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[The following article appeared in THE WALL STREET JOURNAL, Issue of August 8, 1994 |

Future MBA Grads: Do as I Say, Not as I Did

With their summer associate positions
winding down, MBA students will soon be
back on campus for their final year of
study. Their summer positions probably
have made them more eager than ever to
launch headlong into a new career.

T'know how they feel. In 1960, when I left
the University of Chicago with my MBA in
hand, I accepted a job more to take a break
from school than to get into a career. I be-
came a financial analyst for a major auto
maker, with the intention of working for a
year and going back to school.

I never made it back to campus. And
it took me a few years to figure out that

Manager’s Journal
By Melvin R. Goodes

my company and that career path
weren't the best matches for me. Fortu-
nately, in 1965 I landed a position in prod-
uct management at Warner-Lambert, the
pharmaceutical company where I would
build a successful career.

Despite my eventual good fortune, I
could easily have derailed myself by jump-
ing too quickly on the corporate track. If I
had it to do over, here's how I'd organize
my strategic career planning:

© Define your core competency. I meet
many MBAs today who have no clear
grasp of what they do best. I've had MBA
students tell me they were majoring in fi-
nance and marketing—and would seek op-
portunities in both fields. That kind of ap-
proach saps career energy and often leads
to poor decisions. My own core compe-
tency 1s and aiways has been marketing—

bringing my skills as an entrepreneur and
manager to bear on that set of business
challenges. That's why my first choice of
working in finance was a mistake, given
my own sense of what I do best.

® Find organizations where ideas are
valued. Ideas are now the lifeblood of win-
ning organizations. The most successful
companies search for ideas from all
sources and, more important, act on those
ideas quickly and decisively. Look for com-
panies that can prove that they prize cre-
ativity and will move on winning ideas.

® Try to spot companies on the upswing.
Such companies can be of any size or in
any industry, but they are positioned to
grow faster than their competition. They
are undervalued, both by stock analysts
and by career seekers. Consider compa-
nies that are fundamentally strong but
close to the bottom of a business cycle or
undergoing restructuring to become more
competitive. Companies chastened by the
marketplace tend to have more room for
individual impact than companies at the
top of the mountain.

o Think globally. You may not want to
live outside the U.S., but you should un-
derstand that's where you're most likely to
find the fastest-growing markets. You and
your organization should be prepared to
capitalize on these opportunities.

e Look for companies that value diver-
sity. That is, diversity in product lines,
markets, viewpoints. In a world growing
closer and more mobile, companies that
are comforiable with varying experiences
and cultures are likely to capture more of
the best market opportunities than compa-
nies that are ill at ease with diversity.

® Gauge how an organizalion handles
fuilure. Recruiting brochures are filled

with profiles of success, as well they
should be. But business life is full of peo-
ple and projects that fail. Companies
that can't handle ambitious failures or
set up a culture of fear around failure
are not likely to be good long-term
choices. When you interview corporate
executives, don’t just ask about success.
Ask about failure. You'll be surprised by
the insights you get.

@ Consider the learning opportunities.
No company can guarantee lifetime em-
ployment. But companies can invest in
their people, and keep their employees on
steady learning curves. That's a win-win
situation for both employee and company.

® Look for family-friendly organizations.
Reach for organizations that strike a bal-
ance between your commitments to job
and family. There’s nothing wrong with
hard work, and your career won’t come
packaged neatly into 40-hour weeks. But,
over the long term, the best opportunities
are with those organizations that empower
you to let go of low-value work, stress real
contribution over “face-time” in the of-
fice, and understand that good caregivers
are usually great employees.

 Finally, don’t look back. I've learned
valuable lessons from each of my career
decisions, even the ones I've made in haste
and later repented. With life-spans length-
ening and the demands for skills expand-
ing, you’re probably going to have a career
that bridges five decades. That gives you
plenty of time to recover from a few mis-
takes. And plenty of time to enjoy the rich
rewards of success.

Mr. Goodes is chairman and chief execu-
tive officer of Warner-Lambert, which hires
about 25 new MBAS every year.
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