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Have you ever known people so focused on 

getting ahead, promotion announcements are 
the only things that get their attention? If you’re 
not wielding the power to advance their career, 
good luck in working with them. Ambition has 
been known to turn good people into annoying 
fools. 

Back in the ‘80s I had a female manager 
who was proud she never learned to type. From 
her first job, she expected “underlings” to 
produce her correspondence. In those days, 
every well-armed woman in Corporate America 
packed an IBM Selectric shooting 60+ wpm, so 
my boss became a lunchroom joke, inspiring 
endless speculation on which talents she was 
using in her climb to glory. As PCs became 
status symbols, I had left, but I’ve always 
wondered if my boss ever embraced Mavis 
Beacon’s typing tutorials. 

In hindsight, her low opinion of typists is 
downright quaint compared to the behavior of a 
woman I’ll call Cassidy. By her mid-20s, Cassidy 
had already earned her bachelor’s degree and 
MBA in four years, married, relocated, given 
birth, and established a pattern of job-switching 
every 12-18 months for increasingly lucrative 
positions. Our paths crossed twice. 

In our first brush, I edited a Y2K project for 
her. She was pleasant to me, but the office 
grapevine had her pegged as a steamroller who 
specialized in human pancakes. 

When the new millennium was a non-event 
and her Y2K plan fizzled, she soon left that 
company. 

A few months later, I was looking for work 
and she hired me into a large technical writing 
team she was now managing. The group was 
mostly older and male. Cassidy chose me for 
several high-profile projects. Our relationship 
became almost maternal. 

After about a year—you guessed it—she 
left. Her next employer was a seething caldron 
of MBA’d 20-somethings. Cassidy found that 
cutthroat environment “stimulating.” 

That’s the last I ever heard from her. My 
friendly attempts to keep in touch were ignored. 

True to form, she forgot me once I ceased to be 
immediately useful. 

Over-achievers like Cassidy pass through 
companies like radar blips, hovering only as long 
as the company feeds their insatiable need for 
success. As soon as they achieve a tenuous 
grasp on the “big picture” of any job, they add it 
to their résumé and move on. Details are too 
clerical, seniority is irrelevant, and dues are paid 
only by schmucks who can’t find anything better. 

There’s nothing inherently wrong with lofty 
aspirations, but when they make you appear 
ruthless, arrogant, self-centered, or 
disingenuous, you probably need a morality 
check. Ask yourself if any of these statements 
could be said about you: 

“There’s nothing she won’t do to get 
attention.” 

“When he laughed at my idea in our staff 
meeting, I never thought I’d hear it come out of 
his mouth like he just thought of it.” 

“She’ll give you the time of day only if she 
needs something from you.” 

“He makes you wonder how this place ever 
stayed afloat before he got here.” 

In your zeal to be an indispensable multi-
tasker, if you chronically drop in only to dash 
out, you can rest assured your co-workers rank 
Friday afternoons and your retreating back as 
their two favorite things, in that order. 

If it gets unusually quiet and you’ve noticed 
a decided lack of give-and-take, you’ve been cut 
out of the loop. Your co-workers have wised up 
and stopped supplying ideas that you can 
“improve” to earn your next promotion. 

Because co-workers aren’t the ones you 
need to impress, you may think that these 
working relationships are unimportant. However, 
if you do reach the top, you’ll invariably need the 
support of the very people you snubbed, duped, 
and generally disrespected. Make no mistake—
they will gleefully turn the tables on you. 

I don’t know if he was overly ambitious, but 
the late, great comedian Jimmy Durante 
summed it up nicely when he said: “Be nice to 
people on your way up because you’ll meet ‘em 
on your way down.” 
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