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I have been unemployed three times in my adult career. The first job I left on 

my own; the second and third were complete blindsides; almost, anyway. 

 

The first of the two “surprises,” came 12 years ago. I had been employed only 

six months when the company president popped into my office to tell me that 

the region was underperforming and my location was being closed….now! 

Within the hour, Security helped launch my six-block “walk of shame” to the 

train station, my head down, laden with one briefcase, two small boxes of 

belongings, one generic letter of reference and a partially-used (but company 

paid!) commuter rail card. 

 

8 years later, it was déjà vu all over again. In this case financial insolvency was 

forcing the entire company to close. As I was walked out, again with no notice, I 

was told that the firm could not meet payroll; my check for the last two weeks 

would not be coming. My lawyer urged me to get in line as a creditor; five years 

later I am still queued up.  

 

These job crises remain fresh in my mind; I keep them there to remind me that 

my career coaching clients probably feel as I did: disenfranchised, disoriented, 

confused, scared, and mostly mad. The worst part for me was not knowing how 

long it would be until the next job came along. We control freaks don’t do well 

with the unseen and unknown.  

 

In my first search I had no clue; it took nearly two months just to get to the 

point where I could even start to look for a job. Despite a cumbersome 

beginning, and as a result of more luck than skill, I got a job a couple of weeks 

before my unemployment ran out. The suspense was unpleasant; I swore to 

myself that I would never be so ill prepared again.  

 

However, a few weeks after starting the second job, my commitment to 



maintaining my “brand” began to wane. I rationalized that performing well in 

my new role was career priority #1. After all, what could it hurt putting 

professional networking and resume building on the back burner…just for a 

few weeks?” Well, a few weeks became never and I began my next free agent 

experience no better off than I was the first time.  

 

Thankfully, I didn’t make the same mistake thrice. 

 

The last job I lost was as Director of Client Services for a career management 

firm. In this role, I led weekly workshops based on Tom Peters’ personal 

branding philosophy. In addition to making me a pro on career marketing, 

these seminars allowed me to ask thousands of executives what they looked for 

in each stage of the hiring process. As a senior manager, I was forced to set a 

good example for our clients by maintaining my own great LinkedIn profile, 

ever-current resume, and robust professional network.   

 

Espousing Mr. Peters’ principles, I learned that employees have little control 

over job security; that it was up to individual workers to maintain their own 

value in the market. Throughout my last job, I sustained the effort to become a 

thought leader in my field and built an impressive network of influencers who 

could, and would, help me ramp up quickly if and when the need arose. By the 

time my last employer folded, my tools were built and I was able to get on 

calendars right away.  

 

This time I decided to be my own employer. At the three month mark, I was 

earning more than I had ever made as an employee and doing the work in a 

more enjoyable way. This same trend continues 5 years later. Ironically, 

companies in my field now seek me out. 

 

Self employment is not for everyone. But sustaining value and awareness of the 

market are should be. For years I taught this stuff, but didn’t do it myself. Being 

self-employed forces me to actually practice what I preach. If I don’t network, I 

starve. If I don’t maintain current skills, new competition will eat my lunch.  

 

Over the upcoming weeks and months, I will be sharing things that I have 



learned as both a victim of a fickle job market and a coach who knows that 

becoming a victim and staying a victim are more avoidable than most people 

think.  

 

 

 

 


