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[bookmark: _GoBack]Thank you to all of the Mentors for preparing the following responses to each of the mentoring topics for wider distribution – (1) The Confidence Gap, (2) Setting Yourself Up for Success, (3) Work/Life Balance, (4) Charting a Career Path, and (5) Standing Out.
Neena Anandaraman, OCS
The Confidence Gap
Associating self-promotion with speaking up can be ingrained from an early age, particularly if called names by class mates for doing so. Use that feeling of inhibition as a strength rather than a weakness. Some concern about how we come off sounding to others can be a helpful trait to have by prodding us to develop our expertise and be more thoughtful in voicing our ideas, which will naturally lend itself to people taking us more seriously when we do speak. Knowing your role, developing your knowledge base, and overcoming self-doubt are all important for developing your confidence.
First, it is important to 1) determine what is important for you to know in your role and 2) to know that well, so that you speak up at the appropriate times. For example, it may be your role to have a general understanding of what everyone is doing in an office. If that’s the case, spend some time with your colleagues getting to know their work. It may be your role to have very specialized technical knowledge. In that case, you may want to schedule a couple hours a week studying the emerging literature in that field in depth. 
For overcoming self-doubt, there’s a great book called The Inner Game of Work, by Timothy Gallwey written after great success in training athletes through his book, The Inner Game of Tennis. Gallwey describes how one should keep his/her eye on the ball (the meeting) like a good athlete instead of one’s own limitations or anxieties. Focusing on the meeting itself, the issues and problems being discussed, listening to what others are saying, and recalling what you know, rather than listening to that inner critic will help you to develop your abilities to naturally contribute when appropriate.  
Setting Yourself up for Success
Think about anything you believe you have successfully achieved in your life and what you did to get it. Now think of all the times things didn’t go so well. What is the difference? Often we find that successful outcomes occurred when we planned and prepared well, whether it was a goals that were years away, such as obtaining a college degree, or something the next week, such as an interview or presentation. Sometimes you can do the planning in your head, but as you responsibilities grow, it will likely be useful to develop strategies to avoid missing important deadlines. Tim Allen’s Getting Things Done outlines helpful strategies that you can accommodate to your own needs. One fairly simple strategy is to spend a half hour at the end of the week evaluating commitments and meetings for the next week and month and listing what you intend to do each day that coming week to prepare. Since you may need to re-prioritize daily as things come up, jot down the top 2-3 items that must get done the next day before you leave work each day and do them first thing in the morning, if you can. 
And a lot of times, success is not about just our own effort. When our success depends on others, we need to make it easy for all of those folks that we need to come through for us to come through for us. That may mean getting things off your plate as soon as possible to get it to others well ahead of the deadline to minimize their pressure. That may mean helping people fill out paperwork. That may mean doing the time consuming work up front such as drafting documents and offering it to others to do a fast review to allow for a fast turn-around to meet a deadline.  That may mean setting up staff with appropriate contacts or breaking down barriers for them before giving them an assignment. That may mean outlining what you want to say on a phone call, anticipating what obstacles you may encounter, and coming up with solutions for those to assure you get what you need out of a call instead of doing a cold call. People will appreciate not having things dropped on them at the last minute those times that you are able to do it and be more accepting to help when circumstances are out of your control. Don’t just delegate. Delegate in a helpful way to set everyone up for success.
Preparation is everything. A great book on negotiating, an important job skill that provides a foundation for setting yourself up for success in a variety of situations, is No: The Only Negotiating System You Need for Work and Home by Jim Camp. 
Work/Life Balance
Everyone at the workplace appears to have become more sensitive to the need for work/life balance than they used to be since everyone is now vulnerable to 24/7 technology. A lot of work/life balance depends on determining what is your own office culture, what is acceptable, and then working out an agreement with your supervisor that accommodates the work while allowing one to balance personal needs. If your supervisor can see you getting ahead of deadlines and giving it your all when you are there, he/she is likely to be flexible to help accommodate work/life balance needs.
Part of the problem is information overload. It is important to make sure you and your supervisor agree on your role. Then determine what is the least you need to know to get your work done. Opt out of the rest if you can (mentally at least). What is your area of focus at work that will fall apart if you do not give it 100%? Work on that and let others handle their areas of primary responsibility. When new work comes along, have a list of everything you are doing and make sure your supervisor knows what may not get done as well or what deadlines may not be met if you take on the new work. Ask your supervisor for assistance from colleagues well ahead of deadlines if you have concerns deadlines may not be met for professional or personal obligations. People appreciate a heads up in anticipating and getting in front of potential disasters. 
If you find certain aspects to overwhelm, such as instant messaging on top of email, then maybe you can opt out of instant messaging if your workplace allows it. Sometimes too much email is less fruitful than touching base for a short time once or twice a week. See if colleagues you regularly deal with are amenable to short meetings or a call once a week to catch up instead of emailing questions back and forth. 
Keep making time to learn new things, whether inside or outside the job. We humans enjoy learning and when we are not, we feel like we are missing out on life, whether we realize it or not, and it stresses us out. Make the time, even if it’s an hour a week to feed that part of you that wants to continually learn, whether it’s through a hobby, improving skills such as writing, or learning new computer skills that may help in a future job. 
Charting a Career Path
What you want out of a career may change over time. Early on you are hungry to learn and develop skills. As you acquire knowledge and develop these skills, you itch to use them. Once you have honed your skills, you may want to train and develop others or challenge yourself to developing more specialized competencies. Or you may want to learn brand new skills by changing your profession completely or becoming a manager. Feeding the hunger for wanting to learn new things seems to be an important one we never tire of and just make our jobs and life more interesting. Try to find ways to keep learning whatever you are doing to literally make you happier on the job. 
Wherever you are in your career, remember that you can be using your time on that job to hone skills for the next opportunity. Maybe you are learning essential communication skills as an employee that will help you relate to your staff if you ever decide to become a manager. Use your situation to develop empathy skills for the future. Practice being the employee you would like to have and then be the boss you would like to have. Everyone you interact with can be a mentor if you pay attention. Maybe you are watching how a good manager deals with his/her staff and you want to take notes for the future. Keep a journal of best practices you can revisit later so you can be one of the good ones, when the opportunity arises.
As opportunities come along, you will want to consider what types of benefits you may lose or gain in a new position, what responsibilities may do to your work/life balance, and the workplace culture you are walking into. If you have spectacular people you are working with, maybe you want to stay and be a part of that team. Great colleagues and supervisors can make a job. But they leave. So do not let that be the sole factor in decision making and miss out on a great career opportunity if you see one.
As you go through your career, be sensitive to what types of work you really enjoy and what stresses you out and try to look for the qualities you enjoy in the next job. If writing performance appraisals makes you have sleepless nights, maybe you will want to look for non-supervisory positions in the future. 
Some self-reflection is useful in determining what situations you are happiest. Do you like continually changing work and dealing with unexpected circumstances? Do you like a lot of direction or do you like some autonomy? Sometimes trying something new, even if it is not a promotion, helps you to find new ways of working and testing yourself, and opens you up to new possibilities. 
Standing Out
Communication skills are everything. Enough cannot be said about continually honing your skills on conveying as much as you can in as few words as possible whether writing or speaking. Read and practice Strunk and White’s Elements of Style.  
Want to write great KSA’s? STUDY and implement the advice in Federal Resume Guidebook: Write a Winning Federal Resume to Get in, Get Promoted, and Survive in a Government Career by Kathryn Kraemer. That book tells you how to highlight your work in resumes and KSA’s to get your application through the personnel office: Review the job notice, find those items in your experience that fit and write succinct statements describing the situation, your specific actions, the results and impact of your specific efforts. Those evaluating your resumes will look for how your experience matches what they need, which is what they described in the job announcement. 
For the interview, learn about the position and company/agency and ask questions about the work. Show that you are actively listening to responses through your body language or even taking notes. Be interested and interesting. Prepare for the interview by reviewing what you submitted for your resume and KSA’s and concisely answering the questions asked about how your work relates to the work advertised. Think about what you might ask someone with a similar resume if you were interviewing them and visualize a successful response. Come prepared to give more detailed information regarding what you put in your resume. Show that you take initiative and can work without needing a lot of direction and time from the supervisor. People want people that can save them time. 
Reputation means everything. Be a good team player, that is, be responsible, reliable, punctual, respectful, and easily adaptable. Do the work for the sake of the work without looking for credit. Do your best in every job, even if you are not happy there. Do not show your unhappiness. When hiring, people will ask others about you. Make sure through your behavior that you are not giving them bad things to say. That does not mean not standing up for yourself if you are treated poorly. Pick your battles wisely.
Once you get the job, how to stand out? Be helpful. Be the solution instead of the problem. When you go in to see your supervisor about a problem bring some options for solutions. Do the thinking and conceptualize solutions for others. Be that person at the meeting that volunteers to take notes and capture action items and sends them out to everyone without having to be asked to do it. That also helps you practice your listening skills. Actively listen to others without putting your ideas first, and let their ideas shape and influence yours. Assume you know nothing and everyone else knows everything and it is your job to learn from others— whatever stage of your career you are in.
Gayle Barry, NRCS
The Confidence Gap 
The confidence gap is a fundamental lack of belief in our own value, worth and ability to achieve consistently. A fear of failure, relentless self-doubt stops many people from pursuing their passions, leaving them at a standstill. Confidence matters as much as competence. 
I never gave thought of confidence gap until I started supervising other amazing women and associating myself with other leaders in the agency. I found that a lot of women feel this way.  (Many men feel this way also).  I think it is partially in the DNA of supervisors and employees who care about delivering accurate, conscientious work products.  So, if most people experience this at some level, then why are we so ashamed to talk about it?  I think a bit of it is by nature, there are not many complex problems facing agencies of our size that don’t require a lot of skills and resources to solve.  So, fundamentally it feels “wrong” to take credit for something that you did as a team.  One piece of advice that I often give, is that within big projects, there is always a section that you actually led.  So when I set the context, I talk about the agency challenge, I talk about the team project and then I talk about my specific contributions and accomplishments.  And last but not least, my axiom is fake it till you make it! By that I mean be confident in who you are and what you know.  If you don’t believe in yourself first, how can you expect others to believe in you?  And lastly, my daughter is shy, I see life sometimes through her eyes and have used this technique myself. I walk through the whole “terrified of what if” event in my mind before it actually happens.  Akin to what they teach high performing athletes, see yourself in as much detail as possible walking through the interview, arriving at the room, shaking hands, saying your name, giving your answers and the look of success on the interviewers face as you walk out the door.
Setting Yourself Up for Success
Prepare. (You'll still want to gain real-world work experience to prepare for your future career, but there are ways to get that while you're still in school. Keep reading!)My strategy for success has been simple, with strands of complexity 
· First order of business is what is your brand?
· What do you want to be known for?
· What do you want people saying about you, your work products, how you navigated relationships, etc.?
That helps as an internal guide star no matter what situation comes your way.  You can make your own assessment when you know who it is you want to be and what values guide your work habits and interpersonal relationships. Of course, there are a million little nuances in all of this, but my sister who worked on Wall Street said it best, “be nice to everyone, because today’s chipmunk is tomorrow’s CEO.”
Work/Life Balance
Work/Life balance is a concept including proper prioritizing between "work" (career and ambition) and "lifestyle" (health, pleasure, leisure, family and spiritual development/meditation). This is related to the idea of lifestyle choice. Approaching your happiness, work balance, stress and commitment and to-do lists, and striving to be an A personality, and the town you live in and family expectations etc. are all set and managed by you.
7 Tips to help you become balanced:
· Make a conscious decision to become balanced
· Set goals in every area of your life
· Make time to reassess yourself on a daily basis
· Exercise/ Try out a Yoga class 
· Make time for family
· Don’t be afraid to use your Power
· Get Rest! Relaxation goes a long way
Charting a Career Path 
Get a mentor (I recommend several) to help you navigate, make your choices, and be the best you can be personally.  Not because you are trying to impress anyone or because someone told you, but because the passion for what you do burns brighter than the rules. 
After working many years at the state in our agency. I’ve learned that nothing builds confidence in any arena more than stepping right into the middle of it. (Palms sweating, stomach knotted, your conscious urging you to play it safe in the stands). Only by doing the very things we’re afraid of, we come to realize how little reason we ever had to fear. The only way to build confidence and courage is by acting with it.” I have worked for the same agency my whole career. I have been the agency leader for Legislative Affairs, Public Affairs, Management (HR, Property and Procurement, Business Operations), and now Regional Supervisor. The one thing for sure is there are no short cuts.
Known fact: Oprah has four mentors
Standing Out 
· Follow through on your commitments.
· Have a talent/skill at work (soft skills are good too).
· Wear a red jacket in a crowd of black suited men.
· Be willing to take a lateral reassignment to gain experience and network.
· Focus 100% on the job you have, not the job you think your agency should pay you to be.
· Know your Audience/Customer   
· Get along and be helpful to your peers, they are as important as your boss.
· Live your Life every day with joy!
· People are watching how you handle adversity closer than they watch how you handle success.
· Gain the intrinsic rewards of helping others.
Emilee Blount, FS
The Confidence Gap
From my perspective and career path I have found that confidence increases the more I prepare in advance. You must become knowledgeable of the issues, evaluate scenarios from different aspects, anticipate questions and formulate answers. Too often I have seen women speak just to be heard. Getting your voice in the room isn't of value if your point or question isn't relevant to the topic. 
Equally important, is not sitting quietly while others dominate the room. I have found it only takes one or two well thought out points presented in a tone that is respectful, delivered with a level of authority/knowledge, and often with a desire to learn more, goes far. Hiring officials/team leaders aren't expecting you to have all the answers, they are looking for people with the ability to think critically, that ask clarifying questions and consider multiple scenarios and ultimately, those not afraid to work hard. Finally, appreciate those leaders who take the time to give you constructive criticism, listen to them and apply what you learn. 
Setting Yourself Up for Success
Define success from your perspective, break it out in various steps; what does it look like, what timeline is needed, who else is involved? These are questions you should first ask yourself. It is not the same as your annual performance plan, these are your personal milestones what do you want out of your career? I am a strong believer in planning, success rarely happens without it. I have personally spent quite a bit of time planning out my career progression, my strategy, the various stages of my life and what is important to me at that stage, as well as answering questions such as the level of effort I have to commit in order for my goals to have the greatest chance at success.
There are a wealth of courses available, self-help tools, on-line assessments to broaden our awareness of self as well as to recognize traits that standout in leaders. While this is good, we can't become absorbed at the expense of our day to day realities and opportunities outside of our plans, it must be balanced.
Work/Life Balance
Women as a whole have a tendency to put their needs second to others, especially mothers. When you add the challenges of a career and the desire to move up into higher leadership positions our focus can become even more outward at the expense of our personal needs. I am realizing this late but hopefully not too late. We only have one time around at this wonderful life of ours, odds are we will spend 60 or so hours a week for 30 years working or preparing and commuting for work. Set healthy patterns and eliminate where you can interferences. I make it a priority to catch the 4:30 bus each afternoon, I brake the week up with a TW day which gives me back at least three hours to my day, while I do check email at random times, I leave those issues that require more thought to the work hours, not my time. 
One area I need to improve upon is not feeling guilty about taking leave, this is a personal struggle. To truly find an interest that I have and tune out everything else and enjoy the moment is rare. My leave revolves around family concerns or errands that didn't get accomplished. Allow your life to have complete down time and to figure out what you enjoy, who you are outside of the wife, mom, supervisor, daughter..... My worry has been that I won't know how to spend time with myself.   
Charting a Career Path
I don’t believe there is a traditional career path, even within Federal government you see a significant shift from employees that started and remain with their original agency through retirement.  My path was certainly not traditional and varied based on life choices I made at different stages. My first job was based on availability.  The industry was flush with engineers and competition was tight.  I worked in the private sector in commercial construction and used that opportunity to become licensed as a General Contractor.  I left because of the birth of my son, I wanted to stay home, be closer to family and reduce my hours. This stage involved a move towards relatives and a reduced cost of living, my life choice.  Because of my license I could pick up small construction projects and stay engaged with the work force. 
When I was ready to re-enter the work force full time, I took a temporary job with the Federal government, again, times were tight during the DoD Base Realignment and many civilians had priority over me.  This temporary position turned into a permanent appointment but not without a lot of work staying up on opportunities and applying. Once in Federal government I was able to get a Master’s Degree as well as my Professional Engineering License. Seizing opportunities to further your credentials and education is so important during your early career days. As my son reached middle school I again wanted to reduce my hours and spend more time with him, I job-shared for seven years which was certainly not traditional in Federal government. The reason my supervisor permitted this was because we were proven, trustworthy and competent employees.  This obviously required a change in financial priorities, a deliberate life choice.  
My career goals after my son graduated from high school changed significantly, I wanted to move up the leadership ladder as quickly as I could.  Moving from a GS12 to an SES was my objective and required a move to DC where opportunities were plentiful.   This required me to think more broadly about my skill sets, to look at job series and agencies through a different lens, to be adaptable to integrate with agency cultures and organizational structures, to work very hard understanding priorities, implementing the mission, be relevant and willing to take on high profile tasks. Being loyal to the fundamental principles of a Federal Employee and the belief in making federal government more effective and efficient as well as instilling professional traits has been my goal. 
Standing Out
I have more success getting through the first round of resume reviews when I use a bullet approach.  Too often we regurgitate what our position description says or what our job duties are                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        versus highlighting our accomplishments or attributes that will set us apart.  Paragraphs that run on and on describing the job versus the person are a quick turn off.  Be bold, be creative but above all, be truthful. Use strong statements in the first person, “I reduced permit application turnaround time by 25% after implementing a Lean Six Sigma process which resulted in a $300,000 annual savings”.  This is much more effective than, “I process on average 2,000 special use permits per year”.  
Think of your resume as your end of year performance write-up.  When you make it through the resume review and get an opportunity to interview, make sure you are prepared.  I spend days dissecting the job announcement and highlighting every salient issue the hiring official is looking for.  I pour over their website, try to find their organizational chart, where does this position fit in, pull out challenges, mission strategies and a few interesting facts from the agency that you can weave into your interview questions.  Using the announcement description, formulate potential questions and answers specific to your accomplishments. 
Make sure you time yourself, part of the interview is time management, if you spend 30 min answering one question you will not get though.  I will let a candidate continue speaking and stop the interview at the appointed hour whether we are through or not. Clear, concise, relevant responses are what I look for, quality over quantity.
Professionalism is key during the interview, a sense of formality, respect, appropriate dress (conservative is usually the best until you get the job and understand norms). These attributes are the same once you get the job as well as reliability with time and attendance and assigned tasks, your focus is on learning and productivity.  Don’t hesitate to ask for clarification but only after you show initiative on your own.
Johanna “Jeleen” Briscoe, ASA
The Confidence Gap 
The word “confidence” has some baggage associated with it that make it a loaded word for me when society presents it in terms of a gap that exists between men and women. For one, our culture has allowed “confidence” to be a male-associated word. Just using the words “confidence” and “gap” to refer to women gives it a male quality, as if it’s something men have and women don’t. A quick Google search for “confidence gap” brings forth all sorts of advice for women to act more like men. Men display behaviors that are interpreted as if they are steadfast in their belief they are right, that they belong. Women are told to mirror that—speak up more, fill the air with accolades for yourself, initiate discussions on raises. I am not saying don’t do that, I am saying that these are all outward behaviors, many of which may feel inauthentic to women, leading to more self-doubt since they compare themselves to men as the bar for confidence. Why do we assume men own the market on “confidence”? 
This brings me to my second point on misconceptions when it comes to confidence—there is an assumption that people are either confident or not. As if we’re born with it. True confidence, for anyone, comes from within. Your outward behavior should be a channel of that inward strength. This takes work. It takes knowing yourself, being aware of what you believe and why you believe that. It takes self-reflection, which is something women are often better at than men. It takes preparation before meetings and interactions, knowing and listening to your audience (another thing women are better at!), preparing your points ahead of time. It takes being present. 
It takes realizing you’re nervous to speak up in a meeting and not beating yourself up for it—you’ve prepared for this, you have listened, you know yourself, so note that nervousness, celebrate it for its humanness and for it being a part of YOU, feel the ground beneath your fabulous heels, and move on. Speak from that inward peace in your conviction, an inward peace that comes from your uniquely feminine talents—planning, listening, preparation, intuition and empathy.
Setting Yourself Up for Success
The most important first step towards success is deciding what success looks like for you on a daily basis. Structuring that vision around your personal mission statement and your goals, setting your intent, and committing to it (either verbally to yourself, or, even better, in a journal) helps you hold true to that vision and assess how you did at the end of the day (also in your journal).  You can start your day journaling “What would make today awesome would be…” and describe what you want to happen that will get you closer to your goal.  At the end of the day assess how you did and what you could have done to further realize your intention.  This process can be expanded to include monthly, quarterly, and yearly goals. 
Once you have set that intent, the second most important realization when it comes to setting yourself up for success is what a valuable and previous and limited resource your brain is. High level brain functions that are important to success, such as decision-making, strategizing, prioritizing, predicting, are costly in terms of burning up energy in the brain. Figuring out when you are at your best mentally—for some it’s first thing in the morning, for others it’s mid-afternoon, for me it’s at the end of the day—and then protecting that time for brain work is important. I’m talking no interruptions, no distractions, technology off, just you and your brainwork, for a set, precious period of time each day. 
For me, integral to success is maintaining autonomy over your own life by making a habit of actively being visionary, purposeful, and self-aware. And setting aside one small part of your day to practice that habit—even if it is 20 minutes. That 20 minutes is your gift to yourself, and you deserve it.
Work/Life Balance
I’ve always had trouble with the term “work-life balance” because it assumes that you live your life in two separate containers, and if they cross over at all, you have failed. Also, as an aside—balance implies static living—to me, that doesn’t sound very exciting and has zero momentum as a concept. We are not designed to shut off part of our brains when we are at work or when we are at home. If you are at work and you had a fight with your teenage daughter or significant other that morning, you will be upset, you will worry about it. And that is not failure. That is being human. 
The flip-side is true for work—if you have an employee or coworker who isn’t fully performing or who is challenging you at work or if you have a big presentation coming up, these things can consume your thoughts even when you’re on vacation. Also this is being human. You are not “failing” at work-life balance. As for women in particular, research has shown that women with multiple roles have lower levels of anxiety and higher levels of mental well-being. For me, satisfaction, in your personal and work life is a much more impactful in terms of a goal. 
How do you improve satisfaction at work? Participate in a career development opportunity, take on a project that resonates with you, have coffee with a colleague or a mentor, learn a new skill, reorganize your desk and workspace to better reflect your personality. How do you improve your satisfaction in your personal life? Assess where you would like to work on your satisfaction and create action items for these areas, e.g. enhancing friendships, interest/hobbies/talents, energy level, planning for the future, expressing gratitude and random acts of kindness for those in your personal life. Breaking your plans down into action items centered on satisfaction will help redirect your panic about not living that unrealistic ideal of “balance.”
Charting a Career Path 
Based on my career path, I would have to say that my advice is to be open to possibilities and never falter at obstacles or the fact that you have to change course multiple times. I truly believe that everything happens for a reason. I have realized over time, on my journey, that the problem with always hanging your happiness and definition of success on some extrinsic goal means you will never be satisfied, because there is always more, always one more step ahead to take. For me, coming out of college, my goal was to get into veterinary school, then it was to graduate, then it was to pass veterinary boards, then it was to get an internship, then residency, then faculty position. The drive for MORE-and-then-I’ll-know-I’ve-made-it never went away and I never found what I was looking for because the goal post kept moving.  I ended up in the hospital with a stress-related illness that I would love to attribute to the toxic people in my life at the time, but know now that I only have myself and my refusal to listen to my inner voice to blame for letting it get that far. 
That experience taught me to settle into myself, seek my own truth, and not base that truth on external goals that I believed society had put in place for me. I haven’t lost my drive to continue on my career path at all, instead I focus on being present, figuring out what I can learn from what I am experiencing right now, connecting with others, and really exploring deep down inside what makes me happy. This takes reading, journaling, meditation, sharing my thoughts with loved ones, evaluating daily interactions, listening to my body, and being open to possibilities that come along when you least expect them. Knowing myself has helped me trust my gut and forgive myself for missteps—because every misstep is a chance to learn. Knowing myself has also helped me network smartly for future opportunities and tell my story in a way that helps other people help me. And helps me figure out how to help others. Doing that while being happy and striving to be better every day where I am has ended up opening new paths for me I never imagined.
Standing Out 
These days, it is so rare that people are judged just on paper. Yes, resumes matter, experience matters. But with high-level education and multiple, excellent and varying job experiences becoming more commonplace, especially amongst millennials, who you are on paper matters less and less. Who you know and who you have impressed and who you have in your corner can really help you position yourself to be considered for a job. Although writing skills, attention to detail, capturing your impact vs. your experience in a resume are important, I have seen many times where references provide the make-or-break moment for job candidates in this new job world where so many people are highly qualified on paper. Leadership advice and guidance has caught up with the fact that we are human, and our human relationships are paramount to our success at work. On top of that, social media has made us much more connected, thus it is important to impress everyone with whom you come in contact, not just your supervisors or the people you list as references. 
Once you are hired somewhere, coming from a place of genuine gratitude in everything you do goes a long way. No one has gotten to where they are without the help of someone else. To get noticed, remember that gratitude in your every action, and treat each moment and opportunity as a privilege. A privilege to learn, to grow, to explore, to just appreciate that you are fortunate enough to be there. 
I will share with you two great words of advice that have carried me to where I am now. One morning upon arriving at work at my veterinary internship after less than 2 hours of sleep being on-call for emergencies, I snapped at the phone operator when she greeted me. She pulled me aside and reminded me that in my responses I have the power to break someone’s day. Instead I should strive to make someone’s day better for having interacted with me—therein lies the power to change the world by passing on positivity. The other word of advice was from a senior leader at USDA: it is not enough to get a seat at the table, OWN that seat. Never say “pass” or “nothing to report” when called upon—always have a plan for contribution, and share that contribution, authentically and with gratitude for the honor of being given the space to express yourself.

Carol Gotway Crawford, NASS
The Confidence Gap
I definitely do not believe that “A fundamental lack of belief in our own value, worth, and ability to achieve consistently tempers female ambition and holds women back.”  I believe it’s the choices women make that hold them back.  I have never admired people who openly promote themselves.  Thus, this wasn’t something I felt comfortable with either.  I have always just concentrated on doing a good job—being knowledgeable and innovative, and developing strong communication skills, have helped me advance in the workplace. If you know what you are doing, and what you’re about, people will respect you, seek you out, and you will eventually get ahead, on your own terms.  If you are too shy to speak up at meetings, share your thoughts with colleagues outside of the meetings where you feel more comfortable.  People may initially attribute your ideas to themselves or to others, but eventually you will get credit and build a reputation.  That said, if you can learn to be more self-promoting, in a way you respect, this would be ideal—it’s something I constantly work on—and one of the tools I use is to find someone who is good at this, whom I admire, and study what they do. 
Setting Yourself Up for Success 
Failing to plan is planning to fail.  Fake it ‘til you make it.  These two adages have served me well!
I have benefited greatly from coaching—life coaching, executive coaching and leadership coaching.  My coaches have helped me to better understand my strengths and weaknesses (so I could play to my strengths and find ways to strengthen my weaknesses).  They have also helped me understand others, and the value of listening.  I think the DISC assessment on communication style is excellent, both as a tool to improve how you communicate, and also as a tool to understand how others communicate. 
I think the best thing I did for my career was taking a chance on career opportunities that were outside the norm for my profession.  I was trained as a statistician, and statisticians are usually always in supporting roles.  Leadership was mostly defined as academic rank, number of publications, and election to roles in professional societies.  To be honest, once I got away from this narrowly defined career path, that started in high school and accelerated through graduate school, I became much more successful and broadened my horizons considerably.  
Another thing I did, not intentionally, but naturally, was foster good working relationships, empower others, and treat others with respect.  I’m just now finding out that these qualities have made others admire, support and advocate for me, more than anything I could have ever done intentionally. 
Work/Life Balance 
First, I think the issues here are changing—many companies are establishing programs and policies to help employees achieve work life balance and unplug from the 24/7 environment that telework and technology have created.  That said, achieving work-life balance, while exceling at your career, requires two things:  1) A strong, strategic vision of where you are going with your career and how to get there; and 2) mastering time management skills.  Being able to prioritize everything is essential—this includes personal needs as well as professional demands.  Continually ask yourself:  do I need to be doing this now?  And, do I need to be doing this?  What do I need to be at my best?  For example, I know I don’t focus well when I’m tired, and if I have to write something, it will take 10 times as long if I do it when I’m not into it or if I’m very tired.  So, rather than sit at my desk and force myself to think and write, I’ll program my head with ideas and then take a nap. I know that while it seems I may have just wasted an hour I didn’t have, this pays off as I’m able to do the work much more efficiently. 

A course in email management, communication and etiquette was very helpful to me, in fact, I’d like to take it again!  Also, picking battles is important.  Sometimes, people need to go above and beyond and be accessible 24/7 for a short amount of time when a deadline is looming.  However, this shouldn’t be one’s normal state—not everything should warrant this level of engagement. 
I’m a big fan of hypnosis—changing subconscious beliefs is crucial for being one’s best.  It also helps with relaxation and self-confidence.  I quit my 3-pack-a-day smoking habit with this technique and I remain a big fan.  It’s like seeing a therapist, but with additional relaxation techniques and subliminal messaging that can be extremely helpful.  I believe in techniques that build strength and skills that work for me even when I’m not overtly doing them.  Weight training is another example—I work hard for an hour with the weights, but the extra muscle I build burns calories even when I’m at rest.   
My management philosophy has always been this:  you have a job to do.  I don’t care when you do it or how you go about getting it done (within reason).  Here’s an example.  My former deputy used to roll into the office around 9:30 (he did tai chi in the morning).  He would then leave at 3:30 on most days.  I never said anything to him about his hours because he did two things I valued more than his time in the office:  he was always available when I really needed him (on weekends, in the evenings), and his work was exemplary—I could always count on him to give me something that was ready to go and so thoughtfully prepared.  In short, I trusted, respected, and valued him. After a re-org, he was reassigned to another office where his supervisor chastised him about his hours.  Over coffee, he told me about this, and confided in me that he felt this was so petty—he felt demoralized and angry.  Do you think his new supervisor ever saw his best work?
Charting a Career Path 
My career was never really planned—it just evolved through a series of opportunities. It would have been much better to have a clearer vision and a more orchestrated plan.  That said, you can’t know everything the future might hold, so staying flexible and being open to new opportunities are both very important.  Most of my career moves were designed to help me grow in some way, and most involved choosing to work with key leaders who were carefully selected in this process.  When you are ready to move forward, you will know.  I also believe that I’ve suffered more from staying in one place for too long—it’s always better to move forward, but only if moving forward is a positive step.  I also suffered from setbacks due to other people’s expectations (e.g., “statisticians aren’t really leaders,”) and from interactions with insecure people.  Bill Maher recently opinioned “The world is threatened by smart people”—so true.  I learned that the solution is not to be less smart, but to bring others along with you. 
Standing Out 
Characteristics of a great resume:  1) gets basic information conveyed on the first page; 2) provides summaries of duties, accomplishments and impact, not listings of assigned tasks; 3) visually pleasing; 4) no misspellings or typos.
Interviewing tips:  Be prepared!  Know as much about your interviewer and the position/program you are applying for as you possibly can.  
Positive actions:  1) Suggesting ways to improve the program/science/operations (when appropriate); 2) being pleasant and having a sense of humor; 3) doing quality work; 4) being innovative and thinking outside the box; 5) being authentic.
Behaviors I abhor: 1) petty gossiping; 2) excluding others; 3) cliques and mean girls clubs; 4) the “We’ve always done it this way” mentality; 5) chronic complaining; 6) blaming others; 7) hypocrisy.  Things like those stated above “An employee may be a high performer production-wise, but maybe they do not engage in team activities, work well with others, or they may not be receptive to guidance” don’t bother me. 
Elizabeth Dann, OCS
The Confidence Gap
Speak up! I have never been shy, but it is hard sometimes to take credit for work and toot your own horn. This can be especially difficult when a team was involved in a particular success or if you had to count on other people to do their part to complete the overall task. But, when you are leading a project, you CAN and SHOULD take credit for the outcome since you were responsible for the overall achievement. You can say, “I was responsible for…”; “I led the team that…”; “I coordinated the effort that resulted in.…”, etc. In a team effort, you are not expected to do ALL the work. It’s often actually better to indicate that you have had a leadership experience, which includes making decisions, organizing, delegating, evaluating, and reporting results. 
On another note, when faced with a difficult situation, sometimes asking questions is a good way to bring people around to your point of view. If you get too directive it can backfire and make people defensive. This often depends on personalities involved. I like to “go to the balcony” (Getting Past No, William Ury) before engaging in a challenging situation. That is, take a step back and try to view a situation from a higher perspective to better understand the dynamics of the situation at play. It’s possible to misunderstand someone’s issue or reason for resistance. Look before you launch!
As far as taking charge of your career–be available, offer to help even if a project is outside your area of expertise. Be positive. Be reliable!  If someone offers advice as to how to improve, thank them. It’s also a good idea to ask people you trust to give you feedback on your performance, in a meeting, on a presentation, or project. Think about how to incorporate the suggestions into your next effort. Then, let your advisor know that you have done so. This could lead to more mentorship.
Setting Yourself Up for Success
Having a mentor (formal or informal) can be really helpful. I was approached one day by a senior executive who asked if I ever wanted to meet up for lunch to discuss what’s going on at work. Of course I accepted, even though I wondered what on earth we would talk about. Diligently, once a quarter, I invited him to lunch. It was incredibly helpful.  He helped me understand the dynamics of the office and encouraged me to take risks.  That’s how I ended up in strategic planning and program evaluation. He saw something in me, wanted me to grow professionally and wanted me to succeed. At senior executive meetings he would offer me the floor and provide me an introduction to speak/share my ideas so other executives could hear me. It helped build my self-esteem and gave me confidence to contribute my ideas even when I didn’t necessarily know the details of an issue. I did know about process, communication, and the customer view and could see ways to drive conversations to successful outcomes. 
It took me a long time to be comfortable asking for help. I thought I needed to succeed on my own. I was reluctant to ask for a new position or opportunity. Good leaders want to help other people succeed. Letting leadership know what your long term goals are is essential. Give them a chance to help you grow. The key is to have identified your goals and aspirations, to align them to those of the organization and to be able to articulate that alignment to your mentor/leadership contact.
Work/Life Balance
Work-life balance is a tough issue. I once gave up a vacation with my family – my baby’s first trip to the beach because of a work event.  The event was a big deal for the agency and it was a huge success but who remembers it besides me?  Could I have been more creative in finding a better solution then missing my family’s summer vacation? I think probably so. 
Setting boundaries is really important, as is being creative so that the office and the employee both win.  Someone told me once, work smarter not harder. I was once called the hardest working woman in my industry. Complement? Maybe, but actually it was a wake-up call. I still work hard, but now I try to always “work right”. As I said earlier, you don’t have to do ALL the work. You need to make sure the work gets done. This doesn’t mean shuffling the work off to someone else. It does mean that sometimes there is a better way. For example, by collaborating with others you may find the work project or answer already exists somewhere else. You don’t always have to recreate the wheel. Use someone else’s idea/work (giving them the due credit). You can modify it to apply to your assignment. Or maybe someone else has done something similar to what you are assigned and has an already established process or best practice. Connect with your network to work smarter not necessarily harder.
One lesson I have learned is that if your home life is stressed, your work life will be stressed. You will likely be more productive and respected at work if you are calm, organized and have the space/presence of mind to think before you react. If you act harried and over-burdened, leadership with think twice about giving you an important assignment that could open the door to more opportunities.
Take care of your home life by establishing processes and structures to reduce pressure. That could include finding carpools, reducing your To Do list, planning easy prepared meals, being mindful of too many volunteer jobs/tasks. By cutting back, I have found great balance between home-work. I schedule work so that I can attend important school activities and have developed other structures to help me manage a busy schedule– I have carpools for all after school activities; my children do the dishes and they often make dinner. Laundry in next!
Charting a Career Path
Always be ready for change. If you expect your work situation to change, you won’t be disappointed or surprised. I enjoy change (I am a certified change manager) so this hasn’t been too difficult for me. In today’s environment you need to be adaptable and agile so that if there is a void in an organization, you can offer to fill the void. This can increase your skillset and potentially lead to new opportunities. 
I believe in always adding new skills to my toolbox. My background is very diverse. I started in the military as an intelligence officer, then I went into the private sector (television advertising, project management, sales/marketing). I have been in and out of the government over many years. Inside government my roles have included strategic communication, public affairs, conference management, change management, congressional affairs, multimedia/Web, chief of staff, strategic planning, performance improvement and program evaluation. I generally keep a five year plan, but hesitate looking out too far because I don’t want to close myself off from being open to other opportunities. 
I will seriously consider a career change or job opportunity if someone I like and respect asks me to join them in an interesting pursuit. Nearly all of my positions have been the result of a boss asking me to consider working with them in a new capacity. The job has to pique my curiosity and offer new skills. I generally won’t take on a new role if it doesn’t offer something new. I look for opportunities where I can work for people I respect and whose values are congruent with mine. That’s not always easy to find out, but it’s essential. 
Have a positive attitude. It goes a long way. People want to work with people they like and will contribute to their success.
Standing Out
When I am looking for a candidate to take a position in my organization, I look for certain traits in a resume. I want to see results (makes sense since I track performance for a living!) When I see $, or % increases/decreases, or #s, it tells me the candidate is serious about achieving results and can quantify the achievement. 
 I want to see how the individual has solved a problem. In an interview I will ask the candidate for details about how they solved it, especially the challenges they overcame.  I like to see if the candidate can think outside the box, be creative, take a calculated risk and be persistent. “Nothing in the world is worth having or worth doing unless it means effort, pain, difficulty...” (Theodore Roosevelt).  OK, I can do without pain, but I think you get the point. I look for people who can solve problems, work smarter, and enjoy the challenge.
Think of your resume as YOUR STORY. Tell the story of how your career has unfolded and how you have made the world a better place by solving problems, increasing value, making customers happy. If I can turn the page and remember that a candidate has done that, I will probably hire them.
Side note/my pet peeve: If you have a problem and bring it to your supervisor, have a potential solution already thought out. It shows you are being proactive and creative. Be a continual learning, especially in your area of interest and in your supervisor’s areas of interest. Always be ready to brainstorm!
Sonia Jimenez, AMS
The Confidence Gap
Women tend to be shy showing how much they know and how competent they are in the workforce.  Usually men don’t have that “problem”.   We are very good giving credit to others but not to ourselves.   I too feel uncomfortable at times but I try to remember that if I don’t speak up no one will do it for me.  I try to be honest, transparent and prepared.  I don’t take credit for other people’s work but I do not allow anyone to take credit for mine.  No matter who the person is, if I did something really good I make sure people know.  You do not have to be abrasive about it or brag; there are subtle ways to make sure those that need to know get the message.  Another thing I also keep in mind is that others probably feel the same way (shy) but they will not miss an opportunity to shine, so why should I?  
Setting Yourself Up for Success
First of all, constantly challenge yourself.  Don’t wait until you are completely comfortable with a job/position to start looking for your next move.  Even if you decide to stay where you are there are things that you can learn and areas where you can grow.  Never stop learning.  The more you know the more valuable you become.  Take opportunities to go on a detail or learn something you did not know before, or volunteer for a project that may stretch your abilities.  While you do that, make sure you develop new relationships.  Get a mentor; someone that you feel comfortable sharing anything and everything with, a person that will give you honest feedback.  
Work/Life Balance
Make sure you plan for your life outside of work.  It is very easy to get so wrapped around work that it is all you do.  The work is never done.  You can work every weekend and every evening if you don’t plan otherwise.  Make sure you plan time for your family and for yourself.  I signed up for a class at the gym that meets three times a week and convinced my neighbor to join to keep me accountable.  I don’t always make it to the class but I make it more than if I had not planned for it.  Make a conscious decision to not work every weekend.  Leave the computer at work so you are not tempted to finish that “one project”.    If you take time off to regain energy it will show in a positive way.  Also, delegate.  The best leaders are those that train, delegate, and empower their employees.  I recommend the book: Turn the Ship Around by L. David Marquet about turning followers into leaders. 
Charting a Career Path
I can’t say that my career path was perfectly planned.  In fact, it wasn’t.  I always took that extra assignment, the detail, learned about anything that could be useful.  That allowed me to be part of very interesting groups and get experiences otherwise not available.  It gave me a good reputation as a hard worker that could take on different things.  Opportunities came from those experiences.  You will never be completely prepared for a new position but if you are half way there it may be worth pursuing.  Stay open to opportunities and get out of your comfort zone.  I never went for a new position just for the money or the promotion.  I made sure it fit me, my passions and my abilities.  
Standing Out
The resume is your introduction to the organization.  Make it count.  No typos, misspellings, or untruths allowed.  Your resume should state your accomplishments, not a list of duties. Come prepared to the interview and share examples of what you have done.  I’ve had people come to an interview and ask which position they applied for.  That is unacceptable.  Do your homework before the interview and be professional.  Once you get the job, commitment to the organization matters a great deal.  You need to be committed to the mission and values of the organization to be a team player.  Conduct yourself ethically and lawfully.  Be flexible and treat your job as a “give and take” between you and the organization.  No one likes an employee with an “it’s all about me” attitude.   Volunteer and build coalitions.  Be part of the team.   
Cindy Long, FNS (*unable to attend in-person)
The Confidence Gap
I think it can be very helpful to specifically focus on acting the way that you think a confident and knowledgeable leader would act- rather than allowing your behavior unfold based on how you feel.  So that means thinking about what you say and censoring out the words that convey self-doubt, fear of criticism etc. I am also a big fan of the nonverbal.  In the book “Lean In” (which I am a big fan of), there is a powerful message about sitting at the table.  The author notes that women often take positions at a meeting that are “below” their status, whereas men are more likely to sit above their status.  So sit at the table rather than in the chairs circling the room!  
Setting Yourself Up for Success
It’s hard to overstate the importance of relationships.  As I was moving up in my career, I was always very conscious of “managing up” my bosses and other senior people that I interacted in.  This does not mean kissing up or brownnosing, but rather making a real effort to make sure I understood what they needed from me and my team—and that often takes more than just taking their words for face value, but rather understanding what was behind an “ask” and making sure we delivered what we could to meet that need, even if it was not literally what was requested.  I also think it’s critical to take in criticism constructively (rather than defensively), and recognize that you can have positive working relationships with people that you don’t always agree with or even like personally.  
Work/Life Balance 
To me the key here is to find a balance that works for you personally.  For a long time I had a demanding job, kids at home, and a husband that traveled a lot.  I did very little other than work and family stuff.  I was advised many times that I needed to “make more time for myself” with a hobby or something, and I would feel guilty when I didn’t.  Then I finally realized that I was happy putting most of my non-family time and energy into my job.  I found it very rewarding!  That is not the answer for everyone, but the point is not to buy into someone else’s model for what work-life balance should be.  
Charting a Career Path 
I think a key thing here is not to try to force a path that is clearly not happening.  I came to FNS early in my career and wanted to become Administrator!  But I hit a point where advancement was clearly not in the cards and I was getting increasingly frustrated.  I realized that I was at risk of becoming a frustrated and even bitter stereotypical bureaucrat if I stayed in place.  So I left for a totally different kind of job in the nonprofit sector.  Even though that job did not provide the new career path I had imagined at the time, it increased my confidence greatly to be successful at something very different and provided me with additional skills.  And unexpectedly, I had the opportunity to return to FNS and get on a different path that led me into an SES position.  I do not think that would have happened if I had stayed on at that earlier point. 
Standing Out
Being able to communicate succinctly and clearly to those who do not have your level of technical expertise on an issue is critical- as is being able to separate out crucial, big decisions from the details.  You simply cannot succeed as a leader without this.  It is also critical to be a good colleague- your peers are equally important to your career as those above you in the career ladder.  Try to assist colleagues when you can, even if it is not directly your responsibility and doesn’t benefit you directly.  Share information.  Not only will you develop a cadre of peers who can support you, but you will also be recognized as working well with others, which I think most senior leaders see as critical.  
Ravoyne Payton, OCIO
The Confidence Gap
I believe each leader has to use their own core values as their guiding principle.  For me, bragging is not something that comes naturally.  So when I speak, I tend to stick to the facts of the situation I freely give credit where it is due, and outline the role each person played.  I believe this fair approach not only served me well as a “subject matter expert and fair minded leader” but also reassured the receiver that I am true to my word, and a reliable source.  I have been challenged in my career, I believe stating my position based on facts has helped me bridge the confidence gap.
Setting Yourself up for Success
At the end of the day, we have to recognize we are dealing with people, so remaining friendly, approachable and trust worthy are the keys to setup yourself up for success.  Included in this is means that we treat others as we would like to be treated.  I came to USDA in 2009.  The person that served as my boss now works for me 7 years later.  My work experience under them back in 2009 could have been better.  I made the decision when I had the opportunity to pick them up as an employee to give them the opportunity to shine and grow.  This employee is retiring this month and paid me one of the highest honors by telling me that I was the best boss they worked for in their entire federal career. Regardless of how the other person treats you, my advice is to treat them how you wish to be treated.  If you do this, you do not need to worry about burning bridges.
Work/Life Balance
Work/Life balance is always going to be a challenge for every working person. I recommend you look at your personal life and work like from the perspective of five years from now.  In five years, will I regret or compliment myself on this decision.  Taking the immediacy out of the equation give you a chance to really think about how you wish your life to evolve.
In the past few years, I have shared more personal information with my team. I have made a point of celebrating life events with the team.  I have found when you share your work life challenges and how you handle them, it encourages your team to share more with you.  For me, it is important for my team to know I understand the challenges that they face.  I face those same challenges, and that I am open to ensuring they have the tools they need to be successful both in work and life.
Charting a Career Path
I did not stick to my plan.  Circumstances drove some of my career moves.  I stayed at one agency for 14 years. After that I moved to two more agencies, staying between 2 -5 years.  For me, the opportunity and my work life must be in concert.  Once I became a parent, my criteria changed dramatically.  I had to take into consideration the impact of my career choice on my new family member.
 When charting a career path, I firmly believe you must weigh heavily your personal life goals and expectations.  If you do not, then any move you make or elect not to make may conflict. Recognize that any change is hard, we just have to remind ourselves why we are doing what we are doing.  The longer term goal, be it personal or career related is what we should focus on during those moments of uncertainty.
Standing Out
I agree first impressions matter. I also believe every interaction with you builds upon or challenges the first impression. It is my goal to make every interaction with me as positive and productive as possible. Whether it is being on time, submitting documents on time, being approachable, a solution finder, every interaction with me sets the tone of the next interaction and potentially my career path.  I always recommend that people look at their work as a marathon not a sprint.  You must pace yourself.  Make sure you have the reserve to go past the runner’s wall. 
As far as what actions to do the opposite of, gossiping is high on the list. Failing to produce quality deliverables in a timely manner, and participating in fractions within the organization are all things that I recommend employees avoid.
Rose Satterfield, AMS
The Confidence Gap
It can be difficult to exhibit your knowledge and experience without appearing that you are boasting.  First and foremost, you should utilize any and all resources to enhance your knowledge and skills.  Although paid training may not be available due to budget constraints, mentoring and on-the-job training can increase your knowledge and skills.  Once you are comfortable in your field and feel that your knowledge and expertise is valuable to your organization, your attitude will change and you should feel empowered to share what you know.   Communicating with tact and diplomacy will also build up your confidence. When you are assertive, you will be comfortable with criticism because you can respond with wisdom and earn the respect that you desire.  Also remember, you don’t know everything, so always be open to new perspectives and allow constructive feedback to strengthen you and not hinder you.
Setting Yourself up for Success
Goal setting is very important for success.  How will you know how to get where you want to go, if you don’t know where you want to go?  Setting one year, three year or five year goals are critical to your career.  Even Individual Development Plans (IDPs) include goal setting.  Write down your goals and then make them visible. After you set your goals, you need a plan to achieve them.  Always take advantage of tools that are free.  Mentoring, shadowing, the Virtual University, and online training resources, such as AgLearn.  Networking is another valuable resource.  Your success may depend on who you know instead of what you know.  In addition, volunteer to serve on projects or teams to venture into unknown territory that will increase your growth and development.  Both oral and written communication skills are fundamental.  The most important aspect for success for me is continuous learning.  I obtained college degrees late in my career and just recently completed a Leadership in Public Policy certificate program.  Learning keeps the mind strong, so keep learning and keep growing.  
Work/Life Balance
Work/life balance can be difficult at times.  With the use of technology such as laptops and business cell phones it’s hard to disconnect from work.  It mostly depends on the type of work you do and the type of position you hold.  As a supervisor, I am accessible to my staff beyond the normal work hours.  I also work closely with senior management at my Agency, so I am accessible, even during the weekends.  But, I do set boundaries.  When there are conflicts between work and life, I weigh the priorities.  I will not neglect my personal life unless it is something detrimental to my professional life.  Another example is that I usually put in more hours when teleworking than when I am in the office.  I have a long commute to work, so I am grateful for the opportunity to telework.  Teleworking allows me to work without distractions that occur in the office.  Life can be very demanding but don’t lose yourself in your work.  You have to have some play time, so take vacations or stay-cations and always have some Me-Time.        
Charting a Career Path
I started working in the federal government as a Clerk, GS-4.  I never intended to stay at that level, so I always displayed that I was ready for more responsibility.  One of my colleagues went out on extended sick leave.  I volunteered to do some of her duties.  My supervisor recognized that I was ready to go to the next level in my career.  I was also working in an occupational series that did not have many promotional opportunities.  My organization advertised for a collateral duty position.  I applied and was appointed to that position and received a lot of training to become proficient.  After a few years, I transitioned into a lateral, full-time position in that series, so I didn’t get a promotion.  The knowledge and skills I obtained by working full time in that occupation was more valuable than an increase in my salary.  
Sometimes you have to take a lateral or downgraded position to acquire new skills and enhance your knowledge.  I also recommend career mapping.  This is a concept that will assist you with transitioning into other fields.  Expressing the knowledge and skills that you already possess can help you become qualified for positions in other occupational series.  Finally, the grass may seem greener on the other side.  Sometimes taking a position because it’s a promotion may not be the best option for you.  There may be underlying issues that you are not aware of, and you won’t know until you start working there.  
Always ask plenty of questions when interviewing for positions, such as “why is the position vacant” and “what challenges would I encounter if selected for this position.”  It will start a dialogue that may disclose more about the position and hopefully will help you in deciding whether to accept the job offer.  Also, do research on the organization.  
Standing Out
One piece of advice I received was to always dress for the position you aspire to reach – Dress for Success.  If your goal is to become the Administrator of the organization, then dress that way.  Request to shadow that person or request a detail to that office.  Work on projects or teams that involve senior managers in your organization.  Become visible in your organization and volunteer to lead a project.  It’s an opportunity to demonstrate your leadership skills and become aware of your areas needing improvement as a leader.  
More importantly, you have to be a team player.  Most work cultures are team-oriented.  Working well with others is an asset.  Oftentimes, it’s the same employees that volunteer for new assignments. If you don’t reveal that you are willing and able to take on new tasks, you are stunting your growth and development.   To the contrary, if you have punctuality issues or cause tension in the work place, you are getting noticed for the wrong reasons.  Supervisors don’t acknowledge employees that they can’t depend on or those who cause dissension instead of harmony.  
Allison Thomas, FAS
The Confidence Gap
I have never been one to “toot my own horn”.  In fact, I have been told on several occasions, “Allison, you don’t toot your own horn enough”.  I think that’s something a lot of women have in common and we have to break out of that shell.  For some it takes more gumption than others.  
I think I have been successful in portraying confidence in myself by speaking up, commanding attention, and having my voice be heard.  In fact, one of my colleagues recently told me that he and another colleague had been discussing me (why, I don’t’ know) and they believe I’ve been successful and moved through the ranks quickly because I stick up for myself.…..that really resonated within me.  We as women can be hard on ourselves because I personally don’t think I speak up for myself enough.  But when I speak, I am heard.  
I don’t consider myself to be an extrovert, but I don’t think I am an introvert either.  It’s about finding the right level of confidence within yourself that you need to clearly articulate and carry messages, both verbal and non-verbal.  There is certainly a way to speak up for one’s self that can be done in a very tactful yet powerful way.  Sometimes you have to dig deep, assess your strengths and weaknesses, and be honest with yourself, which will foster and bolster your confidence from within.  
My last though on confidence:  in order to BE confident, you have to LOOK confident.  While I might not always feel confident, I will always dress the part and look confident.  
Setting Yourself Up for Success
Tips for setting yourself up for success
-Possess great communication skills
-Keep a positive attitude
-Take charge/Show initiative
-Possess a strong work ethic
-Know your audience 
-Watch and observe others
-Network and build strong working relationships with your peers
-Know how to accept constructive criticism
When I was in high school, someone said to me, “conversation rules the nation”.   It wasn’t until I was older that I truly understood what those words meant.  Having strong communication skills, particularly in management and leadership are very important.  When you look around the world today, nothing is accomplished without good diplomacy.    You can be the smartest person in the room, but if you can’t communicate your thoughts effectively, your message is lost.  For some it’s an art, for others it takes work.   
I don’t think I would change anything in terms of setting myself up for success.  I have certainly learned a lot of lessons along the way and a lot of that has come from one of the tips I referenced above, which was watching and observing others to see how they carried themselves and acted/re-acted in different situations.  I can’t say I had a mentor, but there have been several people along the way who have seen my potential and provided comments and feedback to me that have been very helpful.
 Work/Life Balance
I must admit, I am NOT good at work/life balance.  Because I am single and I don’t have any children, I have put a lot of time into my work.  As I mentioned previously, knowing what your strengths and weaknesses are is vital.  I know that my biggest weakness is time management.  I will forever be a work in progress in that area.  Do you know what your strengths and weaknesses are?  
As a manager, I am flexible with regard to allowing staff to tele-work.  But sometimes telework is not warranted and knowing where to draw the lines are important.  I am very open with my staff and am comfortable having conversations with them.  I want them to feel comfortable knowing they can come to me.
To reduce stress, I do yoga. It forces me to breathe deep, clear my mind, and decompress which is very invigorating.  I like to do that in my spare time or take a long walk.  It’s either that or shopping, which always eases stress.  
Charting a Career Path
Sticking to a plan is always good…..if you have a plan.  I didn’t have a plan.  The opportunities and blessings that occurred for me fell into place.  USDA FAS is the only agency that I’ve worked for in my professional career.  I also teach college level Economics classes from time to time.  I applied for an internship with the Foreign Agricultural Service when I was studying abroad in graduate school and was selected.  I came to Washington, DC in the summer of 1999 as a summer intern and never left!  FAS hired me when I graduated and since then I have worked on a number of trade policy and development issues, traveled too and worked in over 20 countries throughout the world, and met some amazing people along the way.  
My biggest take away for you is this:  doesn’t matter if you are jumping into the deep end and taking a leap or if you are treading water to make it through, work hard and do your best.  It doesn’t’ matter what the job might be, show interest and show initiative because folks are watching.
Standing Out
Your resume is your first shot into wowing your employer.  Thus, it is essential to ensure your resume provides a snapshot and tells a story about who you are and why you are the appropriate candidate for the position.  
I am very persnickety when it comes to typos.  I normally read documents twice:  once for substance/content and then once for typos/edits.  My mother was also a school teacher, so needless to say I love using a red ink pen to edit documents!
Your second shot to impress is during the interview.  When interviewing, it is important for the candidate to look the part (remember what I said about confidence).  First impressions are key and whoever said looks aren’t important, LIED!!   Thus, it is important to dress for success.  Second, exude confidence (going back to the first question) and have good communication skills.  Third, be prepared for an interview.  At a minimum you should be prepared to answer basic interview questions.  If you don’t know what basic interview questions are….google them.  And finally, you must answer the interview question in its entirety.  If you need to write down a 3 part interview question to ensure you fully answer the question, it’s fine to write the question down.  More often than not, candidates don’t answer the questions, which results in non-selection.
Anjali Tripathi, OCE (*unable to attend in-person)
The Confidence Gap 
Low confidence can be a nagging issue; it certainly is for me.  To manage it, I deploy a few techniques that make the problem less abstract.  
•	Speak up.  Ask questions.  Don’t worry about saying something ‘wrong’. 
No one will notice you in a meeting if you sit there silently.   If you say something wrong, it’s not a big issue – especially if you continue to offer up comments.  
•	“Fake it ‘til you make it”
Easier said than done, it really is important to project confidence, even if you’re not confident yourself.  People follow verbal and nonverbal cues, so your projected confidence can lend credibility to yourself and help you feel more empowered in the situation. It’s uncomfortable, granted, but so important.
•	Don’t dwell on mistakes or what hasn’t gone well.  Focus on the positive and keep moving in that direction.  
Remember that you’re not alone in these feelings.  Confidence issues, the impostor syndrome, etc. affect everyone at one time or another.  For some of us, it’s a constant fight.  Every negative word from someone else can reinforce our own negative views of ourselves.  Thus, you have to be very deliberate about working to counter this.
Setting Yourself up for Success 
There’s no magic bullet for success, but I will say that people can make all the difference.  We talk a lot about mentors, and it is so important to find and maintain mentors in your life.  This can be deliberate, through an official program, or not.  Either way, it’s absolutely crucial to look around and find people that you respect and can learn from.  One word of advice, relationships work best when they’re mutually beneficial.  Don’t just ask someone, “Please be my mentor, and help whenever I have problems.”  Find ways to support your mentor and don’t expect it to be a hierarchical relationship.  I can certainly think of teachers and bosses who’ve been great mentors, but colleagues can play that role too.  And don’t just look for your own mentors.  Reach out and serve as a mentor to others when you can.  Passing it on can be so rewarding and offer its own lessons.
Seek out allies in the workplace and work to amplify each other in meetings.  As this Washington Post article (https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/powerpost/wp/2016/09/13/white-house-women-are-now-in-the-room-where-it-happens/) discussed, when a colleague makes a key point (especially a woman), another person repeating that point and highlighting who originally said it can help make the point stick.  I’ve been surprised how easy and often necessary this is to ensure that credit is properly attributed.
Many other tools are listed in #5. 
Work/Life Balance 
I recommend the article below on Why Women Still Can't Have it All.   Working to find what works for you and your family takes time.  In general, I find that it’s helpful to:
•	Create firm schedules – when you will come and go from the office, for example. If you know you have these deadlines, it will help you be laser-focused for the time you’re in the office, so that work doesn’t slip into after hours.  
•	When managing others, be clear to set an example that work/life balance matters to you, so that your team feels more comfortable following your example.
•	Make time for yourself.  Whether it’s reading, walking, or anything else, don’t neglect that your own wellness deserves just as much attention as your loved ones and your work.
Charting a Career Path
I never expected that my career would be the way it has turned out.  Growing up in Los Angeles, I was fascinated with earthquakes.  Hoping to one day predict earthquakes and save lives, I imagined a future as a seismologist.  In college, I ended up studying physics and found that astronomy fascinated me enough to make the leap in that direction.  After a couple Masters’ degrees (including time living in the UK) and working on my PhD – about finding the seeds that will go on to form planets around other stars, far from our own – I find myself here at the USDA, as a White House Fellow.  I’m here in the department to satisfy that lifelong desire I’ve had, to translate my scientific skills to solving problems that affect people’s lives every day.
My underlying motivation to use my technical skills and serve others hasn’t been pushed in just one direction.  I’ve had a myriad of experiences: from working for the City of Boston to develop the city’s biking infrastructure to helping measure the size of the Milky Way galaxy.  Aspirations and plans can be a guiding principle in one’s career.  However, for me, I’ve taken risks and taken my career one step at a time.  I use each opportunity as a way to build skills and expertise.  If I don’t love the job I’m in, I try to find a way to get something out of it that will help me in my next position.  Most importantly, focus on working with the right people, when you can.  The relationships you work shape your long term career and satisfaction, so much more than the topic of your work.  I’ve never regretted working with people I respect, enjoy, and can learn from.    We always talk about human capital, but it really is important, not jut in getting the job done, but in shaping your career.
Standing Out 
As a former fellowships advisor at MIT and Harvard, I’ve watched how simple interview techniques can be learned and used to great effect.  For interviews (and meetings), I always recommend:
-Smile. 
-Be specific, not vague.   Tell stories and use ‘for example’ as a way to help yourself to do this.  ‘I personally sorted through 50 gallons of trash to remove recyclables’ (I really did) is a lot stronger than ‘I care about the environment.’  This will make your case stronger and far more memorable.  At the end of the day, if the interviewer or colleague can go home and tell their family ‘Guess, what I learned today?’ you’ve done yourself a great favor.  
-Be concise.  Make your first sentence your topic sentence, just like in grade school.  This way, in case you’re cut off, you’ve gotten your main point across.  It’s easy to ramble or try and build up to a point, so this technique can be effective.  And if you need to, say ‘There are three reasons why …’, and then announce each point with ‘First’, ‘Second’, etc.
-If applicable, draw diagrams or bring printouts of pictures to stand out during interviews.  This is especially important if you’re in a technical field.
Applying for/and taking jobs
-Joan Schmelz, a female astronomer and Deputy Director of Arecibo Observatory, often gives a talk called Apply for Jobs You Don’t Think You’re Qualified For.  Joan has reminded me that you often limit yourself even before you apply because of confidence issues.  So go ahead and apply for jobs that you might not think you have a chance at.  That’s certainly how I ended up as a White House Fellow, here in this department.  I couldn’t imagine that out of hundreds of applications (they choose 12), focused on lawyers, military, and business people, they’d take me – an astronomer.
-When applicable, negotiate the terms of a job offer. Don’t just be grateful for the job and sell yourself short.
In general:
- Don’t let perfection lead to procrastination.  Often in the hopes of doing a better job, tasks get stalled.  Don’t let this happen to you!  Respond to email promptly and otherwise complete tasks in a timely manner.  This will really make a difference.  
-Thank you notes can make a great impression.  Doing so within a day or week of a meeting is great.  Hand-written notes can be particularly powerful.
 Reading list:
•	Why Women Still Can't Have it All - https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2012/07/why-women-still-cant-have-it-all/309020/ 
•	I recommend reading this blog.  It’s about academia, but some of the good ideas are transferable, especially the ‘Feel Good’ email folder and fixed hours sections.    
•	On the technique of amplifying, I recommend: “White House women want to be in the room where it happens” (https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/powerpost/wp/2016/09/13/white-house-women-are-now-in-the-room-where-it-happens/?utm_term=.95657345b15c) 
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