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Personal Positioning for Engineers:
The Choices Are Yours

by Paul Kostek

After a period of extraordinary growth, the engineering profession has
hit some turbulence, with demand for engineers slowing.
Opportunities still exist; they just may not be exact matches to what
we seek. As engineers in today’'s marketplace, we need to take
responsibility for our careers and adjust to changes in the
employment environment. We need to practice "personal positioning”
— exploring the options available and then determining which best
suit our individual needs.

We all pursue different goals in our careers and define success in
different ways. Traditionally, most engineers have opted for direct
employment with a company, government agency or academic
institution. But today, employment options have expanded;
opportunities exist in:

Direct Employment
Contract Employment
Consulting
Self-Employment

Within these broad areas, engineers can consider management or
technical paths in large, medium -sized or small companies, and they
can even choose between start-ups and established organizations.

Employment Options: Which is Right for You?

Most direct employees — those working for a company, agency or
organization — can expect to receive regular paychecks; some career
guidance; medical, vacation and retirement benefits; and training
support. While all of these perks are nice — even necessary —
training support is a benefit every direct employee should take
advantage of. If you are a direct employee, pursue an advanced
degree or complete a certificate program; attend seminars and
conferences; or simply take courses that will help you build your skills
set. Your employer will reap the benefits of employees who gain and
use new knowledge. What's more, increasing your personal
intellectual property will be one of the most important things you'll do
for yourself; your knowledge, after all, is the one thing you'll take
with you when you leave an employer.
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Some engineers choose to work as contract employees (or temps).
These professionals often receive assignments through a contract
firm, which pays them an hourly rate, keeping a percentage of the
total fee charged to the company for their overhead. Some contract
firms provide 401(k) plans, paid vacation and access to medical plans.
In most cases, however, if you are a contract employee you are
responsible for providing your own benefits, and you must seek and
participate in training and continuing education activities on your own.

The fundamental difference between consultants and contractors is
that consultants are responsible for finding their own assignments and
covering such expenses as taxes. Consultants can be members of a
large or small firm, or can be independent practitioners. Either way,
they must often pursue licensing and registration. Registration is
legally required for all consultants who call themselves engineers and
sell their services to the public or to companies. Corporations are
covered by an industrial exemption; as long as at least one employee
has a PE license, the other engineers on staff are exempt from
licensing. Both consultants and contractors are responsible for their
own benefits and training.

Self-employment is generally defined as owning one’'s own business
and providing either a product or service. During the dot.com
revolution of the 1900s, funding for new businesses — or, more likely
ideas — was easy to obtain. Venture capitalists were more than
willing to fund interesting ideas that might or might not pan out. In
today's market, venture capitalists are looking much more closely at
ideas, and then are going beyond the ideas themselves. They want to
know how large the market is how much company founders have
invested. If you're interested in pursuing self-employment, and will
need to develop relationships with venture capitalists to do so,
consider whether you have the financial resources to support yourself
as well as provide benefits for yourself and your family.

Career Options for Direct Employees

If, after considering your options, you think direct employment is right
for you, you will have several additional options to consider. Do you
follow a technical or a management path? Do you seek out a large,
mid-sized or small company? Is an established organization preferable
to a start-up?

Management versus Technical Tracks

One positive change in today's marketplace is that it has
become far more flexible; it is now much easier to move
back and forth between management and technical roles.
Because the marketplace has become so competitive,
companies cannot afford to have people in the wrong
positions. And even with restructuring and the penchant
for outsourcing seen in companies today, management
opportunities do still exist. You just have to be open about
your objectives and you have to be willing to make a
change — perhaps to a new company — to achieve your
management goals.
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You will need to make choices on a technical track, too.
For example, will you be a generalist or a specialist? This
decision will be key to the career and skills development
decisions you will make throughout your career. When
pursuing the technical route, be sure to monitor industry
trends to determine whether change along the way is
necessary.

Company Size: Do Numbers Equal Career Strength?

In addition to deciding which path to follow, you must also
consider the size of the organization you want to join.
Large companies can provide a wealth of options in terms
of exposure to technologies, projects and management
positions. They tend to be bureaucratic, however, and you
may not be exposed to the work of different groups within
the organization. In a small company, you may have
limited technologies at your disposal and fewer project
and management choices, but you will have the
opportunity to work with many different groups in a more
intimate environment.

Is the Cornerstone Date Important?

Beyond sheer size, company age is also a consideration.
Should you join an established organization or a start-up?

The dramatic growth of start-ups in the 1990s and the
availability of venture capital provided a window for quick
wealth that was not previously available to most technical
professionals. Start-ups were a career choice few
engineers would have considered previously. The bust of
2000 brought many professionals back to reality, but
opportunities do still exist with start-ups. How much risk
can you live with? Will you be able to sleep at night not
knowing if your company will be in business tomorrow?
Can you survive on a reduced salary and do without
benefits while you experience the excitement of being
able to contribute to a new venture?

Are You Positioned?

The keys to positioning yourself for success are understanding where
you are in your career and where you want to go; determining the
level of risk you can live with; and accepting the fact that in today's
marketplace, change is the only given. From there, the options are
yours for the choosing.

Paul Kostek is a principal at Air Direct Solutions. He has served as
IEEE-USA President and as Region 6 PACE Coordinator.
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