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 D
isruption can happen at  
any time—both within 
and beyond a company. 
That disruption may be a 
merger and acquisition or 

wholesale vision change, or it could be 
a recession or global pandemic.

Regardless of the disruption, you still have a job and 

responsi bilities to maintain. Those responsibilities may change, 

or you may even acquire new responsibilities or tasks because  

of the disruption.

Add to that the unexpected force of the transformation that 

can lead to mixed information or create rumors in the work-

place. Those can increase anxiety you already may be experi-

encing, dampening your enthusiasm for the work you do. You 

may become confused about what the future holds and fearful 

of what may happen to your career. 

At the same time, your colleagues are likely feeling their own 

angst. It’s important to keep that in mind as you perform your 

daily work, or problems with work relationships could cause 

even more disruption. Having a clear purpose can help you on 

both fronts—without it, it will be easy to lose your sense of career 

direction and relevance during the period of disruption. You also 

run the risk of causing irrevocable harm to work relationships.
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Now is the time to pause and explore ways that you 

can recenter yourself so you can move forward with 

purpose and a clear direction. To manage your career 

during uncertain times, you may have to learn new skills,  

reach out to colleagues to establish working partner-

ships, or take a lead on a work challenge. 

In this issue of TD at Work, I will: 

• Detail how to stay focused and maintain your career, 

especially during times of turmoil. 

• Review best practices related to teamwork and solv-

ing problems with colleagues.

• Outline ways to establish a personal support system.

Managing your career—rather than reacting—during 

times of uncertainty enables you to remain focused on a 

sustainable future, even while you are handling unfore-

seen challenges or stepping into new roles. 

In her session “Your 20/20 Vision: Reimagine Your 

Future This Year” during the Association for Talent 

Development’s Virtual Conference in June 2020, Elaine 

Biech explained that now is the right time to consider 

your career despite the disruption. That is, in part, 

because you have the opportunity to help create the 

future that is now in such flux. After all, she pointed 

out, no one cares about your career more than you do. 

So, rather than simply keeping your head down during 

challenging times, be proactive. 

Understand Your 
Organizational Fit

Knowing your purpose is critical to successfully main-

taining and managing your career. Your purpose is not 

a destination; rather, it is a journey and a continuous 

practice. Defining your purpose throughout your career 

enables you to let those within your sphere of influence 

know why you exist, what you have to offer, whom you 

wish to serve, and what you hope to achieve. 

Keep in mind, though, that you also need to factor 

in how your purpose fits within the greater organiza-

tional whole. To do that, first identify your place within 

the organizational subsystems. That will determine how 

you interact with your colleagues, particularly those in 

other subsystems. 

Companies typically have three subsystems.

The professional subsystem  comprises various 

talented individuals, each with a specific set of skills. 

Some skills are complex and require extensive training, 

licensing, and continuous practice to stay current.

The administration subsystem  conveys the orga-

nization’s identity. It controls the personnel resources, 

space usage, and fiscal allocations. It also determines 

the wages and salaries for all employee classifications. 

The governance subsystem  is focused on policies, 

procedures, rules, and regulations. Those who work  

in the governance subsystem presume the other sub-

systems are paying close attention to their delibera-

tions and determinations. The governance subsystem 

takes the form of boards, committees, commissions, 

and task forces.

Each subsystem has embedded core values, partici-

pant expectations, and definable boundaries, which are 

heavily fortified and fiercely defended when disrupted. 

Much like members of an exclusive club, those within 

each subsystem hold firm to their beliefs, treating those 

in other subsystems as outsiders.

Under favorable conditions, the subsystems act 

as a unifying force, bringing people together under a 

common vision. When faced with disruption, however, 

the commonality quickly dissolves and is replaced by 

self-interest. As such, the more you understand the 

purpose of a subsystem beyond your own purpose, 

the more influence you can have within it. You can do 

that by forming alliances with your counterparts in 

the other subsystems, especially those whose jobs are 

linked to yours. Knowing how others think, feel, and 

act gives you a strategic advantage, particularly during 

challenging times. 

Define Your Priorities

When resources are in short supply and deadlines are 

pressing, a set of well-defined priorities enables you to 

decide which goals matter and which you can set aside 

temporarily. Attaching priorities to job demands empow-

ers you to calculate the cost benefit of alternate actions. 

When informed, you are better positioned to react quickly 

and smoothly by shifting priorities or resetting your goals 

and objectives. 



COPYRIGHT © ATD 3Don’t Let Disruption Derail Your Career    |

Pathway to Success
Consider the performance pathway model. It provides 

a visual of the prioritization process by identifying the 

main elements that influence job performance. It defines 

the specific factors that affect performance outcomes 

during a period of disruption and the order in which they 

need to happen.

Person. This element identifies eight factors that affect 

job performance. They tend to change the longer you are 

in your position and are accustomed to the role. 

Job demands. Under these conditions, you are ex-

pected to perform your job. They define past, present, 

and future expectations for your work. 

Training and development. Training refers to 

improvements you can make immediately for the short 

term, whereas development is focused on you growing  

in the future and on your long-term potential. 

Behaviors. These are the observable actions and 

attitudes in your response to the disruption. Working 

conditions may affect you favorably or unfavorably. 

Performance. This is the measure of the interactions 

you have with each of the pathway factors. 

Developing the Right Priorities
You sustain high performance by balancing work demands 

and your development and training. However, if you have 

newly assigned duties and responsibilities that are beyond 

your knowledge, skills, and abilities, you will be negatively 

affected, and the pathway will be driven downward, 

resulting in a performance loss. 

In a disruption scenario, people often take action 

after the fact, belatedly using training to offset the nega-

tive effects of a change in job demands. Rather than 

remedy a bad situation, the belated training may simply 

escalate the tension. 

It is up to you to envision what the future looks like. 

Training in preparation for future disruptions will affect 

your behavior positively and drive your pathway upward, 

resulting in a performance gain.

Assess Where You Are

Goals outline your targets, how often you need to meet 

each one, and their associated deadline, while objec-

tives provide the direction you need to move to align 

your outcomes with those of the people you work with 

so that you achieve your common purpose. To ensure 

you are managing your responsibilities and meeting 

your goals and objectives, share any steps and plans 

you have with your supervisor. Stipulate that unless 

you are directed otherwise, you intend to move for-

ward. That puts you in a position to accept account-

ability or delay implementation if you need more time 

to upgrade your skills.

When you feel you are underperforming because of 

a disruption, seek to discover what skills your employer 
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