on their own turf and try to win them over. "I was determined to understand their mission and their own training needs," she says. Fortunately, she found an ally in the company's chief financial officer, who saw how her group could help develop his staff. The two forged a long-term alliance, which led to a training program so successful that it has since been picked up by the company's offices in Germany and Japan. 

Winning allies throughout your organization has an additional benefit, adds Ruth Siress, an author and partner at RHS Training Services in the Kansas City area. "These days, it's far too risky to expect your work to speak for itself," she says. "Having allies who speak well of you increases your visibility to top management." 

4. Waffling. Business never has any shortage of problems. So people who are willing to make the tough decisions naturally stand out. People who continually waffle on decisions, however, stand out for the wrong reason. 

If waffling is ever a problem, J. Edward Russo, a professor of marketing and behavioral science at Cornell University in Ithaca, N.Y., suggests trying a simple technique. He calls it "framing." When you take a photograph, you focus on your subject, putting the less important elements in the background. In the same way, if you can focus on the most important parts of any decision, you'll find that lesser issues will tend to fade, making your choices easier. 

Such was the case for Martin Eger, now an engineer for a utility company in Washington State. When Eger was in the military, he was faced with a painful decision. 

A close friend, who was working with him on a high-pressure construction project, had dropped out of sight without permission. Although the penalty for such an offense is usually severe, Eger's subordinates expected him to let the incident slide. But when Eger framed the decision, he decided to report his friend. "What was most important to me was to maintain my professional integrity," he explains. Had Eger looked the other way, he would have seriously damaged his authority with both his commanding officer and the rank and file. 

5. Focusing too narrowly. In the Center for Creative Leadership's survey, an "inability to develop and adapt" was cited by 60 percent of managers as a harbinger of career failure. 

By making sure you develop a variety of widely applicable skills, you can better market yourself at your current employer or, if need be, to a new one. "What you're really demonstrating is that you can learn quickly," says Margaret Maat, an organizational consultant in Westfield, N.J. In today's ever-changing workplace, being known as a quick study is the best possible job insurance. 

Just ask John Smallcomb. Over four years ago, when Smallcomb was laid off from his job with Stone & Webster, a Boston engineering firm, he was able to find a new position with little trouble. Even though Smallcomb's job--supervisor of engineering publications--was highly specialized, he had expertise in other areas. For example, he had used his skills as a former schoolteacher to help the firm with training projects. 

So when Smallcomb found himself on the job market, he was able to write several resumes, highlighting different skills. Within four months he landed a new job, in the same salary range as his old one, training employees with the Massachusetts Division of Medical Assistance. In June 1996 he was rehired by Stone & Webster, this time to work in the firm's financial department to help streamline procedures. 

In all likelihood, you already have a bigger basket of skills than you realize. For instance, if you run a home-based business, you probably can do bookkeeping; if you juggle the schedules of three teenagers, you may be a prime candidate for supervising young workers. 

6. Covering up. When you commit a blunder, the best thing to do is to own up to it and fix it as soon as possible. Handle it right, and you may even come out ahead of the game. 

Take the case of Gerry Clonaris, now a merchandise broker in Charlotte, N.C. Once, when Clonaris was a buyer for Sears, Roebuck, he discovered he had made a huge miscalculation. A key dictum for retail buyers is not to overspend your "open to buy" account. If that account runs dry, you can't purchase new merchandise until it is replenished--usually in the next buying season. 

Clonaris's account was dry when a Japanese vendor happened to show him a stunning new line of handbags. Clonaris knew he should have set some money aside for just such an opportunity. He realized he now had two options: pass up the deal, which he was certain would be a lucrative one for Sears, or confess his mistake to the company controller and ask for the money. As Clonaris sat in his office considering his decision, the controller happened to stop by. Clonaris told him, "I'm in trouble. I really blew it." He explained what had happened. 

Though no fan of spendthrifts, the controller was struck by Clonaris's honesty and found a way to advance him the money. When the new handbag line went on the market, it was a huge success. Clonaris had learned a lesson about overspending his account, and also a far more universal one: when you find yourself in a career trap, how you climb out may ultimately be more important than how you fell in. 

