Make a Successful Transition Back to Work 
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If you are one of those people who were laid off in our down economy and were out of work for a while, landing a new job can be an exciting and exhilarating experience and that’s the way it should be.   But landing the job is only the first step in making a successful transition back to work.  Here are 10 simple tips to help you triumphantly cross the bridge to your new job.
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NOTE:  These tips are also invaluable for supervisors, managers and HR staff who are supporting returning workers.  They will help them understand the challenges the returning workers may face so they can provide them with them with the support needed to be truly successful.
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12 Tips for Returning Workers
1. Eliminate Latent Layoff Baggage & Transform Your Out-of-Work Habits
When you’ve been laid off from a job, it’s common to develop a lot of unconscious issues that can be hard to shed when it’s time to go back to work. I call these issues Latent Layoff Baggage.  This includes anger with your former employer and manager for laying you off, self-doubt about your skills and abilities since you think this is the reason you were laid off, fear (False Evidence Appearing Real) and could be laid off again, and the like.  
All these negative, self-defeating thoughts can run around in your head constantly and literally “run” you and contribute to you failing again.  It’s important to become conscious of these thoughts so you can “see” what you’re doing to yourself and “choose” whether to let them have power over you.  This may seem simple but I know it’s often not.  It takes moment by moment diligence to notice what you’re thinking and cancel thoughts that are counterproductive but YOU CAN DO IT!  Remember, all those thoughts related to your layoff are only your personal interpretation of the events surrounding your layoff and they are usually not true.  Seeing this can help a lot in lettering them go.
If you were laid off and have been out of work for a while, your daily habits have probably changed.  First, you didn’t have to get up or go to bed at fixed time like you did when you were working.  You didn’t have to deal with the stress of a long commute to work.  You also didn’t have to deal with long commutes, meetings, incessant phone call interruptions, staying up to speed on industry developments/advances and so on.  
When you return to work, you’re going to have to adjust to the work world again and that can be tiring and stressful.  To mitigate the impact, you might want to take a few days before returning to work and get up and go to bed at your new work times, engage in your typical work activities during your work hours and maybe even fake a commute (e.g. drive to your new company and then drive back again).  All this can help you get back into the work “routine” before that time comes.
2. Manage the Impact on Your Personal Life
When you’ve been out of work for a while, you find that you have more time to spend with family and friends and enjoying sports and hobbies. You may do more with your spouse or kids, clean the house, go grocery shopping, cook meals and the like.  You might also do more with your friends, such as meeting for lunch or going golfing.  

When you go back to work, all that’s going to change and it can impact you, your family and your friends quite a bit.  To manage this, it’s wise to sit down with your family and discuss the impact of your returning to work on all of you and find ways to mitigate the impact.  Maybe you can brainstorm ideas for how you can continue to spend quality time with your spouse and the kids and also continue to help around the house but on a scaled back basis.  You should do this same thing with your friends.

The main thing to remember is to create a healthy work/life balance.  It’s easy to get sucked up into the work vortex again and if you do, you relationships with your family and friends will suffer or so will you.  It’s easy to let the fear of failing in your new job push you into overworking and it’s not good for your physical or emotional health at all.
3. Rebuild Your Knowledge/Skills Base

While you were out of work, there’s a good chance that you’ve not staid up-to-speed on your industry knowledge and skills.  For example, if you were in HR, you may have lost touch with the laws and practices in this field.  Or maybe were in a technical area and there have been many hardware and software upgrades since you left.  If you take the time to get back up-to-speed before you return to work, you’ll feel a lot more secure and comfortable in your new job.  You can do this by taking training classes (classroom or online), doing research on the Internet, reading books, getting assistance from friend and former coworkers or any other way you can dream up.  If you get information on a CD, you can listen to it in the car during your commute and make good use of this time.
When you get on the job, be sure to find someone on staff who can serve as a mentor/coach to you.  Ask  your manager and co-workers who they would recommend and find out if they have the bandwidth to help you.  If you do things to help them, the likelihood of their wanting to help you will increase dramatically and it will help you build a strong relationship with this person that will last forever.

4. Create Realistic Expectations
When you first start on a new job, it’s critical to work with your manager to develop a Performance Plan that outlines your goals for the year.  This should be done within 30 days of your start date.  The written Performance Plan should specify a set of reasonable and measurable goals for you to achieve during the year and should be signed and dated by both you and your manager.  It’s also wise to make sure a copy is placed in your HR file.  
Without a Performance Plan, it is very difficult if not impossible to fairly assess your performance at the end of the year and give you the salary increase you deserve.  Finally, if your boss isn’t getting the plan done as you near the end of your first 30 days, write up one yourself and then submit it to him/her for approval and signature.  Many managers have a hard time developing Performance Plans so they avoid them.  If you do it for them, they can simply review it, maybe suggest a few changes and then it’s done.  That way, you both win!
For your first year on the job, be realistic about you expect from yourself during your first 3 months, next 6 months and the rest of the year.  The Transition Stages graph below can help you see how your Learning Curve, Resistance/Fear and Level of Contribution will change during these three timeframes so you know what to expect.  Remember, rebuilding your mastery in a new company/job takes about a year to achieve so be realistic in what you expect of yourself based on information in this chart.
Transition Stages:  
Learning Curve, Resistance/Fear and Contribution
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You can also use the Transition Stages Ideas chart below to get ideas of what you might be focusing on during these 3 key timeframes.
	Transition Stages Ideas


	1 - 3   Months
	Get Grounded & Start Contributing

· Perform basics of your job based on your background and experience and what you’ve learned in on-boarding training and from you mentor/coach

· Establish Performance Plan in First 30 Days

· Become familiar with company culture, policies/procedures, management (including org chart)

· Learn problems and new initiatives department/company are dealing with and find ways to contribute to solutions

· Learn phone systems, email system (e.g. MS Outlook), location and use of copiers and fax machines, etc.

· Learn proprietary hardware and software used in your department

· Build relationships within your department

· Make some initial suggestions after first 30 days, if appropriate

	4 - 6   Months
	Increase Your Contribution & Start Building Mastery

· Take on more sophisticated tasks in your department
· Start making well thought out suggestions and enroll others in contributing ideas and feedback (give them credit)
· Continue to build/enhance your skills
· Start being a mentor/coach to others in your department
· Makes you more valuable to the organization and more layoff proof
· Build relationships in other departments and with senior management

	7 - 12 Months
	Complete Mastery Development So Full Contributor

· Be a mentor/coach to people in other departments 
· Makes you even more valuable and even more layoff proof
· You may need your manager’s approval to do this but you can get it if you can show it won’t impact your ability to handle your assigned job responsibilities.

· Take on cross-functional assignments impacting multiple departments
· Build relationships with external network of customers, suppliers, business partners, etc.
· Achieve mastery at end of year and are a major contributor to the organization


Here’s one final piece of advice for your first year on the job.  When it comes to making commitments, under commit and then over deliver.  You’ll always come out a winner this way!
5. Maintain Your Network of Job Search Contacts

Your personal and LinkedIn network contacts can be invaluable to you in the workplace in providing coaching, brainstorming, business contacts, potential new customers, references and much more.  You can do the same for them as well.  Remember, use your network or lose it!
When it comes to LinkedIn, you need to explore how to use it effectively as a working business professional.  To learn more about the options available, go to More on the main menu and select Learning Center.  On the left hand side under User Guides, check out Small Business, Entrepreneurs, Business Development, Consultants, etc. guides to see how each of these groups can benefit from using LinkedIn.
6. Avoid Comparing Yourself to Co-Workers

One fatal thing returning workers often do is to compare themselves to their co-workers.  This is an unrealistic comparison since your co-workers have been working for the company much longer than you and will have more knowledge about the company’s policies, procedures, customers, suppliers, internal systems and software, etc. than you do.  So be gentle and kind with yourself an give yourself time to acquire this information and catch up with your peers.
7. Create and Submit a Monthly Self-Promotion Report
One of the greatest failings in returning employees (actually, in all employees) is that they don’t prepare and submit a monthly self-promotion report to their manager and his/manager as well.  This report outlines your accomplishments for the month and describes the benefit each one to your department/company. This report is invaluable in making sure your management knows what you’ve contributed every month.  Why?  Because it will help you get the raise you deserve at the end of the year and it can also help you get a promotion or new position since management knows more about you and your value.  If a layoff ever occurs, these reports will make it clear you’re not one who should be let go.
This report should contain no more than 10 items and be presented in bullet form.  It should also be short and concise to guarantee it gets read and has the impact you want.  Make sure to just include the facts and avoid any potential boasting since this could hurt you.  I would recommend emailing this report to your manager and CC his/her manager as well.  That way, there is written report that can easily be tracked if someone said they didn’t get it or lost it.
To facilitate this process during the month, make sure you record meetings you attended and tasks you performed on a daily basis and include notes on the details of each meeting or task.  You can record this in a notebook or use a software package like Microsoft Outlook.  When it’s time to produce your month end self-promotion report, you can use the notes you recorded to produce the report.

One last thing.  Make sure you get ongoing feedback from your manager and coworkers regarding your performance.  This keeps you on track and allows you to make constant adjustments to guarantee your success.

8. Seek Help - Training, Mentoring and Coaching

The most important thing in succeeding in a new job is to get formal training when you first start and in the long term to help you stay abreast of new developments in your field and advance in your position. This includes your initial on boarding training and subsequent technical or professional development training (e.g. Conflict Resolution, Time Management, etc.).  You should ask about what training is available during the interview process and make this a key criteria for accepting any job.  Without any formal training, you end up having to “fake it til you make it” and that’s a very lonely, isolated and uncomfortable place to live in.
It’s also helpful to find a mentor/coach who can assist you and help you grow faster in your job.  This can come from your manager, co-workers or HR via their Employee Assistance Program or EAP if they have one available.  Remember, no professional sports player would ever expect to excel without a coach so why should you!
Overall, training, mentoring and coaching helps speed up your development and enables you to contribute at a higher level faster.  That’s money in the bank in my book!

9. Keep Suggestions to a Minimum for First 30 Days

When you first start a job, it’s common to want to make suggestions immediately to show your value and often times, we make too many.  This can boomerang on you and have a negative effect.  Why? Veterans at the company may feel you think they’re doing everything wrong, regardless of whether that’s true or not.  They may also think you don’t know enough yet about the company, its policies and procedures, etc. to be making so many suggestions so soon.  This can hurt you in the long term since people may have discounted you and written you off as a source of well thought out suggestions.
The best practice is to take at least a month on the job before making suggestions unless you are specifically asked to give one.  Take this time to learn as much about the company, you department, your managers and coworkers, company politics, key leaders, etc. during this time as you can.  Also, engage others in contributing to and supporting your ideas so you have a good support group for your ideas and give them credit for their contribution.  This will help you to better frame your suggestion and give you more credibility with all the staff so your ideas will be heard.
10. Develop Relationships with Key Players

One thing that can really help your acceptance and growth in your new company is to develop relationships with key players throughout the company.  These are the decision makers, thought leaders, go to guy/gal, great brainstormers and idea generators and the like. Once you get to know them and their problems and concerns, you can help them. Once you help them, they in turn will want to help you.  It’s a win-win situation where everybody benefits.
As a part of building relationships with your fellow employees, it also important to remember to acknowledge and praise people for their outstanding efforts and accomplishments.  This is one of the most powerful tools in the workplace and it costs nothing.  If you model this type of behavior, others will start to do the same and it will slowly transform the workplace in more ways than you can imagine.  Don’t forget to acknowledge/praise your management too and then watch it come back to you.

11. Learn to Manage Conflict and Change in Workplace

In the workplace, conflict with co-workers or managers is common so it’s very helpful to learn conflict resolution skills.  The Active Listening and Questioning Skills described in number 12 below are the foundation of managing conflict.  It’s also useful to learn about different conflict resolution styles (Avoiding, Accommodating, Competitive, Compromising and Collaborative) and how to deal with each one most effectively.  When you’re actually trying to resolve a conflict, use this approach:  1)  Pay attention to the interests that are being presented, 2) Listen first and talk second, 3) Set out the “facts”, 4) Explore options together, 5) Pick the option that works best for both parties.
Over time, change is inevitable in any organization.  Management may change the way things are done or the company may get acquired by another that has a different way of doing things. The key to successfully dealing with change is to embrace it from the start rather than trying to resist or block it entirely.  You can’t stop the change anyway so get on board. The sooner you embrace it, the sooner you’ll get back on track and you won’t be perceived as a problem by management.  If there are things you think could be improved in the new process, wait a month or two until after the change has been fully implemented and then put them out on the table.  If you embraced the change at the onset, there’s a better chance your suggestions will be heard.
12. Learn Active Listening & Questioning Skills

Active Listening is simply the ability to give your full attention to what someone is saying and have the ability to paraphrase what they said back to them to prove you were listening.  You’re co-workers and managers want to be heard and this technique will you do that and make you more successful.  Remember, you have two ears and one mouth so use them in that proportion.
Questions Skills are an effective way to get people to open up about problems they’re having and help they to find their own solutions. For example, if a co-worker comes into your office with a problem, you might start out by asking him to tell you what the problem is and then ask what you can do to help.  Good questions can often help your co-worker find solutions to their own problems and this helps empower them tremendously.
Remember, Active Listening and Questioning Skills are the tools of all effective communicators and will make you more successful at work and in your personal life too.

Powerful Thoughts for Returning Workers:
Be here NOW!  Live in the present, stay in action and ask for help and you cannot fail.
If you have fears about returning to work, remember this.  You will improve a little bit each day you are back on the job and get better as you go.  Soon, all your concerns will evaporate and be forgotten because you are once again succeeding on the job.

An 80 year old English Teacher once told me, “Idom is suicidom and Wedom is freedom.”  What a great message and it applies to the workplace perfectly.  Don’t get isolated in the workplace (Idom) by staying to yourself.  Instead, mix with your coworker, join teams, participate in office/company functions, etc. (Wedom).  You’ll be happier this way, contribute more, get more help and support and much more!

Remember the Power of Positive Thinking and how it influences your success.

Be aware of your thoughts in every moment and notice how they are impacting you in either a positive or negative way.  If the impact is negative, chose whether to continue these debilitating thoughts or replace them with positive thoughts and actions.  THE CHOICE IS YOURS!

NOTE:  If you’re interested in a support group for returning workers to help you with the issues raised in this article, please email me at larrylabelle@trainingtamer.com.
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