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A Rational Approach to
Career Change
by Diane M. Otte, R.N., M.S., a.C.N.

ike it or not, the reali­
ty of hospital merg­
ers, consolidations,
and downsizing are
forcing many of us
to confront career
changes. No longer
can we expect lifelong

employment within a single organi­
zation or corporate responsibility
for an employee's life and career.
The prospect of losing one's job as a
result of hospital restructuring or
downsizing is all tOO real.

The change that accompanies job
loss can offer new opportunities,
new working relationships, different
experiences, and many possibilities
for personal growth and develop­
ment. The down side of this change,
however. includes a host of dangers,
most notably uncertainty, shock,
and anger. Individualsmust deal
with thedangers first before they
can take full advantage of the
opportunities available to them.

CONFRONTING THE LOSS
Hospital mergers and layoffs are
painful and affect people at their
basic survival level. When individuals
first hear about the possibility of
hospital consolidation, they ask
many questions. What's going to
happen to me? Who will go and
who will stay? How will manage~
ment decide? How can I be one of
the survivors?

During this period of uncertainty
and ambiguity, employees search for
information about how they will be
affected. Often, there are more ques­
tions than answers. The result is an
information vacuum, with employees
~ecoming skeptical, mistrustful, and
msecure.

Re>f.0nses to the possibility
of job oss or change vary. Some
people become aggressive; others lie
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low, trying to stay out of the line of
fire and waiting for the smoke to
clear. Individuals take steps to pro­
tect themselves and start looking out
for number one.

The psychological shock waves
of hospital mergers and downsizing
usually cause a new set of organiza­
tional problems. Communication
becomes tangled as employees keep
information to themselves. Produc­
tivity drops; people waste time
thinking and talking about the
changes to come. They are less will­
ing to make decisions or take risks
and more willing to do nothing
rather than do wrong. Teamwork
suffers. People become protective
of their own department and may
no longer work well together.
Everyone starts jockeying for
position. Low morale, weakening
commitment, and loss of sense of
direction are common.

As we are all aware, people
experience predictable emotional
patterns when a significant change
or loss occurs in their life. Many
times the first reaction to change is
the initiation of the grieving process.
The theories of grieving are just as
applicable in a situation of job loss
or a change in perceived status as
when dealing with the death of a
loved one. Steps in the grieving
process include shock, denial, anger,
and sadness. Finding the appropriate
means to express anger is critical if
one is to move on to the next steps,
sadness and finally acceptance. At
this point, one is able to look at
the positive as well as the negative
aspects of the change.

A GAME PLAN FORCHANGE
People who have accepted the fact
that jobs for life are frobably no
longer an option wil be among the
first to have formulated several ideas
regarding their plan of action if
asked to leave their job next week.
Once they have dealt with the fear
of "What would I do?" and have

made a plan with several options,
the fear will never be as intense
again.'

The first step in any plan is to
identify your priorities. including
your values and lifetime dreams.
Write down your options, which
might include returning to school,
trying another clinical area, retreating
for a while and reflecting, spending
some time with family, or finding
another job immediarely.!

Next, make a list of your current
skills and those that you may need
to acquire. Today everyone should
keep an updated resume, one that
demonstrates the value of your skills
and experiences rather than simply
lists generic activities. Promote what
you can do for an employer.

Today's employers are looking
for people with le~ership skil~s who
can perform a vanety of functions
and who understand how to achieve
customized results. In your resume
and cover letter, highlight your lead­
ership qualities, which are essential
during times of change. The success­
ful health care leader is one who will
be able to create solutions-not just
identify problems-and can help
propel the organization forward. A
solution rerson has a much better
chance a success. That person
should be able to:
• strategize, design, plan. and
implement integrated care delivery
systems.
• define results in operational terms
and provide proof that outcomes are
achieved.
• define, create, and transition
organization cultures to meet new
operational strategies.
• be viewed as a global thinker who
is capable of transcending one's own
professional and personal biases to
focus on the greater good of the
organization and client
• take down, undo, and relinquish
current structures and processes in
order to replace them with new
approaches.
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• initiate, create, and support the
changes necessary for the organiza­
tion to move agilely and nimbly inro
the future.'

For Management: Five Steps to Guide Staff
through a Merger

EASE ON GOWN THE ROAD
Self-care and stress management
are transitional stages that move an
individual from danger to opportu­
nity. The self-care process to a
healthy adjustment involves ten
sreps.t-!
1. Control your attitude. You can
choose to become focused on all the
negative aspects of the merger or
throw your energies into correcting
the problems. One of the most
common mistakes is [Q ignore the
positive potential of a merger.
2. Be tolerant of management mis­
takes. What looks like a mistake
may in fact be precisely the right
move for management to make.
Be aware that there are no easy
answers. Try [Q understand the
changes from the management view­
point, and concentrate your efforts
on becoming part of the solution
rather than part of the problem.
3. Expect change ...and be an agent
for change. People will have to
adapt to new bosses and reshaped
performance standards. Be flexible
and show initiative. Yet, don't act
for the sake of action. Evaluate all
options first.
4. Don't blame everything you
don't like on the merger. Don't
assume that all the changes are the
result of the merger. A merger may
in fact bring desired improvements.
S. Be prepared for psychological
soreness. New demands will be
placed on your mental muscles. Old
habits will need to be broken, and
work will be done differently. Since
you cannot stop most of the changes
the merger will bring about, become
involved with the changes, rather
than trying to fight them. Eventually,
the psychological soreness will go
away. The key to surviving this step
is to be innovative, adaptable, and
communicative. Find someone to
talk to, a respected individual who
will take an interest in helping you
evaluate your strengths and oppor­
tunities. Choose a counselor or
friend who can help you put into
words your dilemma and feelings,
~o y~u can better understand what
IS gomg on.
8. Get to know the other comrany.
You will have to train yoursel to
start looking for the good in the
other firm and its people. The merg-
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I. Plan carefully . Prcm crgcr plan.
nin~ is cr it iclol to lo merger' s sue ­
cess. A "plan, announce-, act"
approach can help [Q redu ce
employee anxiety and elimin ate
fear o f the unknown. Strategic
goals, physical location, and eco ­
nomic benefits of centralizing set­
" ices sho uld guide development o f
the new orga niza tion 's structure .
2. Assu re th at dec ision mak ing
is unbiased and decen t ralized.
Aut hority for final decision s
should reside in posit ions that are
not predisposed tow ard any spe­
cific hospi tal. Decision making
and the resol ut ion of con flicts
sho uld take place at the low est
effective level in the orga nization.
Key activities should be intcgrat­
ed, part icipatory, formalized in
wri ting. and responsive to
changing market co ndi tio ns.
l . Comm u nicat e: effect ively.

er is a tWO-W3Y street. You will have
to go out of your W3Y to learn how
the other company does business.
Volunteering to participate in tran­
sition teams or work on merger
committees is one way to become
involved.
7. Use the merger as an opportunity
to find out what is waiting in the
wings of your life. Transitions clear
the ground for new growth. This
C3n be a real turning point, 3 time
to look at your job performance,
decide how you C3n improve it, and
set new goals. Use the transition 3S
the impetus to a new kind of learn­
ing. This may be a good time to
go back to schooL A professional
career counselor or career develop­
ment workshops C3npoint you in 3
new direction or help you develop
a written plan to reach your career
development goals. Assess your val­
ues, strengths, and abilities honestly.
8. Keep your sense of humor. A
good cry every now and then is
good, but a laugh also provides an
emotional release. Try to find humor
in the situation.
9. Practice good stress management
techniques. A loss of confidence and
self-worth is common as the merger
process drags on. Work on managing
your own stress, perhaps through
relaxation training. Minimize as

Regular co mmunication wit h
employee s to correc t boise infer ­
marion is vital. If employees have
an opportunity to parti cipate,
they are more: likely to buy in to
rhe merger.
~. ~1an .:age human resources an d
enlist supporters, Select ing lead ­
ers who arc skilled in manJ.ging
peop le as well as change is critical
10 bciliu ting rransirion al events.
These leaders act as role models
,10..1 assist in keeping ot hers
foc used o n the benefits of the
mc:rger.
5. Resolve co nflicts. Comm ittees
and forums should be available
for decision makin g and con flict
reso lutio n and should involve and
balance all key viewpoints. Con­
standy assess employees ' d iscom­
fa n levels. Listen to employees
and offer opportunities for
expressio n {If anxiety and [ears.

many other stresses in your life as
you can. If you do lose power or
prestige as a result of the merger,
do not take it personally.
10. Keep doing your job. Don't let
your problems, frustrations, and
fears become an excuse for neglect­
ing your work. Recognize that
transition is a slow process.

In any ending there is an empti­
ness; then life begins anew. Your
survival depends not so much on
what happens to you as on how
you handle what happens. It's up
to you." ~
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