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It’s Sunday evening. One thing you are definitely not looking forward to is going back to work tomorrow. And, you are not totally sure why. As your mind drifts thinking about your job, and your career, you can hardly remember when you did love your job and could barely wait to get to work each morning. What has changed? Everything, you immediately think! Realizing this statement is more true than false, you start to wonder: is this job what I really want to do? 

Many of us experience this quandary. It may mean we are bored because we have outgrown our present position and its responsibilities. Or, we are on the right bus, but the wrong seat as Jim Collins explains in Good to Great.1 Perhaps, we have chosen the wrong field to pursue. Or, maybe the profession itself has changed. Or, we have changed our minds about what we want and need in our career!  Whatever the reason, it is important to listen to these thoughts and explore their cause.
Why did you choose the career you did? Some of us knew what we wanted to do from the time we were young. I always loved science, especially the laboratory. I knew from the time I began high school Medical Technology was the perfect college major for me. I thought I wanted to be a research scientist, until I was one! I could not get away fast enough from what seemed to me to be a too repetitive and monotonous work routine. Fortunately for me, I was able to make the switch to a clinical laboratory position, which I loved for many years.

Many make the very important choice for their livelihood for the wrong reasons: their friends are choosing it as their major in college; they think they can make a lot of money in the profession; they know someone in the career who seems to love her job. Or, they are persuaded by their parents or career counselor that this is the perfect occupation for them. Regardless of what the reason may have been, it is never too late to make a change into an occupation that leaves you feeling as if you cannot wait to go to work each day. Or, to make changes in your present position so that do enjoy working every day.
How can you know what is the right profession for you? I encourage you to do some self-exploration. To do this, first create some space in your calendar so you can do have a few hours for just you. Make sure you are somewhere where you will not be disturbed. If possible, go to a place you find relaxing and inspiring, perhaps a park, by a favorite stream, the local library, or maybe even the corner coffee house or Internet cafe. Bring lots of paper and colored pens (to stimulate the creative part of your brain). 
Start by thinking about the reasons you chose the career you are now in. Write them down as they come to mind without judging or eliminating any thoughts because they seem silly.  Ask yourself: “Are these reasons still true for you today?” Our desires change as life proceeds. And, progress brings many new options and opportunities. Another way to uncover what is most important to you is to ask what you do not like about what you are doing now. For many of us who chose health care as a career, it was because we wanted to be of service. To help patients heal. To be part of the diagnostic mystery-solving process. Then, technology came along. We rarely see more than a patient ID number or a bar code, let alone the patient himself. And, with modern analyzers, all we need to know is how to load the samples and troubleshoot the equipment. The challenge of unraveling what is causing the patient’s illness is no longer part of our work. We do not even have to know what is normal or abnormal. The computers now do all that for us. If this sounds like you, maybe it’s time to find a way to bring more patient contact back into your work world. And, hands-on analysis. This might be accomplished by working in a smaller laboratory or perhaps a doctor’s office. Or, maybe it’s time to move into a new health related career such as a hospice worker or patient ombudsman. Do some research. Talk to those in a career that appeals to you. Shadow someone on-the-job, if possible. Be sure to compare the list of factors that are important to you in a job with those in the new position you are considering. Remember, the grass always seems greener from outside the fence!
If your initial career choosing reasons are no longer right for you, or the motivating factors are no longer a part of your employment, maybe it’s time to move on to a new, more stimulating and rewarding career. How do you know what to do? Think about what you are doing when time passes so quickly you do not even realize several hours have gone by. What about doing this pursuit makes you happy? What makes your heart sing? Ask yourself what you are passionate about – being with children or animals? Teaching? Serving others? Creating something with your hands? Using technology to make things simpler, easier for others and yourself? Developing processes and structure? The things you are passionate about and enjoy doing most are strong clues to what makes you happy while working. 
Another good question to ask is: “If I could do anything, without worrying about how much money I would make, or if I have the right education, what would it be?” Write these dreams down as they come to mind. Again, don’t be critical. Let your mind, heart and soul speak to you. Let this question simmer for a while and see what comes to you. Then, take time to list ways you can build a career around these things. Be imaginative in developing in your mind and on paper or computer screen your ideal job and work place. Search the Internet and/or peruse the library for more mind-expanding ideas.
Another method to help you discover what you really want to do as a professional is to utilize assessment tools. The Strong Campbell Inventory, Myers-Briggs Type Indicator ® and DiSC Personal Profile System® are great at determining your strengths and motivational preferences. Another is to work with a career coach. This person can help you decide what you most love to do and what is best for you at whatever stage of your career you are presently in.

Once you know what you want and need to make you happy at work, what do you do? This is the easy part. Look at what you want to do, determine what you need to get there, then put together a plan and strategy to do so, being sure to include a time line. The hard part is taking consistent, persistent, focused action toward your goals. Any time you choose to do something significantly different than you are presently doing, or expand your responsibilities, something will come up to make you feel as if you cannot do it. Since most of us rarely can do anything consequential totally on our own, find someone such as a partner or close friend to support you, a colleague to mentor you and/or a coach to teach, guide, encourage, support and inspire you as well as keep you accountable. A coach is also a great person to help you move beyond your biggest obstacle – fear! Be sure to include rewards into your plan to keep you moving forward and to celebrate your progress at significant milestones in your plan.
What if during your self-exploration you realize you really do like what you do? That your resistance to going to work has more to do with who you work with? The number one reason employees give on their exit interviews for leaving their job is they do not like their boss.2 If this is true for you, be sure to look in the mirror to determine what part you contribute to this unsatisfactory relationship. Do you have expectations you have not expressed? Or, talents that are being under-utilized? Or, maybe you are feeling bored and ready to take on additional responsibilities.  If you are disappointed in your boss, it may be because you have not clearly expressed your wants and needs with her. If you are assuming she should know what you want, think again. Unexpressed expectations are disappointments waiting to happen. And, I can promise you, they do happen. Write down the things that are most important to you in a job. Compare your list with the factors presently in your role. Then, develop a plan to add more of these factors to your daily tasks. One quick way to do this is to use a self-assessment tool such as the Work Expectations Profile.3  Focus on win-win-win while doing so: win for your organization, your boss and you. Any time we only think in win-lose terms, we are often the one to lose! Then, ask your boss to spend some time discussing this with you. Share what is necessary for you to do your best work with your boss. And, how including the factors/qualities that are presently missing in your work will make a positive difference to everyone involved. This one step can turn your whole attitude around about your job and your boss. 
If the difficulties between you and your boss are more related to values and ethics, it is usually time to look for a new boss or place to work. My first full-time clinical laboratory position became a nightmare for me in a relatively short period of time. My boss was unwilling to confront critical mistakes being made by a particular employee. Even after I gathered my “evidence” she was still unwilling to make any corrections. Neither was the laboratory director. I had to make the difficult choice to stay in a hospital where I loved working and ignore what was happening, or, listen to my gut and attempt to do something to correct the situation. I knew if I left there was no one else qualified to do most of the testing except the supervisor. Due to her alcoholism, she often could not clearly see in the microscope to properly do the work. I chose to leave, forcing the hospital administration to do something about the situation as part of my exit strategy was taking my “evidence” to the CEO. 
If you are ready to do something different for your livelihood, but because of other life circumstances cannot ,or do not want to make a move at this time, there are other ways to bring the things you most desire into your life. First, write down the goals and dreams that are most important to you. Then, ask yourself the underlying, all-important “why”. Why would you like to be a teacher? Why do you want to be the boss? Why do you want a master’s degree? Why do you want to be a part of a JCAHO inspection team? Again, a coach or trusted friend or colleague can help you find these answers more readily than can do on your own. Once you know the true core of what you really want (be a servant leader, make a positive difference, bring out the best in others, expand your awareness and knowledge, etc.) you are better prepared to look at all the ways you can bring these essences into your life. A few options are: by taking on additional responsibilities on the job such as coordinating National Medical Laboratory week activities, writing articles for your organization’s newsletter, developing a “university” for continuing education at your facility, etc. Additional possibilities include: indulge your passion as a hobby, by volunteering, taking a part-time job that can lead to full-time employment, teaching or taking continuing education classes, etc. Be creative with the options. You may be surprised to find out it was not the job that was making you unhappy. It was you!
I encourage you to invest your time and energy in designing and developing a plan and strategy to have more of what you want in your life and employment rather than complaining and resisting what is. Doing so leaves you exhausted at the end of each day. And, often causes you to develop an attitude virus which is very contagious and often affects all around you – both at work and home. It’s your life. It is up to you to manage it. As Henry Ford said: “Whether you think you can, or you cannot, either way you are right.”
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